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Foreword


This book is a part of the Coming Into The Light universe, but as you will probably have noticed from the description none of Amy, Sarah, or Luisa from the first Coming Into The Light novel feature here.

Think of this story as running in parallel to the novel Coming Into The Light… same London, similar themes, just as much heat.

Some of the characters in this novel will feature in later books in the main Coming Into The Light series, and they'll potentially have a major part to play.

But… I don't want to give too much away just yet! For now, simply enjoy this story about Laura and Saskia (and Clem and Bel).


Prologue


Laura had been at her desk since quarter to eight.

Northern line from Clapham South at not long after seven, change at Stockwell, Victoria line to Oxford Circus, eleven-minute walk. Coat hung up, computer on, first coffee made. This was who Laura was. You grew up the way she grew up and you learned that being early was the minimum.

She was deep in a specification… line forty-seven, cladding system, fixing details… when the office door opened at twenty past ten and Golden Girl breezed in, mid-conversation on her phone.

Saskia was in gym kit, but not the kind of gym kit Laura owned, faded leggings and a Sheffield Hallam t-shirt she'd had since second year. No, this was the kind that looked like it had been designed for someone who wanted to be photographed leaving a gym. Matching set, an achingly stylish muted olive, a brand that Laura didn't recognise but knew was expensive. Her hair was pulled back and she was slightly flushed. She dropped her bag on her chair and sat down on the other side of the shelf unit without acknowledging Laura's existence, because she was laughing at something the person on the phone had said.

"No, I know. I know. It was ridiculous." Saskia kicked off her trainers, expensive and immaculate, and tucked her feet under her. "The whole thing was ridiculous. I mean, who hires a band for a weekend in the Cotswolds? It's not a wedding, it's a house party."

Laura looked at her screen. Line forty-seven. Cladding system.

"The house was insane though. Properly insane. I still can't get over the pool house… did you see the sauna? I didn't even find it until Sunday morning." Saskia laughed. "I keep thinking I should get Dad to look at something like that for the garden. He'd have a fit."

Line forty-seven. Fixing details. Thermal performance.

"I still can't believe you pushed Dom in the pool. His face. I thought he was going to cry." Saskia laughed, a warm, conspiratorial sound. "And then that friend of his, the one from Verbier… I'm not even going to say what happened after the fireworks. Actually, I can't even if I want to, I'm at work. But you know exactly what I mean."

Laura stared at her specification and thought about her own Saturday night. Pub near the Common with her flatmate Nisha and a few friends, wine then cocktails, then dancing in Infernos until late because Nisha had insisted. It had been a good night. A really good night in fact. Just not the same universe as a Cotswolds house party with a band and fireworks, not to mention a pool and sauna.

"And what about you and Freddie? Don't play coy with me, I saw you disappear after the fireworks." A pause. More laughter. "I knew it. I absolutely knew it. Was he good? He looks like he'd be good." Another pause. "Oh God, really? That's either amazing or horrifying, and I need more details immediately."

Laura was not trying to listen. She was actively, determinedly trying to concentrate on line forty-seven of a cladding specification. But the office was small and the shelf unit was not a wall.

"Listen, I've got to go, I'm at work and I haven't even showered yet. Lunch this week? Thursday? Perfect. I'll book somewhere. Oh… and send me that video of Dom going in the pool. I need it for blackmail purposes."

Saskia hung up, tossed her phone on the desk and stretched, arms above her head, the gym kit riding up slightly, and seemed to notice Laura for the first time.

"Morning. Sorry… that was rude, wasn't it? Long catch-up." She glanced at Laura's screen. "God, are you on the spec already? It's not due for weeks."

"It's due in nine days."

"That's basically weeks." Saskia smiled. "Miss Perfect. You make the rest of us look terrible, you know that?"

Laura forced a smile back. Miss Perfect. She knew that Saskia didn’t mean it as a slur, Saskia didn’t have a bad bone in her body, but it should burn anyway… Laura had had to be perfect to be sat in this office doing her job. People from her background didn’t do this. They were shop assistants, or van drivers, or sat at home with two kids to look after by the time they were seventeen. Laura had had to scrap for everything to get where she was… perfect hadn’t been an option, it had been a necessity.

Should burn… but there was something else, something deeper, something that Laura tried and frequently failed to ignore. Being called Miss Perfect, it just… well, it just triggered something inside, something warm and fuzzy and entirely the opposite of what she should feel, and… stop it, Laura told herself, not now.

Saskia simply ploughed on, seemingly oblivious to the colour that had come into Laura’s cheeks and must surely be obvious.

"Right, I need a shower and then coffee. Do you want one? A coffee, not a shower." Saskia grinned. "The showers here are grim."

"Coffee would be great, thanks. Just black."

"Black. Of course. Even your coffee is no-nonsense." Saskia grabbed her towel and washbag from her gym kit and headed for the door. "Back in ten. Don't finish the whole spec before I get back."

Saskia left and the office settled back into silence. Laura could still smell the faint trace of Saskia's gym… not sweat, somehow, but something clean and expensive, the scent of a woman whose personal trainer probably cost more per hour than Laura spent on food in a week.

A band in the Cotswolds. A pool house with a sauna. Fireworks and someone pushed into a pool at three in the morning. And on Monday morning, gym kit and a phone call and a shower and a coffee, and starting work an hour and a half after everyone else, and somehow none of it mattered, because Saskia could be late and unbothered and still be the most talented architect in the building. The Golden Girl. The family name that opened every door, the father whose property empire was a client of the firm, the connections that meant the rules simply didn't apply. The world rearranged itself around her the way it always did.

Laura turned back to line forty-seven. Cladding system. Fixing details. The work that kept buildings standing and that nobody noticed unless you got it wrong, which Laura never did, because getting it wrong was something that Laura simply couldn’t afford to do.


Chapter 1


Laura heard Saskia before she saw her.

The tap of heels on the stripped wooden floor of the corridor outside, unhurried, confident, late as usual. Then the creak of the office door, a waft of the perfume that smelled so distractingly, expensively good that Laura couldn’t even begin to think of the cost, and there she was, sliding into the chair at the desk opposite with a smiley “morning” and not a trace of apology.

“Morning,” Laura replied, not looking up from her screen.

It was a Monday in autumn, grey and cold. Laura had been at her desk since half seven. She'd already answered four emails, reviewed the latest drawings for the Wolsey Street project, and was halfway through marking up a consultant's report that was supposed to have been done by the structural engineer but hadn't been, so she'd picked it up because someone had to and Laura was always the someone who did.

Saskia, meanwhile, was unwinding a cashmere scarf from her neck and checking her phone.

This was their rhythm. They shared the small office on the second floor of a mid-sized architecture firm in Fitzrovia… a converted Georgian townhouse where the original cornicing had been left intact because the partners thought it showed respect for the fabric of the building, which it did, but it also meant the heating was terrible and Laura spent half the year in a jumper she'd had since sixth form. Two desks facing each other, a window on to a courtyard, and a shelf unit between them that was supposed to be shared but was mostly colonised by Saskia's design books and a few of Laura's lever arch files where she could find room for them.

Laura had been at the firm for three years and still couldn't quite believe they were hers. Getting the job had felt like arriving somewhere, finally… a firm she respected, interesting work, a real chance to progress. She'd cried when she got the offer, standing in the kitchen of her flat in Clapham, and her flatmate Nisha had opened the emergency wine to celebrate.

Saskia had arrived six months ago and Laura still hadn’t forgiven the firm for putting them together.

She remembered the first day... this absurdly beautiful woman appearing in the doorway in a blazer that looked like it had been made for her, which, Laura later realised, it probably had been. She’d shaken Laura’s hand and said “I’m Saskia, lovely to meet you, I hear you’re the one who actually knows what’s going on around here,” and Laura had smiled because what else could you do when someone who looked like that said something like that, even though she suspected Saskia said nice things to everyone because life was easier that way when you looked like that and came from wherever she came from.

Where Saskia came from, Laura had learned in increments over those six months, was a different planet.

The boarding school... one of the famous ones, the kind that had been turning out a certain type of woman for two centuries and whose name alone told you everything about the family who sent their daughter there. St Andrews for university, reading art history, the sort of degree choice you could only make if money was never going to be a factor. Then a conversion course into architecture, paid for without thought, followed by her qualification at firms where, Laura had no doubt, Saskia’s family name had opened every door that Laura had spent years kicking down.

And the family name was worth opening doors for, because Saskia’s father ran a property development empire that owned half the commercial buildings in central London, or at least it felt that way. Laura didn’t know the details and hadn’t asked, but she knew enough to understand that when clients came in for meetings and saw Saskia’s name on the team sheet, certain conversations got easier. Connections. Introductions. They’d meet the clients and half the time Saskia already knew them socially.

Laura’s postcode growing up had been M40. Moston, north Manchester. Council housing on an estate that was fine in the sense that no one bothered you if you didn’t bother them, but that was not fine in every other sense that mattered... no money, no connections, no sense that the world beyond the estate was accessible to someone like her. Her mum had raised her alone after her dad left when Laura was four, working two jobs to keep them going, cleaning offices early in the morning and stacking shelves at Asda in the evening, and Laura had grown up with the understanding that money was, unless you wanted a life of crime, something that happened to other people.

Her mum was Cypriot, her dad Italian... both from immigrant families who’d ended up in Manchester for reasons Laura had never been entirely clear on, something to do with factory work and the north being cheaper. The marriage hadn’t lasted but the heritage had, and Laura carried it in her face... the olive skin, the dark brown eyes, the dark hair she wore to her shoulders and that looked Mediterranean even on a grey Autumn morning in Fitzrovia.

She’d been bright at school but also hard working, the sort of student that her teachers could work with and who stood out at what was a school where many gave up. She realised now that she’d been motivated by fear... fear of ending up stuck, fear of her mum’s life becoming her life, fear of the estate closing around her like a fist. Her place at Sheffield Hallam had been the best she could reach from where she started and it had been enough to get her foot in the door, and from there Laura had done what Laura always did: worked harder, stayed later, said yes to everything, and made herself indispensable.

She’d been doing it ever since, and sometimes, sitting at her desk at half seven on a Monday morning glancing across at a desk she knew would be empty for hours yet, Laura wondered if she’d be doing it for the rest of her life.

***

“Have you seen the Wolesey Street drawings?” Laura asked, still not looking up. “Fiona sent them over on Friday but there are issues with the ground floor circulation.”

Saskia glanced over. “I’ll look after coffee. Anything urgent?”

“The planning meeting is Wednesday.”

“Then it can wait until after coffee.”

Laura bit back the response she wanted to give and returned to her markup. Pick your battles, her mum always said. Not every hill is worth dying on, love.

Her mum said things like that… practical wisdom from a woman who’d never had the luxury of being precious about anything. Laura spoke to her most evenings, a quick call on the walk from the Tube to her flat, and her mum always asked the same three questions: are you eating properly, are you getting enough sleep, and are they treating you right at that office? The last one always made Laura smile because her mum said “that office” like it was a particularly questionable takeaway rather than a respected architecture practice, but the concern behind it was real. Her mum had spent her working life being treated as invisible by the people whose offices she cleaned, and she was fiercely protective of Laura being treated as anything less than equal.

Saskia came back with her coffee and settled into her morning routine, which as far as Laura could tell consisted of checking emails for about ten minutes and then opening her sketchbook and drawing for an hour. It drove Laura mad. Not the drawing itself... Laura had glimpsed Saskia’s sketches and they were annoyingly good, fluid and confident in a way that Laura’s more careful, technical drawings weren’t... but the luxury of it. Saskia could sit and sketch because someone else, someone like Laura, was dealing with the emails and the markups and the consultants who hadn’t done what they’d promised.

“Miss Perfect’s on fine form today,” Saskia said, not looking up from her sketchbook but a friendly smile on her lips. “I can feel the disapproval radiating from across the room.”

Laura shifted in her seat… that nickname. If she’d thought that Saskia had a mean streak, which she definitely didn’t, it would cut to the bone, reminding her of where she’d come from, that she had no safety net in the way that Saskia did. She forced herself not to react, knowing that Saskia meant it affectionately. But she remembered, too, remembered letting her mind wander last night, trying to get to sleep and thinking about the beautiful, confident Saskia whispering Miss Perfect in her ear while her hands did something else, and how good that would feel, and… stop it.

Instead of reacting, she simply said, “Just doing my job.” She nearly added Golden Girl but held her tongue… only Nisha knew that Laura used that nickname for Saskia.

“You do everyone’s job, that’s the thing. You should live a little.”

Laura tried to think of a witty reply but couldn’t.

Saskia, oblivious, carried on sketching.

***

The handbag incident, as Laura thought of it, had happened a few weeks back and crystallised everything she felt about the gap between them.

Laura had received her annual bonus... not huge, but meaningful, the first time she’d had money that wasn’t already spoken for by rent or bills, or the small amount she sent to her mum each month. She’d agonised for weeks about what to do with it. The sensible thing was to save it. But Nisha had pointed out that Laura never bought herself anything nice, ever, and that she deserved one thing, just one thing, that was purely for her.

So Laura had bought a handbag. A proper one, from a brand she’d only ever seen in shop windows, the kind of bag she’d walked past a hundred times on her way through the West End and thought someday. She’d gone to the shop on a Saturday morning, feeling like an imposter, and had spent twenty minutes being talked through the options by a sales assistant who was younger than her and definitely better dressed. She’d handed over her card and felt physically sick at the amount, and then she’d walked out clutching the beautiful paper carrier and felt strange on the Tube home because she didn’t know whether she was happy or horrified.

She loved it. A simple leather bag, purple, that went with everything, and every time she looked at it she felt a complex mix of pride and guilt... the pride of having earned something beautiful and the guilt of spending money that could have gone to her mum, or her meagre savings, or literally anything more responsible.

She brought it to work on the Monday, not to show off but because it was her bag now and she was going to bloody well use it. She put it down on her desk and felt good about it for exactly the amount of time it took Saskia to walk in.

Saskia was carrying a bag of her own, slung casually over one shoulder, something Laura didn’t recognise but that radiated expense in a way that Laura’s new bag, her precious, agonised-over bag, simply didn’t. Saskia’s bag probably cost three or four times what Laura’s had, and Saskia probably had a dozen more at home that she rotated without thought.

She didn’t say anything about Laura’s bag. Didn’t notice it, because why would she? It was a nice bag, a perfectly good bag, but in Saskia’s world it was invisible, the way Laura’s entire financial existence was invisible to someone who’d never had to check a bank balance before buying something.

It wasn’t as is Saskia should have said anything either. It was just that Laura was so excited about it, she realised she’d just hoped that Saskia would notice, that Saskia might think of her for a moment as someone who could be as stylish as she was when finances allowed.

Laura sat at her desk and looked at her bag and felt not anger, not even envy, just a deep, tired recognition of how different their starting points had been and how, no matter how hard she worked, that gap would never close. Saskia’s life was the window Laura had been pressing her face against since she was a kid on the estate, watching other people’s lives happen on the other side.

Some days the glass felt very cold.

***

Late on the Friday, the studio winding down, people drifting towards the pub, Laura was at her desk finishing a specification that needed to go out before the weekend. Essential, tedious, unvolunteered for. So of course she'd said yes.

Saskia was at her desk too, unusually for a Friday afternoon. She was on her laptop, typing, not sketching, and Laura could see from her posture that whatever she was doing had her full attention for once.

“Laura.” Saskia’s voice cut through the quiet. She rarely used Laura’s actual name... it was usually Miss Perfect, delivered with that playful smile that did complex things in Laura’s head. Hearing “Laura” made her look up.

“Yeah?”

“The presentation. For the pitch next Thursday. Have you started on the technical sections?”

“I’ve done the structural approach and most of the environmental strategy. Why?”

“Terence just emailed. He wants me to lead the design narrative for the pitch and he wants us to coordinate.” Saskia paused. “He thinks we complement each other.”

Laura kept her expression neutral while her stomach tightened. Terence, the partner she respected most, the closest thing she had to a mentor at the firm, thought she and Saskia complemented each other. Laura and Saskia. Chalk and cheese. The grafter and the Golden Girl. It felt like being told your hard-won technical expertise was a nice backdrop for someone else’s flair.

“Fine,” Laura said. “I’ll send you what I’ve got and you can build the design sections around it.”

“Actually, I thought we could work on it together. Properly together. Maybe stay late one evening next week.”

Laura hesitated… she didn’t want to work late with Saskia. She didn’t want to sit in their small office at nine o’clock at night and have Saskia see how she worked... the doggedness, the checking and rechecking, the anxiety that drove every late night. That was private. That was the invisible machinery behind Miss Perfect, and Laura didn’t want Saskia anywhere near it.

“I’ll send you what I’ve got,” Laura repeated. “We can coordinate by email.”

Something flickered across Saskia’s face... annoyance? Hurt? Laura couldn’t tell and didn’t particularly care. They’d coordinate the way Laura coordinated with everyone: efficiently, professionally, at arm’s length. She couldn’t risk Saskia breaking her system.

“Sure,” Saskia said after a moment. “Whatever works for you, Miss Perfect.”

There it was again. That nickname.

Laura turned back to her specification document and worked until the office was dark and the building was empty and there was no one left to see the girl from the Manchester estate who was trying so hard to belong.

***

This was Laura’s life. Work, work, and more work, punctuated by evenings in the Clapham flat with Nisha and Saturdays off when she did the weekly longer call to her mum, went for a run, and, most weekends, a night out in one of the pubs near the flat where her and her friends would have probably a little too much to drink.

She was twenty-eight. She was single and had been for over a year, her last relationship fizzling out with the quiet, mutual recognition that Laura didn’t have room in her life for another person, not really, not when the career consumed everything. She’d dated several people over the years, usually women but sometimes men, not that she’d ever let anyone at work into that side of her, and the relationships had been fine, pleasant, unremarkable. Fine. That was the word she always used when Nisha or her mum asked how things were going with whoever she was seeing. Fine. It’s fine.

She didn’t wonder what it said about her that fine was the ceiling of her romantic experience. She didn’t have time to wonder. She was too busy being Miss Perfect.

On the Tube home that Friday, pressed into the Northern Line at late rush hour, Laura put her headphones in and stared at the window opposite, seeing her own reflection in the dark glass.

She looked tired, she thought. She looked like someone who was holding on very tightly to something that could be taken away at any moment. And it could. That was the thing that people like Saskia would never understand… there was no safety net. One wrong move, one moment where Miss Perfect slipped, and the career she'd built from nothing could collapse beneath her. Saskia could fail and the family name would catch her. Laura could only fall.

She looked away and thought about the weekend ahead: specification to finish, laundry, call Mum, maybe a run if it wasn’t raining. Nisha was going to her new boyfriend’s parents so Laura would have the flat to herself, which meant she could work over the weekend without feeling antisocial about it, possibly meet some friends that Saturday night.

This was her life. She’d built it from nothing and she was proud of it, fiercely proud, the way her mum was proud, the way their neighbours on the estate were proud of the girl who’d got out. But pride, Laura was learning, could be its own kind of trap... the fear of losing what you’d built making you grip it so tightly that you couldn’t feel anything else.

Not that there was anything else to feel. She had her work and her flat and her mum and Nisha and her handbag. That was more than enough. That was more than plenty of people had.

It was fine.

Laura was always fine.


Chapter 2


Laura saw it on a Tuesday morning and for the first few seconds her brain simply refused to process what she was seeing.

She’d been going through the documentation for the Wingdown project, a large commercial development in King’s Cross, the firm’s biggest current client, a project Laura had been running the technical side of for eight months. It was the sort of project that could make a career at her level: complex, high-profile, the client demanding but fair, the fees significant enough that the partners paid attention. Laura had poured herself into it, working evenings and weekends to get the specifications right, coordinating with structural engineers and environmental consultants, making sure every detail was correct because on a project this size a mistake could be catastrophic.

The email had come in from the contractor at quarter past eight, tagged as urgent. A query about the cladding specification for the east elevation... something about the fire rating of the materials Laura had specified not matching the requirements set out in the planning consent. The contractor’s tone was careful and professional, but Laura could read the subtext: we think there’s a problem and we think it’s yours.

She’d opened the specification document and cross-referenced it with the planning consent, expecting to find a simple discrepancy she could resolve with a phone call. Instead she found something that made the blood drain from her face.

The cladding system she’d specified, the system the contractor had nearly finished installing on a twelve-storey building, didn’t meet the fire safety requirements that had been a condition of planning approval. Not even close. She’d used the wrong classification, transposing two digits in a reference code that changed the fire rating from the required standard to something significantly below it. A clerical error, the kind of thing that could happen to anyone, except that Laura had signed off the specification, and the cost of stripping back the installed cladding and replacing it would be enormous.

After Grenfell, fire safety errors in cladding specifications weren’t just professional negligence. They were the thing that ended careers, that made the news, that brought regulatory bodies down on a practice with the full weight of public anger behind them. Laura knew this. Everyone in the profession knew this. It was the one thing you could not get wrong, and she had got it wrong.

She sat very still at her desk, the email open on one screen and the specification on the other, and felt the world tilt. Her hands were shaking. There was a ringing in her ears, a strange, high-pitched whine that she realised after a moment was the sound of her own blood pressure going through the roof.

She went through it again, slowly, hoping she’d made a mistake reading it. She hadn’t. The numbers were there in black and white, her initials next to them, her signature on the transmittal. There was no ambiguity and no one else to blame.

Laura thought about her mum. That was the first thing that came to mind, before the professional consequences, before the fear of being sacked and struck off and never working in architecture again. She thought about her mum, who told everyone about her daughter the architect in London, who kept a framed photo of Laura at her graduation on the mantelpiece, who’d worked two jobs for twenty years so that Laura could have this life. The pride in her mum’s voice when she talked about Laura was the most precious thing Laura had, and she was about to destroy it.

She closed the email and sat staring at her hands on the keyboard, unable to move or think or do anything except feel the slow, nauseating certainty that everything she’d built was about to collapse.

***

Half an hour passed. Maybe more. Laura hadn’t moved, hadn’t opened another document, hadn’t answered the two new emails that had come in. She was paralysed, her mind running the same loops... how bad is it, can it be fixed, who do I tell, what happens next... and arriving at the same answer each time. It was very bad. The client would have to be told. The firm’s professional indemnity insurance would be triggered. There would be an investigation. And Laura, the girl from the Manchester estate who’d spent ten years fighting her way into this profession, would be at the centre of it, her name on the document, her mistake, her fault.

She’d be sacked. Almost certainly. Gross misconduct, professional negligence, a cladding fire safety error... the firm would have no choice, not in the current climate, not with the regulatory scrutiny the profession was under. And after that, who would hire her? The architecture world was small. Word would get around. Laura, the one who got the cladding spec wrong. Career over at twenty-eight.

She heard the office door open and didn’t look up. Saskia, even later than usual, sliding into her chair with whatever breezy greeting she had prepared for the morning.

But the greeting didn’t come. There was silence, and then Saskia’s voice, different from her usual light tone: “Laura?”

Laura didn’t respond.

“Laura, what’s happened? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Laura almost laughed at that. A ghost would have been preferable. A ghost she could have handled.

Saskia was the last person she’d choose to confide in... the Golden Girl, the one who’d never made a mistake that mattered because the stakes for her were never real. What would Saskia know about the terror of losing everything you’d worked for?

But something in Laura was scared that morning, some crucial wall inside her that had been holding the weight of years of pressure and perfection choosing that moment to give way.

“I’ve fucked up,” Laura said, still staring at her screen. Her voice sounded strange to her own ears. “I’ve really, really fucked up.”

Saskia was quiet for a moment. Then she stood, closed the office door, pulled her chair round to Laura’s side of the office and sat back down.

“Tell me,” she said.

So Laura told her. The specification, the fire rating, the transposed digits, the cladding already going up, the planning condition she’d breached. She laid it out as if she were presenting it to a client, because that was the only way she could get through it without falling apart.

When she’d finished, Saskia was silent for what felt like a long time. Laura waited for the reaction... the careful distancing, the realisation that she was talking to a dead woman walking and that it was best to be nowhere near this, the polished sympathy that would mean nothing.

“Send me everything,” Saskia said.

Laura looked at her for the first time. Saskia’s expression wasn’t what she’d expected. There was no distance in it, no self-interest. She looked focused, intent, the way she looked when she was deep in a design problem, that sharpness Laura had glimpsed occasionally and always dismissed as lacking substance.

“What?”

“The spec, the planning consent, the contractor’s email, everything. Send it to me now and then go for a walk. A long one. Get some air. I need to look at this properly.”

“Saskia, this isn’t your…”

“Send it to me.” There was something in her voice that Laura hadn’t heard before, a quiet authority that cut through Laura’s borderline panic. “Please.”

Laura hesitated, then forwarded the documents. She picked up her coat, her bag... the bag, the stupid, precious bag she’d agonised over... and walked out of the office without looking back.

She walked for two hours. Through Fitzrovia, up into Regents Park, barely seeing any of it but needing the open space. She walked until her feet ached and the wind had turned her cheeks raw, and she couldn’t put off going back any longer.

When she opened the office door, Saskia was at her desk, laptop open, phone beside her. She looked up at Laura and Laura braced herself.

“I can fix this,” Saskia said.

Laura stared at her, incredulous. “What?”

“Sit down. I can fix it. Well... I can make it manageable. But I need to explain something first.”

Laura sat. She didn’t dare to believe.

“My father’s company holds a significant stake in the development consortium behind Wingdown,” Saskia said. “I didn’t mention it because it’s not direct, it’s through a subsidiary, and I’m not involved in any of the commercial decisions so there’s no conflict of interest. But it means I have access to people. The right people, at the right level, who can make decisions about how this gets handled.”

Laura said nothing. Her mouth was dry.

“If I make some calls, I can get this treated as a technical error that gets resolved through a variation to the contract rather than a formal complaint. The cladding gets replaced, the cost gets absorbed into the project contingency, and it goes down as a design amendment rather than a negligence claim. Your name stays clean.”

“Why would they agree to that?”

“Because my father’s company has a financial interest in the project succeeding without delays or disputes. A negligence claim means lawyers, insurance companies, months of back and forth, bad press. A quiet design amendment means the building gets built on time and everyone moves on. That, and… their CFO is my godfather, and he forgot to get me anything for my birthday. So…” Saskia shrugged as if it was the most normal thing in the world.

Laura felt something strange. Relief, maybe, but tinged with something else... the bitter recognition that this was how Saskia’s world worked. Problems that would destroy someone like Laura could be made to disappear by someone like Saskia with a few phone calls, not because the problem was less serious but because the right connections turned catastrophe into inconvenience. One rule for them and another for everyone else.

“What’s the catch?” Laura asked, because there was always a catch, nothing in Laura’s life had ever come free.

Saskia leaned back in her chair and looked at her for a long moment. Laura couldn’t read the expression... it was almost playful, as if Saskia was weighing up how to say whatever she was about to say.

“There’s a party on Friday night. A friend’s birthday, in Kensington. I need a plus one.” She paused. “And you’ve got exactly the right look.”

Of all the things Laura had expected to hear, that wasn’t among them. “You want me to come to a party?”

“I want you to come to a party, dress up glamorous and promise to relax and have fun. In exchange, I make your cladding problem go away. Quietly, cleanly, no trace. Fixed.”

“That’s… it? A party?”

Saskia smiled, and there was something in it that Laura couldn’t quite decode. “That’s it. You come on Friday, you put on a nice dress, you drink someone else’s champagne, and in return I make the calls today. Fair?”

Laura thought about it for approximately three seconds. A party. A few hours of social discomfort in exchange for her entire career. It was nothing. It was less than nothing. She’d have cleaned Saskia’s house for a month if that was what it took. No, a year.

“Fine,” Laura said. “I’ll be there.”

“Good. I’ll text you the details.” Saskia turned back to her laptop as if the conversation that had just saved Laura’s career was of no more consequence than arranging a manicure. “Oh, and Laura?”

“Yeah?”

“You’re not going to lose your job. You’re too good at it.” A pause and a grin. “Even if you are annoyingly perfect.”

Laura opened her mouth to respond but nothing came out. She turned to her own screen and stared at it, seeing nothing, her heart still hammering, her mind trying and failing to reconcile the woman who’d just offered without hesitation to save her career with the woman who’d spent six months calling her Miss Perfect and not noticing her handbag.

She couldn’t reconcile it. So she did what she always did.

She got back to work.


Chapter 3


Her career in exchange for a party… Laura was still trying to work out what the catch was.

The cladding terror had receded to a dull background hum... still there while Saskia worked her magic, but no longer the acute panic of Tuesday morning. Saskia had been calm and certain, and Laura had found herself believing her despite everything, because what choice did she have? The alternative was waiting for the contractor’s query to escalate, for the client to get involved, for the partners to find out, and then the dominoes would fall and Laura would be standing in the rubble of her career wondering why she’d transposed two digits in a reference code.

So she was going to a party. Fine. She could do a party. She’d been to parties before... not Kensington parties, not parties thrown by the kind of people who orbited Saskia, but parties. She knew how to hold a drink and make conversation, how to smile at people she didn’t know. It would be a few hours of performing, which was basically what Laura did at work every day anyway, just in a different postcode.

What she couldn’t work out was why Saskia had chosen her.

“You’ve got exactly the right look,” Saskia had said, and Laura had let it pass in the moment because her brain had been too flooded with relief to process anything beyond the fact that her career might survive. But in the sleepless small hours, the phrase kept returning. The right look for what? Laura was attractive, she knew that... Nisha told her regularly, her mum told her constantly, people in bars told her when they wanted something... but she wasn’t the kind of woman you brought to a Kensington party to make a statement. So… why? Was there a guy she wanted to set Laura up with? Or was it just her way of being friendly… like her social rules said that she had to ask for something in return, so she went for the easy option?

She filed it away and focused on the practical problem, which was that she had absolutely nothing to wear.

***

Laura spent Wednesday lunchtime in Zara and Thursday lunchtime in & Other Stories but came away from both empty-handed and increasingly stressed. Everything was either too casual or too dressy or, more accurately, everything was fine but nothing was right, and Laura couldn’t articulate what “right” meant for a party she’d never been to, in a world she’d never inhabited, with people she’d never met.

On Thursday evening, walking home from the Tube, she gave up on the high street and went into a small boutique on a side street near Clapham Common that she’d walked past a hundred times and never entered because it was clearly more expensive than her usual shops. Inside, she found it within ten minutes... a black, long-sleeved mini dress in a slightly stretchy fabric that hugged her body in exactly the right way. Figure-hugging without being tight, short enough to show off her legs without being inappropriate, the kind of dress that said she’d made an effort without looking like she was trying too hard.

She tried it on in the narrow changing room and looked at herself in the mirror and felt, for the first time all week, something other than fear that she wouldn’t look like she belonged. She looked good. The black set off her Mediterranean colouring, the dark hair and olive skin, and the cut made the most of the body she’d earned through years of running and yoga. She didn’t look like she belonged at a Kensington party necessarily, but she looked like she could hold her own, and that would be enough.

It cost more than she’d wanted to spend... not crazy money, not handbag-level anguish, but enough that she felt the familiar stab of guilt as she tapped her card. She told herself it was an investment. The most cost-effective career insurance she’d ever buy.

She also booked a manicure for Friday lunchtime, the first one she’d had in months, because her hands would be on show and she didn’t want ragged nails to be the detail that gave her away as someone who didn’t belong. And she bought new tights, because her only decent pair had a ladder she’d been meaning to deal with for weeks, and a lipstick in a shade slightly darker than she’d normally wear, because she’d be in a room full of women who she suspected spent far too much time on makeup.

Small preparations, and the kind of things Saskia probably did without thinking. For Laura, each one was a conscious decision, a careful expenditure, a tiny brick in the wall she was building between herself and the risk of being found out.

***

Friday. Nisha was cross-legged on Laura’s bed, glass of wine in hand and providing commentary while Laura got ready.

“So let me get this straight,” Nisha said, for the third time. “She’s fixing your career-ending cock-up, and all she wants is for you to go to a party with her?”

“That’s what she said.”

“And you believe her?”

“I don’t have much choice, do I?”

“No, I suppose not. It’s just weird. People like that don’t do things for free. There’s always something.” Nisha took a thoughtful sip. “Maybe she wants you to murder someone.”

“I’m going to a birthday party, Nish, not a horror film.”

“I’m just saying. Be careful. Maybe the posh boys and girls are going to hunt you for sport.”

Laura was in front of the mirror, her hair down and freshly washed, trying to decide what to do with it. Down looked good, softer, less office Laura, but up was more sophisticated, and sophisticated was what she was aiming for. She compromised with a loose style that kept it off her face but still looked natural, then checked her nails (the manicure had been worth it, her hands looked like they belonged to someone who didn’t worry about money), and started on her makeup.

“The dress is good,” Nisha said, nodding at it hanging on the wardrobe door. “You’ll look hot.”

“I don’t need to look hot. I need to look like I belong.”

“In Kensington? You’d need to add about five zeros to your bank balance for that.” Nisha grinned. “But the dress will do. Maybe you’ll meet a nice rich boy or girl who’ll whisk you off to their yacht.”

Laura laughed. “A yacht. Right.”

“I’m serious! Caribbean. Sunsets. Someone else paying for everything for once in your life.” Nisha affected a dreamy expression. “You could bring me back a duty-free Toblerone. The big one.”

“If I meet a rich woman or man with a yacht, Nisha, I promise you’ll be the first to know.”

“That’s all I ask.”

Laura smiled and turned back to the mirror. She applied the new lipstick carefully, blotted it, checked the effect. It was good... the darker shade made her look less girl-next-door and more… something. More like she’d chosen to look this way rather than just being whatever she happened to be that day.

She stepped back and looked at herself properly. The dress, the hair, the makeup, the nails. She looked, she thought, like a better-funded version of herself. Like someone who might conceivably walk into a Kensington party and not immediately be identified as a fraud. It wasn’t Saskia-level... it would never be Saskia-level... but it was the best Laura from the Moston estate could do, and it would have to be enough.

“Right,” she said, picking up the handbag... the bag, the good one, the one nice thing she owned. “How do I look?”

Nisha looked at her appraisingly. “Like someone who’s about to have a much more interesting night than me.” She paused. “Seriously though, you look gorgeous. Whatever this is, whoever these people are, just remember that you’re worth ten of any of them.”

“Thanks, Nish.”

“And text me if it’s awful. I’ll fake an emergency that you need to rescue me from.”

Laura hugged her, grabbed her coat, and headed out into the cold evening. The Tube was busy with Friday night revellers and Laura stood in the carriage in her new dress and her good coat, and felt like she was travelling not just across London but across some invisible boundary into a place she’d only ever seen from the outside.

Saskia had texted her the address that evening. A street in Kensington that Laura had looked up on Google Maps, zooming in on the elegant terraced houses and the private garden square and thinking, of course, of course that’s where these people live.

She came out of the Tube at High Street Kensington and walked, following her phone, through streets that got quieter and more expensive with every turn. The cars parked along the kerb were the kind that Laura usually only saw in magazines. The houses were tall, white-stuccoed, immaculate. The air even smelled different here, Laura thought, or maybe that was just the absence of the kebab shop and the curry house that bookended her road in Clapham.

She found the address and stopped. It was a house, not a venue... an enormous house, four storeys of white stucco with a pillared entrance and light blazing from every window. She could hear music from inside, the low bass thump of something loud, and through the tall ground-floor windows she could see people moving, beautiful people, dressed in the way that Laura had been trying and failing to approximate in her boutique dress and her high-street manicure.

She got out her phone and messaged Saskia: I’m close, are you there yet?

Her phone buzzed seconds later. Saskia: I’m inside. Come to the front door and I’ll find you. Don’t be nervous, you look great.

Laura stared at the message. How did Saskia know she looked great? She hadn’t seen her. It was just something people like Saskia said, the way they said “lovely to see you” to people they barely knew, it was social lubricant, meaningless.

She took a deep breath. One evening. A few hours. Drink some champagne, smile at some people, play whatever mysterious part Saskia might need her to play. That was the deal. Simple, transactional, finite.

Laura walked up the steps and rang the bell.


Chapter 4


The door was opened by a man in a black shirt who looked like he might be a model for his day job, and Laura’s first coherent thought was that even the staff at these things were better-looking than anyone she’d ever dated.

“Hi, I’m here for the... the birthday party?”

The man smiled as if this was a completely normal thing to say on a Friday night in Kensington and, once he’d checked her name against the list, stepped aside to let her in. The hall beyond was enormous... a black-and-white chequered tiled floor, a staircase that swept upward, the kind of entrance hall that Laura had only seen in period dramas and architecture case studies. It was packed with people, all of them holding drinks, all of them dressed the way Laura imagined people dressed in magazine editorials... not fancy exactly, but expensive in a way that was hard to pin down, where even a plain white shirt and trousers were tailored perfectly and looked very, very good.

She stood in the doorway for a moment, coat still on, handbag clutched, feeling the gap between herself and the room. A waiter appeared from nowhere with a tray of champagne flutes and Laura took one because she needed something to do with her hands. The champagne was very cold and very good, better than any champagne she’d tasted before, and she drank half of it too quickly and felt the buzz hit her.

“Laura!”

Saskia materialised from the crowd and Laura almost didn’t recognise her. Out of work clothes or her gym kit, out of the office, Saskia was something else entirely. She was wearing a dark blue dress, simple but cut to perfection, and her hair was down, Laura had only ever seen it up or pulled back at work, falling in loose waves past her shoulders. She looked, Laura thought before she could stop herself, extraordinary. Not just beautiful but alive with it, electric, as if the party had been built around her and she was its natural centre.

“You came,” Saskia said, kissing Laura on the cheek, both cheeks actually, the way people did in this world, and Laura caught her perfume, the one from the office but different somehow in this context, closer, warmer. “Let me take your coat.”

Laura surrendered her coat and stood in her black dress feeling simultaneously overdressed and underdressed and about right, depending on which direction she looked. Saskia held her at arm’s length and looked at her, and the genuine appraisal in her gaze made Laura smile a little awkwardly.

“You look incredible,” Saskia said. “I knew you would.”

“I think I look like I’m trying too hard.”

“You look like every man in this room is going to stare at you, half the women too.” Saskia took Laura’s arm, proprietary, natural, as if they did this all the time, and steered her into the party. “Come on. You need another drink, particularly after the week you’ve had, and I need to introduce you to some people.”

Laura let herself be led, Saskia’s hand warm on her arm, and tried to take in the house as they went through it. The rooms were vast, interconnected, opening on to each other through wide archways. The lighting was low and warm, candles mixed with something more designed, making everyone look slightly better than they probably did in daylight. The music was good, a low, steady pulse that was loud enough to create atmosphere but not so loud that you couldn’t talk, and somewhere in the back of the house Laura could see what looked like a proper bar with an actual bartender mixing cocktails.

“Whose house is this?” Laura asked.

“Jemima’s parents’. They’re in the Maldives.” Saskia said this as if it were the most normal explanation in the world. “Jem does this every year. It’s sort of legendary.”

“Jemima is the birthday girl?”

“Yep. A nightmare but a lovable one. You’ll meet her later. She’ll adore you.”

Laura doubted that very much but didn’t say so. Saskia was working their way through the crowd with the ease of someone who’d been doing this since she was old enough to party, greeting people, kissing cheeks, making brief introductions. “This is Laura, she works with me…” no surname, no qualification, just “Laura” delivered in a way that implied Laura was someone worth knowing, and Laura found that the people they met accepted this at face value. They smiled, shook her hand, made small talk. No one asked where she went to school or what her father did, which were the questions Laura had been dreading.

She realised, about twenty minutes in, that she’d been bracing for hostility and had found none. These people weren’t mean. They weren’t sizing her up or looking down at her. They were mostly just… nice. Friendly, easy, a bit drunk, having a good time. The class anxiety Laura had carried through the front door like a second handbag was, she started to suspect, more about her own assumptions than their behaviour.

“You’re doing that thing,” Saskia said, handing her another glass of champagne.

“What thing?”

Saskia grinned. “That thing you do at work whenever I say something nice to you. Where you look surprised that people are being normal with you. Like you expected them to check what school you went to at the door.”

Laura flushed. “I didn’t…”

“Relax.” Saskia’s smile was open and slightly teasing. “These are my friends, not the admissions panel at Benenden. Drink your champagne and stop analysing everyone.”

So Laura drank her champagne, and then another, and gradually something began to change. The alcohol helped... she could feel it loosening the tension she’d been carrying all week, taking the edges off her anxiety. But it wasn’t just the champagne. It was the party itself, which was, she had to admit, unlike anything she’d experienced.

A girl she’d been introduced to earlier, Phoebe, impossibly tall, something in fashion, pulled her into a conversation about a building in Shoreditch that Phoebe thought was hideous and Laura, emboldened by three glasses of champagne, explained was actually structurally quite interesting. Phoebe looked at her with genuine fascination, asked a series of surprisingly intelligent questions, and then announced to the group around them that Laura was “an actual architect, a real one, not one of those people who just says they’re in architecture but actually does mood boards.”

People laughed, and Laura laughed too, and she caught Saskia watching her from across the room with an expression that looked a little like pride.

She met Jemima, the birthday girl, who was exactly as Saskia had described... a nightmare, lovable, loud, spectacularly drunk, wearing a tiara and no shoes. Jemima hugged Laura as if they’d known each other for years and said “Sask told me you’re her genius colleague and that I’m absolutely not allowed to poach you to be my friend, so of course now I’m going to try” and Laura found herself laughing again, genuinely laughing, much to her surprise.

She met a man called Hugo who worked at an auction house and was exceptionally knowledgeable about Renaissance painting and also exceptionally gay, who insisted on getting her a cocktail from the bar and spent ten minutes explaining why the proportions of the house they were standing in were “mathematically exquisite but emotionally frigid” while Laura argued that the proportions worked perfectly and they should agree to disagree, which Hugo found delightful.

She met people whose names she forgot and people whose faces she’d remember, and she drank champagne that never seemed to run out, and somewhere between the third drink and the fourth she stopped putting on an act and started enjoying herself.

This was what it felt like, Laura thought. This was what money actually bought... not the champagne or the house or the clothes, but this ease, this freedom from consequence, this ability to exist in a room without worrying about what everything cost and whether you could afford it. Nobody here was worrying about their bank balance or their rent or whether their boss liked them enough to keep them on. They were just… having fun. The simplicity of it was intoxicating.

***

Laura was talking to Phoebe and a man called Freddie about, of all things, whether the Northern Quarter in Manchester was better than Peckham for street food (Laura was winning the argument through sheer force of firsthand experience) when she felt Saskia’s hand on her waist.

“Come with me,” Saskia said, low enough that only Laura could hear. “There are two people I want you to meet.”

Laura let herself be steered away, Saskia’s hand staying on her waist... a gesture that was, Laura told herself, part of the performance, part of how people were in this crowd, friendly. They stopped by the fireplace in the back room, where two women were talking.

“Laura, this is Clemency, and this is Arabella. My two favourite people on earth.”

One of the two turned and Laura was hit with warmth like opening an oven door. Dark blonde hair, an open face, a smile that reached her eyes and stayed there. She was beautiful in a welcoming, approachable way... the kind of face you’d trust immediately, the kind of woman who’d make you feel better about everything just by being in the room.

“Laura!” Clemency said, with a French accent that Laura hadn’t expected. She kissed Laura on both cheeks and held her shoulders and looked at her properly. “Finally. Call me Clem. Sask has told us so much about you. Her brilliant colleague who keeps the whole office running.”

“I wouldn’t say…”

“She also said you were beautiful and she wasn’t wrong.” Clemency said this without flirtation, just as a statement of fact, a compliment delivered without it meaning anything and everything at the same time. “Welcome. Have you got a drink? You need a drink.”

“She’s got a drink,” Saskia said. “She’s had several.”

“Good. Then she’s ready to talk to Bel.” Clem turned to the other woman with a grin that suggested this was a form of entertainment.

Arabella was a different proposition entirely. A little taller, possibly the most stunning woman that Laura had ever seen face-to-face. She was beautiful but it was a cool beauty, the kind that didn’t invite you closer, and when she looked at Laura it was with a polite, assessing stillness that made Laura instinctively straighten her posture.

“Hello,” Arabella said. She didn’t kiss Laura’s cheeks. She extended a hand and shook Laura’s with a grip that was firm. “Sask’s told us about you.”

“All terrible things, I’m sure.”

“Naturally.” Arabella’s expression didn’t change, but something shifted in her expression... a flicker that might have been amusement. “She says you’re the hardest-working person she’s ever met.”

“Saskia doesn’t have the most demanding frame of reference,” Laura said, and then immediately wished she hadn’t because Saskia was right there, but Clem burst out laughing, as did Saskia, and even Arabella’s mouth moved into what Laura thought might be the beginning of a smile.

“I like her,” Clem said to Saskia. “Can we keep her?”

“She’s not a puppy, Clem.”

“I know. Puppies are less interesting.”

Saskia pulled Laura away after a few minutes, back into the swirl of the party, and Laura looked back once and saw Clem waving and Arabella watching her with that same unreadable expression.

“They’re great,” Laura said, meaning it. “Or Clem is great. Arabella is terrifying.”

“Bel is an acquired taste,” Saskia agreed. “She models and she's had to learn to be terrifying to scare off all the men. But once she decides she likes you, she’s the most loyal person you’ll ever meet.”

“And if she decides she doesn’t?”

“Then God help you.” Saskia smiled. “But she liked you. I could tell.”

“She looked like she was deciding whether to eat me or have me deported.”

“That’s what she looks like when she likes someone. You should see her when she doesn’t.”

***

It was past eleven and Laura was drunker than she’d been in months and having, she realised with something close to amazement, what was certainly close to being the best night of her life.

She’d danced on an actual dancefloor with a DJ in the basement where someone had set up proper speakers and the music was louder and the lighting was darker and nobody cared what they looked like. She’d danced with Phoebe and with Hugo and with a group of people whose names she’d never caught, and she’d danced with Saskia.

Dancing with Saskia was different.

Laura couldn’t have said when the evening had shifted. It had happened gradually... the hand on her waist that stayed a beat longer each time, the way Saskia leaned in to talk to her and Laura felt the warmth of her breath on her neck, the way their eyes kept finding each other across the room and something passed between them that Laura didn’t have a word for. It was the same feeling that she tried to ignore each time Saskia called her Miss Perfect, a feeling she hadn’t dared yet to name.

On the dance floor, Saskia was fluid, confident, unselfconscious. She danced close to Laura, closer than was probably appropriate for two colleagues, and Laura didn’t move away. The champagne had dissolved something, some barrier or defence or rigidity, and Laura found that she didn’t want distance. She wanted this. The closeness, the warmth, the beat of the music moving through them both, Saskia’s eyes on hers in the dim light.

She told herself it was the alcohol. She told herself it was the relief of the week she’d had, the terror of the cladding specification transmuted into euphoria by champagne and music and the surreal experience of being at a party in Kensington with the woman whose beauty she’d been trying, and often failing, to notice for months. She told herself a lot of things, all of them reasonable, and none of them explained the thump of her heart against her ribs when Saskia put her hand on the small of her back and pulled her closer.

“Having fun?” Saskia asked, her mouth close to Laura’s ear.

“Yes,” Laura said, and it came out breathless. “I’m having so much fun. This is insane.”

Saskia pulled back and looked at her with a kind of tender amusement, the way you’d look at someone discovering something you’d known about for a long time.

“Good,” Saskia said. “You deserve it. You work too hard and you don’t have nearly enough fun.”

“You sound like my mum.”

“God, don’t say that.” Saskia laughed, leaning in to speak right into her ear, and Laura felt the vibration of it through her own body, they were standing that close. “I am nothing like your mum.”

“No,” Laura agreed, breathing in her scent. “You’re really not.”

Something hung between them, a moment of stillness in the middle of the noise, and Laura felt her heart hammering in her chest, and then someone crashed into them on the dance floor and the moment broke and they pulled apart laughing.

***

Laura went to the bathroom, an actual bathroom, with a claw-footed bath and Jo Malone hand soap, and stood at the mirror for a moment, looking at herself. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes bright, her hair slightly wild from the dancing. She looked, she thought, like someone she didn’t quite recognise. Someone who was having fun. Someone who was alive in a way that Laura from the Moston estate, Laura at her desk at half seven, Laura with her lever arch files and her people-pleasing and her careful, careful life, never was.

She thought about Nisha’s text from an hour ago:

How’s it going? Any yachts?

And the reply she’d sent back:

No yachts but I’m having the BEST time. These people are insane. In a good way.

She thought about the cladding specification and realised she hadn’t thought about it in hours, the first hours since Tuesday that it hadn’t been lurking in the shadows like a monster from a horror movie.

She thought about Saskia’s hand on her back, about that feeling when she called her Miss Perfect, about that gym-honed body that Laura absolutely did not notice every time she arrived at work straight from her personal trainer.

She splashed water on her wrists, reapplied the dark lipstick, and went back to the party.

***

It happened at quarter to one in the morning, and afterwards Laura would never be entirely sure who moved first.

They were in a quieter room... not quiet, nowhere in the house was quiet, but a room that had emptied a little as people left or moved to the dance floor. Laura was leaning against a wall, champagne glass in hand, happily drunk, watching Saskia talk to someone and thinking, with the uncomplicated clarity that alcohol often provides, that Saskia was the most magnetic person she’d ever met. Not just beautiful, Laura had been around beautiful people all evening, but compelling, a woman who drew every eye in every room, who made the air around her feel charged, and who had spent the entire evening making sure that Laura was having a good time.

That was the thing Laura kept coming back to. Saskia hadn’t just brought her as a prop or as a charity case. She’d looked after her, introducing her to the right people, steering her away from anyone boring, appearing at her elbow with a fresh drink whenever the old one was empty. She’d been attentive in a way that went beyond just being nice, and Laura, fuzzy with champagne, was starting to wonder why.

Saskia finished her conversation and came back to Laura. She stood close... they’d been standing close all evening but this felt different, deliberate, the distance between them reduced to something that Laura could feel on her skin.

“So,” Saskia said. “I should probably tell you something.”

“What?”

“My ex.” Saskia tilted her head towards the other side of the room. “Blonde hair, by the bar.”

Laura followed Saskia’s gaze, expecting... what? A man, of course, some tall, square-jawed, rugby-playing type who’d gone to the same school as everyone else and dated an endless stream of beautiful women like Saskia.

The blonde by the bar was a woman. Slim, beautiful, actual model beautiful, laughing at something someone had said. Unmistakably a woman. Unmistakably the person Saskia was indicating.

Laura’s brain did something very fast and very slow at the same time. The ex was a woman. Saskia’s ex was a woman. Which meant that Saskia dated women. Which meant…

Laura looked at Saskia’s hand, resting on the wall beside Laura’s shoulder, close enough that Laura could practically feel the heat of her arm. She looked at the distance between them, which was almost nothing. She looked at Saskia’s face, which was watching hers with that expression again, that tender amusement, as if she’d been waiting for Laura to catch up.

“You’re into women?” Laura said slowly.

“Yes.”

“I didn’t know you were into women.”

“Is that a problem?”

“I’m... this is a date. Are we on a date?”

“Only if you want it to be.” Saskia’s voice was steady but her eyes were searching Laura’s face, reading her, watching her reaction. “If you don’t, it’s just a fun night out and we never talk about it again. Nothing changes.”

Laura stood very still. The music pulsed through the room. Somewhere in the house someone shrieked with laughter. The champagne was a warm fog in her head, blurring the edges of everything except Saskia’s face, which was suddenly, sharply clear.

This is the woman I share an office with. I should leave, get the Tube home, text Nisha and process this is in the safety of my own room in Clapham. I should do what Miss Perfect would normally do.

“She’s looking,” Saskia said quietly.

“What?”

“My ex. She’s watching us right now.”

Laura didn’t look. She kept her eyes on Saskia, on her pale blue eyes and the cheekbones and the mouth that was so close Laura could see the faint sheen of lipstick, and felt something move inside her, something tectonic, a fault line she hadn’t known existed cracking open without warning.

“Then we should give her something to look at,” Laura said, and she didn’t recognise her own voice.

Saskia kissed her.

Or Laura kissed Saskia. Or they met in the middle, in the narrow space between the wall and the party, and the kiss was everything Laura was not... impulsive, reckless, completely out of control. Saskia’s mouth was warm and tasted of champagne and the kiss was softer than Laura expected and also more deliberate, Saskia’s hand coming up to Laura’s jaw, tilting her head, and Laura moaning into it, a small noise that she’d think about in the days that followed with a mix of shame and wonder. Saskia’s tongue found hers, gently, and it was like a jolt right through to Laura’s core.

They broke apart and Laura was breathing hard and the room was still there, the party was still happening, no one was staring at them in horror because in this room, in this world, two women kissing against a wall at a party was apparently not remarkable. Laura found that almost as disorienting as the kiss itself.

“Ok?” Saskia asked, her hand still on Laura’s face.

“I don’t…” Laura started. “What the…”

Saskia grinned. “What the indeed.”

Laura didn’t have a response to that because, she realised with a lurch of vertigo, she had never once in her life felt what she was feeling right now, which was a hunger so acute it frightened her.

“Come with me,” Saskia said, and took Laura’s hand.

***

The bathroom upstairs was large, marble-floored, and empty. Saskia locked the door behind them and Laura stood in the middle of the room, heart pounding, every nerve in her body lit up, watching Saskia turn to face her and knowing that she was about to do something she couldn’t undo.

“We don’t have to do anything,” Saskia said. “If you just want to…”

“Stop talking,” Laura said.

It was the least Laura thing Laura had ever done, and Saskia’s response was instant. She closed the space between them and kissed Laura again, harder this time, her hands on Laura’s waist, and Laura felt herself pushed backwards until her shoulders met the cold tile of the wall. Saskia was slightly taller in her heels, had to angle down slightly, and the geometry of it put Laura in a position she hadn’t been in before... looking up, pinned, the solid wall behind her and Saskia’s body in front of her and nowhere to go.

She didn’t want to go anywhere.

Saskia took Laura’s wrists and lifted them above her head, crossing them and pressing them against the wall, and the feeling that went through Laura was like nothing she had a reference for. Not pain, more complex than pleasure, it was something in between and beyond both... a loss of control that felt like the opposite of loss, a surrender she hadn’t consented to with her mind but that her body was consenting to with a desperation that scared her.

“Keep them there,” Saskia said, her voice quiet but certain, one hand holding Laura’s wrists in place but the instruction meaning she didn’t even try to resist.

It was silent save for their breathing and the distant music. Saskia was dominant in a way that Laura hadn’t known she wanted... attentive to Laura’s responses but not gentle, not tentative, not asking permission for each escalation but reading Laura’s body and taking what it offered. Laura’s dress was pushed up, Saskia’s hand was between her legs, and Laura’s lips were desperately kissing Saskia’s, her eyes closed, her hips moving of their own accord, her wrists pinned, every thought she’d ever had about who she was and what she wanted and who she wanted it with dissolving in the passion of Saskia’s mouth on hers and Saskia’s fingers inside her.

She came fast and hard with a long shudder that she felt in her spine and her jaw and her thighs, biting down on her own lip to keep from making a sound that would be heard through the door, and Saskia held her through it, one hand still between her legs and the other holding Laura’s wrists, holding her upright because Laura’s knees had genuinely given way.

For a long few moments neither of them moved. Laura’s arms were still above her head, hands pinned, and the party was still audible through the bathroom door... music, laughter, the sounds of a hundred people having a normal Friday night while Laura’s entire understanding of herself lay in pieces on the marble floor.

Saskia stepped back. She smoothed Laura’s dress down, gently, almost tenderly, which was a strange contrast to everything that had just happened. She looked at Laura with an expression that was part satisfaction and part excitement, as if she’d been given something she’d wanted for a long time.

“Are you alright?” Saskia asked.

Laura lowered her arms. Her hands were shaking. Her legs were shaking. Her entire body felt like it had been rearranged, in the very best way possible.

“I don’t know,” she said honestly.

Saskia nodded, as if this was the right answer. “Come home with me.”

“Saskia…”

“Not like...” Saskia shook her head. “We don’t have to do anything else. But you shouldn’t get the Tube alone at this time of night and I live fifteen minutes away, and I think you need a cup of tea and a moment to breathe. That’s all.”

Laura knew that wasn’t all. She knew it the way she knew the fire rating of a Class A cladding system... with absolute, complete certainty. Going home with Saskia was not going to involve a cup of tea and a moment to breathe. Going home with Saskia was going to involve more of what had just happened against the bathroom wall, and probably things Laura hadn’t even imagined yet, and the sensible, careful, Miss Perfect part of her brain was screaming at her to get her coat and get the Tube and go back to Clapham and her small room and her safe life.

Laura looked at Saskia... the pale blue eyes, the slightly smudged lipstick, the hand extended towards her... and thought about twenty-eight years of being sensible and being perfect and being fine.

“Ok,” she said, and took Saskia’s hand.

They left the party through the front door, only stopping to get their coats. She didn’t say goodbye to Phoebe or Hugo or Clem or terrifying Arabella. She walked out into the cold night air in her black dress, holding the hand of a woman she’d spent months studying like she was from another planet, and got into the back of a car that Saskia had called with a single tap of her phone.

The car pulled away from the kerb and Laura sat in the back seat, Saskia beside her, their hands still linked, the London streets sliding past the window, and knew with absolute clarity that she was crossing a line she would never be able to uncross. Behind her was the Laura who’d walked up those front steps several hours ago... careful, controlled, Miss Perfect, a woman who knew exactly who she was. Ahead of her was something she couldn’t see yet couldn’t stop moving towards.

Saskia’s thumb traced a slow circle on the inside of Laura’s wrist, and Laura closed her eyes and let herself be taken wherever this was going.


Chapter 5


The car ride was fifteen minutes and Laura spent every second of it with her mind racing.

Saskia sat beside her in the back seat, close but not touching save for their linked hands. Outside the window, London slid past... the lit shopfronts of Kensington High Street giving way to quieter residential streets, then the grand white terraces of Belgravia, and Laura watched it all without seeing it because every fibre of her being was focused on the point where Saskia’s thumb was tracing those slow circles on the inside of her wrist.

Laura thought that she should say something, should break the silence, make a joke, do something to normalise what had just happened in that bathroom. But her mouth wouldn’t cooperate and her brain had shut down to everything except sensation... the lingering feeling between her legs, the warmth of Saskia’s hand, the faint scent of Saskia’s perfume in the enclosed space of the car.

“You’re trembling,” Saskia said quietly.

“I know.”

“Are you cold?”

“No.”

Saskia looked at her in the dim light of the back seat. “We don’t have to do anything. I meant it just now. Tea and a spare room if that’s what you want.”

Laura turned to look at her. Saskia’s eyes were dark in the low light, her lips slightly parted, and Laura thought about the bathroom, about her own hands above her head and Saskia’s mouth on hers and the sound she’d stifled when she came, and then she thought about tea and a spare room and almost laughed.

“I don’t want tea,” Laura said.

A smile flickered across Saskia’s face. “Good.”

The car stopped. Saskia paid the driver with a tap of her phone and they were standing on the pavement outside a house that Laura’s brain registered, even through the champagne haze, as absurdly grand. A white townhouse, four storeys, pillared entrance, the kind of property that Laura knew from work probably cost north of five million pounds. A house, she thought. Saskia lived in a house. In Belgravia. She’d assumed a nice flat somewhere, but this… wow.

“Come on,” Saskia said, unlocking the front door.

Laura stepped inside and had a brief, blurred impression of a wide hallway, a staircase, art on the walls. Then Saskia was leading her up the stairs, not hurrying but not dawdling either, their footsteps quiet on thick carpet, and Laura followed because there was nothing else she was capable of doing by that point.

***

Saskia’s bedroom was on the first floor, at the back of the house. Laura noticed a large bed, white sheets, tall windows with curtains half-drawn, bookshelves, a dressing table with a mirror. She noticed them only in passing though, her real attention elsewhere.

Saskia closed the door and turned to face her.

For a moment neither of them moved. They stood a few feet apart in the soft light of a single lamp and Laura could hear her own breathing, too fast, and the muffled sounds of the London street outside, and the thud of her own heart which seemed to have relocated to somewhere close to her throat.

“Rules,” Saskia said.

Laura blinked. “What?”

“If we’re going to do this properly... and I’d like to do this properly... then there are rules.” Saskia’s voice was calm, the same voice she used in client presentations, and the incongruity of it in this context was somehow both absurd and incredibly hot. “I like to be in charge. If anything is too much, you say red and I stop. Immediately. Not in a minute, not when I’m done. Immediately. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“If you want to slow down but not stop, say orange. I’ll check in with you.”

“Ok.”

“And if you’re enjoying something and you want more, say green. I want to hear you.”

Laura swallowed. Her mouth was dry. “Ok.” This was moving fast, but God did she want it to.

“One more thing.” Saskia took a step closer and Laura felt herself drawn in, like a gravitational pull. “I’m going to take control. That’s what I do and that’s what you responded to in the bathroom. But I need you to understand... the control is mine but the power is yours. You can end this at any word. Whenever you want to leave, you leave. If you want a bed in the spare room to sleep, that’s fine. Do you understand?”

Laura nodded.

“Say it.”

“I understand.”

“Good.” And then Saskia’s demeanour changed, a shift so immediate it was almost physical, the calm, explaining voice replaced by something more commanding. “Take off your dress.”

Laura’s hands moved before her mind gave permission. She reached behind her for the zip of the black dress and pulled it down, and the dress fell to her waist and she pushed it over her hips and stepped out of it, standing in front of Saskia in her bra and underwear and tights and the heels she’d bought for the occasion, feeling more naked than if she’d been wearing nothing at all.

Saskia looked at her. A long, deliberate appraisal that moved from Laura’s face down her body and back up again, and Laura felt it like it was physical, felt herself blushing under the scrutiny, her nipples hardening beneath the thin fabric of her bra.

“Everything,” Saskia said.

Laura, not giving herself time for second thoughts, unhooked her bra. Pushed down her tights and underwear together, stepped out of them, kicked off her shoes. Stood naked in the lamplight in Saskia’s bedroom and felt the cool air on her skin, the intensity of Saskia’s gaze and the wild, disorienting sensation of being completely exposed to someone who was still fully dressed.

“You’re beautiful,” Saskia said, and it wasn’t a compliment so much as an observation. “I’ve thought so since the first day I walked into our office. I bet you could tell.” She paused. “Lie down on the bed.”

Laura lay down. The sheets were cool and soft, expensive, obviously, everything in this house was expensive, and she looked up at Saskia standing at the foot of the bed, still in the blue dress, and felt a vulnerability so complete it was almost peaceful. There was nothing left to hide behind. No work persona, no careful accent, no Miss Perfect. Just Laura, naked on white sheets, waiting for whatever came next.

Saskia undressed slowly, watching Laura watch her. The dress fell, then underwear that Laura’s brain registered as beautiful and wildly expensive. Saskia’s body was lean, toned, the gym mornings Laura had noted, with small breasts and narrow hips. She seemed completely at ease with her own nudity.

She climbed on to the bed and knelt over Laura, one knee either side of her hips, and Laura looked up at her... the beautiful face, the blue eyes, the loose hair falling forward... and thought: I don’t know who I am any more.

“Hands above your head,” Saskia said.

Laura raised her arms and crossed her wrists against the bedframe, the same position as the bathroom, the position that had unlocked something in her that she was still afraid to name.

“Hold onto the frame and keep them there until I tell you otherwise.”

Saskia leaned down and kissed her, and this kiss was different from the ones at the party... slower, deeper, more deliberate. Saskia kissed the way she drew, Laura thought incoherently, with style and confidence. Her tongue traced Laura’s lower lip and Laura opened her mouth and felt Saskia’s tongue against hers and Laura gasped, feeling Saskia smile against her lips.

Then Saskia’s mouth moved to Laura’s neck, her collarbone, her throat, and Laura gripped the bedframe and stared at the ceiling and tried to think but couldn’t because Saskia’s lips were moving lower, across her chest, her tongue circling one nipple with a gentleness that made Laura arch her back, chasing the contact.

“Stay still,” Saskia whispered against her skin. “I’ll give you what you need. But my bed, my rules. Colour.”

“Green,” Laura gasped. “So green.”

Laura forced her body to be still. Every instinct was screaming at her to move, to reach, to touch, but the instruction held her as surely as physical restraints, and the effort of obeying, the willpower it took to lie still while Saskia’s mouth moved across her body, was doing something to her that she had no framework for understanding. The restraint itself was erotic. The obedience was erotic. The giving up of control, the handing over of her body’s responses to someone else’s command, was the most intensely arousing thing she had ever experienced.

Saskia’s mouth moved from one breast to the other, tongue and lips and the occasional graze of teeth that made Laura gasp. Her hand traced down Laura’s side, over her hip, along the outside of her thigh, and Laura could feel her own wetness, could feel the arousal between her legs building with every touch that didn’t go where she needed it to go.

“Saskia... please…”

“Not yet.”

The teasing went on. Saskia’s hands and mouth explored Laura’s body with a patience that was exquisite and maddening, learning her... this makes her gasp, this makes her hips lift, this makes her whimper. Laura had never been touched like this by anyone, never been the subject of such focused, deliberate attention, man or woman, and none of them had made her wait until waiting itself became a form of pleasure.

“Please,” Laura said again, and heard the desperation in her own voice and didn’t care. “Please, I need…”

“What do you need?”

“Touch me. Properly. Please.”

“Where?”

“You know where.”

“I want to hear you say it.”

Laura closed her eyes. The girl from the Moston estate, the one who didn’t talk about what she wanted, who said yes and fine and that’s lovely and never asked for anything... that girl would die before saying what Saskia wanted her to say. But that girl was buried under layers of champagne and desire and the new, raw, terrifying Laura who was lying naked on her colleague’s bed with her hands above her head, she was the one begging.

“Between my legs,” Laura whispered. “I need you between my legs.”

Saskia’s hand moved down over Laura’s stomach, slowly, deliberately, and when her fingers finally slid between Laura’s thighs Laura cried out, because the relief of being touched where she’d been aching to be touched was almost too much.

“Don’t try to be quiet,” Saskia said. “I need to hear you.”

Saskia’s fingers moved with exquisite care... firm, knowing, reading Laura’s responses and adjusting in real time. She found a rhythm that made Laura’s hips buck and then she varied it, building Laura up and pulling her back, building her up higher and pulling her back again, and Laura understood dimly that this was deliberate, that Saskia was controlling her pleasure, and the understanding made it more intense, not less.

“Look at me,” Saskia said, and Laura opened her eyes and found Saskia’s face above hers, those pale blue eyes watching her with an intensity that was almost unbearable, and it was the eye contact as much as the physical touch that pushed Laura over the edge... the intimacy of being seen, truly seen, in her most unguarded state, by someone who was in complete control of her, by Saskia, beautiful, stunning Saskia of all people.

She came hard, harder than in the bathroom, her whole body shaking, and she heard herself make a sound she didn’t recognise... raw, animal, nothing like the Miss Perfect she presented to the world... and Saskia’s fingers didn’t stop, drawing out the orgasm until Laura was gasping and oversensitive and had to turn her face into the pillow to breathe.

“Hands down,” Saskia said, and Laura lowered her shaking arms and Saskia gathered her close, holding her, letting her shake, and for a moment there was just that... Saskia’s body warm against hers, Saskia’s hand stroking her hair, the sound of Laura’s breathing slowly returning to normal.

“Good girl,” Saskia whispered against the top of Laura’s head, and the praise went through Laura like an electric shock, a whole-body response to two words that should have felt patronising but instead felt like the most affirming thing anyone had ever said to her. “My wonderful Miss Perfect.”

***

They weren’t done. Laura had known they wouldn’t be done, but she couldn’t remotely have anticipated what came next.

“Turn over,” Saskia said, and Laura turned on to her front, pressing her face into the pillow, and felt Saskia’s hand run down the length of her back and over the curve of her ass, and then a slap... not hard, not painful, but sharp enough to make Laura flinch and gasp and feel a jolt of something that went straight from the point of impact to between her legs.

“Colour?” Saskia asked.

“Green,” Laura breathed. Saskia just spanked me. Oh my God. But oh my God, that felt good.

“You know something, Miss Perfect?”

“What?” Right then, right there, that name… it only had one meaning for Laura, and it wasn’t the bad one. That thing it always did to her, that thing she’d pretended time and again it didn’t, that warm, fuzzy feeling… that was all it was doing right now.

“Right from day one, from when I first met you, I thought something.”

Laura felt the hand draw back and then another sharp slap. “What?” she managed to gasp. God, this is hot.

“I thought…” She heard Saskia moving until her breath was next to Laura’s ear, “… that Miss Perfect…” Her teeth nibbled Laura’s ear while her hand stroked Laura’s ass, “… needed nothing more…” Another slap, Laura crying out, “… than a good spanking.” Her hand stroked Laura’s ass again, roaming, slipping briefly between her legs where Laura knew she was soaking wet. “Colour?”

“So fucking green…” Laura didn’t know where there came from, but it was true.

“Good girl.” Another slap, slightly harder, and Laura pressed her hips into the mattress and made a sound that was neither pain nor pleasure but something new, a third thing, a sensation she’d never known existed. Saskia spanked her with a rhythm and a gradually increasing force that walked the line between discomfort and desire, and Laura lay face-down on the expensive sheets and felt herself breathless, not from pain but from the sheer overwhelm of it... her body responding to things she’d never imagined wanting.

“Too much?” Saskia asked, her hand resting warm on the skin she’d just spanked.

“No. Don’t stop.”

Saskia’s hand slid between Laura’s legs from behind and Laura moaned into the pillow, already swollen and sensitive from her first orgasm, and Saskia’s fingers found a new angle that made Laura grip the sheets with both hands. She came again, quickly, face-down, Saskia’s hand on the back of her neck holding her gently in place, and this orgasm was different... deeper, slower, a rolling wave rather than a sharp peak, and Laura cried out again and again in pleasure into the pillow.

***

Sometime later, Saskia left the bed briefly and Laura heard a drawer open and close, and then Saskia was back, kneeling beside her, holding something in each hand. In one, Laura recognised the shape of a vibrator. In the other, lengths of soft fabric... silk, maybe, or satin... dark coloured, clearly kept for this purpose.

“Give me your wrists,” Saskia said.

Laura’s heart lurched. This was different from keeping her hands above her head voluntarily, or Saskia holding them, different from the instruction that she could break at any time. This was real restraint. Physical. Inescapable.

“I…”

“You can say no. But I’d like to tie you to the bed.” Saskia’s voice was calm, steady, no pressure in it. “You won’t be able to pull away from what I’m about to do to you, which means you won’t be able to do anything except feel it. That’s the point.”

Laura looked at the silk ties and then at Saskia’s face and then she raised her wrists, both of them, and held them out.

Saskia tied her quickly, one wrist to each side of the bedframe, snug but not tight, the silk smooth against Laura’s skin. Laura pulled experimentally and felt the give... there was a little movement but not much, not enough to bring her hands down, not enough to cover herself or push Saskia away or do any of the things her body might instinctively try to do.

She was bound. Actually bound, arms spread, naked and exposed and, when Saskia also bound her ankles, unable to close her legs, or shield herself, or do anything at all except lie there and take whatever Saskia chose to give her. The vulnerability of it was so extreme that Laura felt a wave of something that was either panic or arousal or both, her breathing suddenly ragged, her skin prickling.

“Colour?” Saskia asked.

“Green,” Laura whispered. “Very green.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

Then the vibrator buzzed to life and Saskia pressed it against her and Laura’s back arched off the bed involuntarily, the restraints snapping taut against her wrists and ankles.

The sensation was completely different from fingers or tongue, steady, relentless, impersonal, mechanical, and within a minute Laura was close again, embarrassingly close, her body responding to Saskia’s control. She pulled against the silk ties without meaning to, her limbs straining, her hips lifting.

Saskia pulled the vibrator away.

“No…” Laura gasped. “Please, don’t…”

“What did I say? I decide when.”

The vibrator returned, pressed against her with exactly the same pressure, building her back up to the same precipice and then withdrawing again, and Laura cried out, pulling hard against the restraints now, her wrists twisting in the silk, her body desperate for a release that Saskia was deliberately, teasingly denying her. She couldn’t close her legs, couldn’t reach down, couldn’t do anything to finish what Saskia had started. She was completely at Saskia’s mercy and the helplessness of it, the absolute loss of control, was pushing her to a place she didn’t know existed.

“Miss Perfect,” Saskia said, and there was warmth in her voice beneath the control, something that sounded like genuine wonder. “Do you have any idea what you look like right now?”

“Please let me cum. Please. I’ll do anything.”

“Anything?”

“Anything.”

Saskia leaned down and kissed her, deep and slow, and pressed the vibrator firmly against her and didn’t pull it away this time, and Laura came with Saskia’s tongue in her mouth, screaming against the kiss, her whole body shaking again, the silk ties cutting into her wrists as she pulled against them with everything she had, and it went on for what felt like minutes, wave after wave, Saskia holding the vibrator steady and kissing her through it until Laura physically couldn’t take any more and twisted away, gasping. “Red… red…” she gasped.

Saskia turned off the vibrator straight away and set it aside. Then she untied the silk from Laura’s wrists, gently, one at a time, and Laura brought her arms down and they were trembling and her wrists were faintly red from the pulling, and Saskia lifted each one to her lips and kissed the marks, a gesture so tender after everything that had come before it that Laura felt such deep affection and desire for her.

She pulled the duvet over them both and held Laura tight. Laura was stunned from a release so complete it had nowhere to go, and Saskia held her and didn’t say anything, just stroked her hair, and Laura pressed her face into Saskia’s shoulder and let herself be held and cared for.

***

Sometime later still, Laura had lost track, minutes or an hour, the night had become unmeasured, Saskia said, “Your turn.”

Laura lifted her head from Saskia’s shoulder. “What?”

“I want you to touch me.” Saskia laughed. “I reckon Miss Perfect will be good at it.”

“I’d like that. I’ve dated women before.”

“Really?” Saskia seemed surprised. “I didn’t have you down as anything other than straight.”

“Really.”

“Then I’m definitely going to enjoy this.” Saskia paused. “You’re full of surprises.”

Laura laughed. “After what we just did… I don’t think I’m the only one.”

“I’ll still tell you what to do.” Saskia took Laura’s hand and kissed her fingers, one by one, then placed Laura’s hand flat against her own stomach. “Start here. Move slowly. Pay attention to what I respond to.”

Laura’s hand moved down Saskia’s body and she was acutely aware of the difference... the shift from passive to active, from receiving to giving, from lying back and being overwhelmed to being the one doing the overwhelming. Saskia’s skin was warm and smooth and Laura explored it slowly at first, her fingers feeling the lines of Saskia’s body the way she might trace a drawing.

“Lower,” Saskia said, her voice a little ragged now, and Laura’s hand moved down over her hip, between her thighs, and she felt Saskia’s wetness against her fingers and the reality of it... Saskia’s arousal on her hand, Saskia’s body opening for her... sent a shock through Laura that was exhilarating.

“Inside,” Saskia gasped. “Two fingers. Slowly.”

Laura obeyed and felt Saskia’s breath catch, felt her hips tilt, and it felt right... a sense of not power exactly, but connection, the extraordinary intimacy of being inside another person’s body and feeling them respond to you. She moved her fingers experimentally and Saskia made a sound, a moan, and Laura remembered it and tried to make her make it again.

“Your mouth,” Saskia said. “I want your mouth on me.”

Laura moved down the bed, and settled between Saskia’s legs, and she lowered her mouth to Saskia and tasted her. She had technique, experience, knowledge to draw on combined with Saskia’s responses, but Saskia guided her... a hand in Laura’s hair, gentle pressure indicating direction and speed, gasped instructions: there, softer, now harder, stay there, don’t stop. Laura adapted, the way she always did, through attention and effort and the desperate desire to be good at this, and when Saskia came it was crying out Laura’s name with her hand in Laura’s hair and making the sexiest noises Laura had ever heard.

Laura rested her cheek against Saskia’s thigh and breathed in the scent of her, and thought: fuck, this is Saskia. Golden Girl.

Monday morning is going to be interesting.


Chapter 6


They slept eventually, bodies tangled together, Laura’s face against Saskia’s neck. Laura’s last conscious thought was that she should set an alarm, should plan her exit, should be deliberate about the morning and the prospect of waking up next to the woman she shared an office with, but her body was heavy with exhaustion and satisfaction and the deep, deep peace of someone who’d been held and used and cared for, and she fell asleep between one breath and the next.

She woke at eight, disoriented, the light wrong. Not her bedroom. Not her sheets. Not her…

Everything came back in a rush. The party, the bathroom, the car, the bed, Saskia’s hands and mouth and voice, the things Laura had said and done and felt. She lay very still and stared at the ceiling, which was high and corniced and probably original Georgian, her professional mind couldn’t help noticing, because even the ceiling in Saskia’s bedroom was worth more than Laura’s flat, and conducted a rapid internal inventory.

Her body: sore in unfamiliar places, her wrists tender from the restraints, a warmth across her buttocks that was the ghost of Saskia’s hand. Her muscles ached the way they did after a long run, a pleasant exhaustion.

Her mind: blank. Or not blank... full, too full, every thought jostling for position and none of them making it to coherence. She touched Saskia. Saskia touched her. She was spanked and restrained and teased and brought to orgasm more times than she could count and she had loved every second of it. She had gone down on Saskia in her Belgravia townhouse and she had liked the taste of her and she wanted to do it again.

That last thought frightened her. Laura didn’t mix work and pleasure, couldn’t afford to take the risk. Yet last night…

Saskia was asleep beside her, face half-buried in the pillow, one arm flung out, her hair a mess. She looked peaceful in sleep, and Laura studied her for a long moment... the cheekbones, the lashes, the slightly parted lips... and felt a complicated knot of things: desire, confusion, gratitude, resentment, tenderness, fear.

Laura slid out of bed carefully, quietly. She found her underwear on the floor, her bra draped over a chair, and dressed in yesterday’s clothes... the black dress that felt ridiculous in the morning light, the tights she had to wrestle with, carrying the heels that would have clicked too loudly on the wooden floor. She checked her phone: 8:17am, a text from Nisha at midnight (Still alive? Yacht update pls) and one at 2am (I'm guessing you've found someone posh, text if you need saving x), and sent a quick reply confirming that she was indeed alive and coming home.

She needed to leave. She needed to get out of this house and on to the Tube and back to Clapham where things made sense, where she was Laura who went for runs and ate cereal and watched telly on Saturday nights, not Laura who came so hard she shook while a woman she’d spent six months working with held her down, spanked her and told her she was a good girl.

She found the stairs and went down, treading carefully, looking for the front door. The house was quiet, light falling through tall windows on to polished floors, and Laura felt like an intruder, a burglar in last night’s dress, creeping through a home that cost more than she’d earn in several lifetimes.

She found the kitchen instead of the front door.

And in the kitchen, she found Clem.

***

Clemency was standing at the counter in a silk dressing gown, her hair loose around her shoulders, making coffee in one of those stovetop Italian pots that Laura’s nonna had used. She turned when Laura appeared in the doorway and her face broke into a smile of such uncomplicated warmth that Laura, who had been holding herself together by sheer willpower since she’d opened her eyes, felt irresistibly drawn.

“Bonjour,” Clem said, as if finding Saskia’s dishevelled colleague in last night’s clothes in the kitchen at half eight on a Saturday morning was the most normal thing in the world. “Coffee?”

“I... yes. Please. Thank you.” Laura hovered in the doorway, acutely aware of how she must look... the dress, the smudged makeup, the unmistakable stamp of a woman who’d spent the night in someone else’s bed. She wanted the floor to open and swallow her.

“Sit,” Clem said, nodding at the kitchen table. “It’ll be ready in a minute. Do you take milk?”

“Just black. Thank you.”

Laura sat. The kitchen was beautiful... a long room at the back of the house, opening on to a small garden, expensive but lived-in, with copper pans hanging from a rack and a fridge covered in photographs and postcards. It didn’t look like a show home, it looked like a place where people actually lived, cooked, had breakfast, and this small detail made Laura feel minutely better about being here, as if Saskia’s world bore at least some resemblance to her own.

Clem put a cup of coffee in front of her and sat down opposite with her own. She was beautiful even first thing in the morning, Laura noticed, in that effortless French way... no makeup, hair unbrushed, the dressing gown revealing a collarbone that looked like it had been sculpted by a lot of personal training. She looked at Laura with an expression of gentle, unprobing curiosity.

“Good party?” Clem said.

“Yes. Very.” Laura took a sip of coffee and it was excellent, strong and smooth, and the warmth of it in her hands was grounding. “I didn’t realise you... do you live here?”

“For years,” Clem said. “Me and Bel both. Since university, nearly. We each have a floor... Sask is on the first, I’m on the second, Bel has the top floor. She complains about the heating constantly.” Clem grinned. “Bel complains about everything, actually. Don’t let that put you off her. Sask won’t take any rent because she says it’s nothing to her and we’re family, so.” She shrugged, a very French shrug, as if the economics of living rent-free in a four-storey Belgravia townhouse were a minor detail not worth discussing.

Laura nodded and drank her coffee, and tried not to work out what the rent on a floor of this house would actually be if Saskia were to charge it.

Clem looked at her for a moment, her head tilted, then stood. “Right. You are not getting on the Tube in that dress.”

“I’m fine, honestly…”

“You are not fine, you are in an admittedly stunning dress at eight in the morning in Belgravia and every person on the Victoria line will know exactly what you did last night.” Clem was already heading for the door. “Wait here. I’m going to get you some clothes and we’re going to sort out your face. Two minutes.”

She was back in less than that, carrying a small pile of folded clothes and a makeup bag. She set the clothes on the table... a pair of black leggings that felt like the softest thing she’d ever felt when Laura touched them (Lululemon, she saw from the label, the expensive ones), an oversized grey hoodie that was cashmere (of course it was), and a pair of simple white trainers.

“We’re about the same size, I think,” Clem said. “The shoes might be a little big but they’re better than heels.”

“Clem, I can’t take your…”

“You’re borrowing them. You’ll give them back when you see Sask on Monday. Now, sit still.”

She opened the makeup bag and stood over Laura and with quick hands cleaned up the smudged mascara and eyeliner, smoothed Laura’s foundation, and applied a touch of something to her lips. Her fingers were light and deft and she hummed quietly while she worked. The simple, physical kindness of it, being looked after, being tidied up, being cared for by someone who expected nothing in return, made Laura smile despite her reeling mind.

“There,” Clem said, stepping back. “Now you look like a woman who went to a yoga class, not a woman who…” She stopped herself, grinning. “Well. You know.”

Laura changed in the downstairs bathroom, folding the black dress and the tights into the bag Clem had given her, and when she looked at herself in the mirror she saw someone different... still Laura, still the same dark eyes and olive skin, but wrapped up in someone else’s clothes, someone else’s world. The leggings and the hoodie were the most comfortable things she’d ever worn. They also definitely cost more than the dress she’d just taken off.

“Can I ask you something?” Laura said when she came back to the kitchen.

“Of course.”

“Is Saskia... I mean, does she…” Laura didn’t know how to phrase what she wanted to ask. Does she do this often? Am I one of many? Is this normal in your world, or is it normal in my world and I just didn’t know?

Clem seemed to understand anyway. “Saskia knows what she wants,” she said carefully. “She always has. Since we were at school.” She paused, her fingers wrapped around her coffee cup. “But she doesn’t normally bring people back here. You’re the first person I’ve seen in this kitchen on a Saturday morning in a long time.”

Laura didn’t know what to do with that, so she finished her coffee and looked at the garden through the window. She felt the morning light on her face and tried to believe that she was still, underneath everything that had happened in the last twelve hours, the same person she’d been yesterday.

“I should go,” Laura said. “I need to... I should get home.”

“Of course.” Clem touched Laura’s shoulder as she passed, a brief, affectionate gesture. “It was lovely to see you again, Laura. I hope we see more of you.”

“Thank you. For the clothes and the coffee and for…” Laura gestured vaguely at the kitchen, meaning all of it, the kindness and the lack of judgment and the casual, miraculous warmth. “Just, thank you.”

“Any time,” Clem said, and she sounded like she meant it.

Laura found the front door, let herself out into the cold, sunny morning, and walked to Victoria station on legs that still weren’t entirely steady.

***

The Tube was Saturday-morning quiet... tourists and early shoppers, not to mention a few bleary-eyed people heading back from nights out who Laura felt a vague kinship with. She sat in Clem’s cashmere hoodie and Lululemon leggings, the black dress folded in a bag at her feet, and stared at the opposite window, watching her reflection stare back, dark-eyed and tidied-up.

She tried to think but the thoughts wouldn’t organise themselves. They came in fragments, sense memories rather than coherent narratives... Saskia’s voice saying take off your dress, the feel of the bedframe under her fingers and the ties on her wrists, the taste of Saskia on her tongue, the sound of her own voice begging, the sheer delight in being spanked and claimed by beautiful Saskia.

She got off at Clapham Common and walked to the flat in the cold sunshine. The flat smelled of toast and the radio was on in the kitchen. Nisha was on the sofa in pyjamas and a hoodie, scrolling her phone, looking up when Laura walked in.

Nisha took in the outfit, different from last night’s, obviously expensive, obviously not Laura’s, and her eyebrows rose.

“Those aren’t your clothes,” Nisha said.

“No.”

“Those are very nice clothes that aren’t your clothes.” A grin was spreading across Nisha’s face. “So, rich boy or girl with a yacht?”

Laura looked at her best friend, her normal friend, in their normal flat, in their normal life, and felt like she’d travelled that morning between worlds.

“Something like that,” she said. “I… I need to sleep.”

She went to her room and closed the door. Sat on the edge of her bed she pressed her hands against her face and breathed, just breathed, in and out, trying to piece it all together.

On her phone, two new messages. Nisha: You’d better tell me EVERYTHING when you wake up. GOSSIP!!!

And Saskia: I hope you got home safely. I woke up and you were gone. That’s ok. Clem said she saw you. Whenever you’re ready. S x

Laura read Saskia’s message three times, then put her phone face-down on the bedside table and lay back on her own bed, in her own room, in her own life, and stared at the ceiling and thought about nothing and everything.

She closed her eyes and slept, and in her sleep her hands drifted above her head.


Chapter 7


Laura spent the weekend in a state of what she could only describe, if she’d been willing to describe it to anyone, as functional paralysis.

She did what she always did. Saturday run around Clapham Common, pushing herself hard, using the physical exertion to quieten the noise in her head. Laundry. A trip to Sainsbury’s where she stood in the cereal aisle for ten minutes without making a decision because her thoughts were somewhere else entirely. A call to her mum on Saturday evening, keeping her voice light, asking about the neighbours and the weather in Manchester, saying “yeah, everything’s fine, work’s good” while sitting on her bed in Clem’s cashmere hoodie because she hadn’t been able to make herself take it off yet.

Sunday she worked, or tried to. She opened her laptop and stared at the Wingdown project files, feeling the cladding specification terror spike briefly before she remembered that Saskia was handling it, that the phone calls were being made, that her career was being quietly saved by the same woman who’d tied her to a bed and made her beg not forty-eight hours ago.

She closed the laptop.

Nisha knew something had happened. She’d been dropping hints all weekend, leaving openings, making tea with an expectant expression that Laura recognised from years of friendship as the look that said I’m here if you want to talk. Laura deflected, dodged, kept it light. She’d had a good time at the party. She’d met some interesting people. She’d stayed over because it was late and the Tube had stopped.

“You stayed at Saskia’s house,” Nisha said on Sunday evening, flat and direct. “Your office rival. The posh one that does no work.”

“She’s not that bad.”

“Last week you called her... and I’m quoting... ‘a walking reminder that the British class system is alive and well and shopping at Net-a-Porter.’ Now you’re wearing her friend’s clothes and telling me she’s not that bad.”

“People are complicated.”

“Laura.” Nisha put down her mug. “What happened?” She paused, looking concerned. “Are you ok?”

Laura looked at her best friend, the person who knew her better than anyone except possibly her mum, and considered telling her the truth. She kissed me. I kissed her back. She took me home and did things to me that I didn’t know I wanted, at least outside of my fantasies.

“Yeah, I’m ok. Nothing bad happened,” Laura said. “It was just a crazy party.”

Nisha looked at her for a long moment, clearly unconvinced, then let it go. She was good at that, pushing exactly far enough and no further, trusting that Laura would talk when she was ready. Laura loved her for it and felt guilty about it in roughly equal measure. It was just, she needed to get her head right first, she wasn’t ready to talk about any of it.

She washed and ironed Clem’s clothes on Sunday, folding them carefully, the trainers cleaned too. She put them in a carrier bag and then, feeling that a bright orange Sainsbury’s bag wasn’t quite right, found a nicer paper bag from the back of the wardrobe and repacked them. Then she felt absurd for caring about the bag and left them by the front door for the morning.

She didn’t sleep well. Every time she closed her eyes her body replayed things she hadn’t given it permission to replay... the silk against her wrists, the vibrator pressed against her while she pulled helplessly at the ties, Saskia’s voice saying good girl, the taste of Saskia on her tongue. She turned over, punched the pillow, willed herself to think about anything else. The Wolesey Street planning submission. The Wingdown cladding. The grocery list she needed to write.

Her hands drifted above her head as if reaching for a bedframe that wasn’t there and she pulled them down, furious with herself.

***

Monday morning. Half seven. Laura was at her desk, early even for her because she felt like she had to try even harder now for reasons she couldn’t explain. The paper bag with Clem’s clothes was tucked under her chair, and when Saskia walked in at ten Laura’s entire body responded before her mind could intervene... her cheeks blushing hard, a tightening in her stomach, a spike of adrenaline that was completely disproportionate to the sight of a colleague walking through a door she walked through every morning.

Saskia looked the same as she always did. No gym today, she wore blazer, jeans, and a top, effortlessly elegant and, Laura thought, sexy as hell. She dropped her bag on her desk, unwound her scarf, and said “morning” in exactly the same tone she used every Monday, as if nothing had changed, as if Friday night hadn’t happened, as if Laura hadn’t been naked and bound and climaxing in her bed less than three days ago.

“Morning,” Laura said, not looking up from her screen, and heard her own voice come out something like normal, which she considered a significant achievement.

The silence that followed was excruciating. Laura could feel Saskia’s presence across the shelf, could hear her opening her laptop, settling into her chair, beginning the rituals of her morning. The office was exactly the same, the two desks, the shared shelf unit, the window on to the courtyard, and yet everything was different, the room charged with something that hadn’t been there before, an awareness so intense it was almost physical.

Laura stared at her screen and pretended to read an email she’d already read three times. Her hands were not quite steady on the keyboard.

“I brought back Clem’s clothes,” Laura said after what felt like an hour but was probably five minutes. She reached under her chair and produced the paper bag. “They’re clean. Can you... would you give them to her?”

“Of course.” Saskia took the bag and glanced inside and smiled. “You didn’t need to wash them.”

“I did.”

“Miss Perfect.” Saskia said it lightly, warmly, the way she always said it with a hint of a smile, but the words landed on Laura like a physical touch and she felt her cheeks redden, because the last time Saskia had assessed her performance she’d used different words, words like good girl, and Laura’s body couldn’t unhear them, couldn’t separate the office nickname from the bedroom praise, the two phrases now tangled together in a way that made her shift in her seat.

“Clem told me on Saturday that you’d had coffee together,” Saskia continued, casual, scrolling through her emails. “She said you were lovely.”

“She was... yeah. She was really kind.”

“That’s Clem. She’s the best person I know.” Saskia looked up from her screen and Laura made the mistake of meeting her eyes and for a second the mask dropped... not just the office mask but also the one beneath it, the performance of normality, and Laura saw the real Saskia looking at her with an expression that was looking for something else Laura didn’t dare name.

Then it was gone and Saskia was back to her emails, and the moment passed, and Laura breathed.

***

The week was pure torture.

Not the dramatic, acute torture of the week before, when the cladding specification had left Laura in terror. This was subtler, more insidious... the slow, grinding torture of proximity, of sitting four feet from someone who had done unspeakable things to you, of wondering whether she’d just been another notch on Saskia’s bedpost to be forgotten, just business as usual, or whether it had been something more.

Laura caught herself watching Saskia. She tried not to, she told herself not to. She set up her screens at an angle that meant she couldn’t see Saskia’s desk without deliberately turning her head. None of it worked. Her eyes found Saskia still, inevitably, without conscious effort.

She watched Saskia’s hands when she sketched. She’d noticed them before... long, elegant fingers, the Japanese pen moving fluidly... but now she knew what those hands felt like on her body, knew the strength in them when they pinned her wrists, the delicacy when they moved between her legs, and the knowledge made it impossible to watch Saskia sketch without a cascade of sensory memories that left Laura flushed and deeply, deeply annoyed with herself.

She watched Saskia on the phone, the way she tilted her head, the way her throat moved when she swallowed, the way she pushed her hair back from her face with an absent gesture that Laura had seen a thousand times and that now looked entirely different. Everything looked different. The same woman, the same office, the same daily irritations, but Laura was seeing it all through a lens that had been irrevocably altered and she couldn’t find the old one, couldn’t get back to the version of reality where Saskia was just her slightly annoying, privileged colleague and not the woman who’d tied her up and spanked her and kissed the marks on her wrists afterwards.

Saskia, infuriatingly, seemed fine. She was professional and friendly, exactly as she’d always been, except that occasionally, maybe Laura was imagining it, maybe she wasn’t, there was something in the way Saskia looked at her, a gaze held a fraction too long, something in her eyes that belied the casual surface.

On Tuesday, Saskia leaned across Laura’s desk to look at a drawing, close enough that Laura caught her perfume, and Laura’s whole body went rigid, every muscle tensing, her breath stopping. Saskia either didn’t notice or pretended not to, pointing at something in the elevation and asking a question that Laura answered on autopilot, her mouth forming words while her brain screamed.

On Wednesday, they were alone in the office at lunchtime and Saskia said, “You’re very quiet this week, Miss Perfect. Even by your standards.”

Oh God, that name.

“I’m busy.”

“You’re always busy. This is different.” Saskia paused. “If the other night made things weird…”

“It didn’t.”

“…then I want you to know that nothing has to change. What happened happened and it doesn’t need to happen again. We both had had a lot to drink and it got a little wild.”

Laura looked at her keyboard and said nothing because the truth, that she thought about what happened roughly every seven minutes, and that her body physically ached when Saskia was close, and that she’d masturbated in the shower that morning thinking about Saskia’s voice saying I decide when and Saskia’s hand spanking Miss Perfect... was not a truth she was capable of articulating in their shared office on a Wednesday lunchtime.

“The cladding resolution is all good, by the way,” Saskia added. “My father’s people have spoken to the contractor. It’s being treated as a design amendment paid out of contingency. You should see the paperwork by end of next week.”

“Thank you,” Laura said, and meant it, and hated that she meant it, because the gratitude was mixed up with everything else and she couldn’t feel one thing without feeling all of them.

“Don’t mention it.” Saskia smiled. “That’s what colleagues are for. Even ones who wash borrowed clothes.”

“Do you have to keep…”

“Keep what?”

Laura bit back the rest of the sentence. Keep calling me Miss Perfect. Keep being nice to me. Keep looking at me like you know what I sound like when I climax. Keep being in this office, four feet away, smelling like that, looking like that, being that.

“Nothing,” Laura said. “Doesn’t matter.”

***

Thursday, a design review in the main studio, the whole team gathered around the big table. Laura was presenting the technical approach for a new project and she’d prepared thoroughly, as she always did, because preparation was everything.

She presented well. Clear, confident, comprehensive. The partners nodded. The engineers asked questions and she answered them without hesitation. She was good at this: the competence, the thoroughness, the impression of a woman who had everything under control, and for twenty minutes she felt like herself again, the real Laura, the one who’d fought her way here from Moston and who deserved her place at this table.

Afterwards, walking back up to their office, Saskia fell into step beside her.

“That was good,” Saskia said. “Really good. You had Terence eating out of your hand.”

“I was just presenting the work.”

“You were commanding the room. There’s a difference.” Saskia glanced at her. “You don’t give yourself enough credit. You’re the most capable person in this firm and half the time you act like you’re lucky to be here.”

Laura didn’t know what to do with that. A compliment from Saskia, direct, specific and unqualified, cutting through the layers of office dynamics and class anxiety to say something that Laura desperately needed to hear and desperately didn’t want to hear from this particular person, because accepting a professional compliment from the woman who’d had you on your knees was a cognitive dissonance Laura’s brain refused to resolve.

“Thanks,” she said flatly, and went to her desk.

She felt Saskia’s eyes on her back and didn’t dare turn around.

***

On Thursday evening, walking home from the Tube, Laura called her mum.

“You sound tired, love,” her mum said immediately. Funny how her mum could read Laura’s emotional state through a phone line from two hundred miles away from a simple hello.

“I’m fine. Just a busy week.”

“Are they working you too hard at that office?”

“No more than usual.”

“And you’re eating? You always forget to eat when you’re stressed.”

“I’m eating, Mum.”

“Good girl.”

Laura flinched so hard she almost dropped her phone. Two words, the same two words her mum had said a thousand times... after Laura’s GCSE results, after her degree, after she got the job... and now they were wired to a completely different circuit, connected to a memory of… that, and Laura stood on a pavement in Clapham with her phone pressed to her ear and her eyes squeezed shut and thought: what is happening to me?

“Laura? You still there?”

“Yeah. Sorry. Signal went funny.”

“I said are you seeing anyone? You’re always so busy with work, you never…”

“I’m not seeing anyone, Mum.”

This was true. But it made her wonder, because her mind had immediately gone to Saskia when her mum had asked.

She got home, made dinner, then watched something on her laptop without absorbing a word of it before she went to bed. She lay in the dark in her small room and stared at the ceiling and thought about Saskia’s face above her, and Clem’s warmth in the kitchen, and the way her body felt on Friday night, alive and broken open and more herself than she’d ever been.

She thought about Miss Perfect and how it sounded different now, every time, a reminder of what they’d done, of who she’d been, and still of the gulf between her and Saskia’s worlds.

She thought about Saskia saying nothing has to change and you don’t owe me anything and wondered whether those words were a kindness or a dismissal.

She didn’t know, couldn’t know… but her dreams that night were about things she’d never admit to anyone.

***

On the Friday, late afternoon, the studio emptying out, people heading to the pub or home, Laura was at her desk, as always, finishing something that could have waited until Monday but that she was doing now because, well, that was her.

Saskia was still there too, unusually for a Friday, working on something at her screen with a focus that Laura rarely saw. The office was quiet, the corridor outside empty, the building settling into its weekend.

Laura looked at Saskia. Looked at her properly, not the furtive glances she’d been stealing all week but a real, direct look, taking in the gorgeous profile, and the tied back hair, and the way she was biting her lower lip in concentration, and Laura felt the week’s accumulated tension reach a peak that she couldn’t hold inside any longer.

She was exhausted. Exhausted from the pretence, from the performance, from the monumental effort of sitting four feet from this woman for five days and acting as if everything was normal. She was exhausted from not sleeping, and not talking, and not thinking about the things she couldn’t stop thinking about. She was exhausted from being Miss Perfect, sensible and cautious.

“Saskia.”

Saskia looked up.

“I can’t stop thinking about Friday,” Laura said.

The words came out before she could plan them, plain and unadorned, and Laura felt terror and relief in equal measure. Her heart was hammering. Her face was hot. She was gripping the edge of her mouse tight.

Saskia looked at her for a long, long moment. Her expression was unreadable at first and then it wasn’t... changing to something that looked like relief, or hope.

“Come over tomorrow,” Saskia said. “Hang out with me. No quid pro quo.” She held Laura’s gaze. “Just you, choosing.”

“I don’t know what I’m choosing.”

“Yes you do.”

Laura wanted to argue but she couldn’t because Saskia was right. She knew exactly what she was choosing. She’d known all week what might happen if she opened that door again.

“What time?” Laura asked.

“Seven. I’ll cook.” Saskia paused, a flirtatious, beautiful smile crossing her face, the ghost of the woman Laura had danced with at the party rather than her officemate. “Wear something comfortable. You won’t be wearing it for long.”

Laura felt the blush consume her entire face and neck and Saskia laughed, a real laugh, genuinely delighted, and for a second the tension in the room dissolved and they were just two women who wanted each other and one of them had finally said so.

“Miss Perfect, blushing,” Saskia said quietly. “My favourite thing.”

She turned back to her screen and Laura turned back to hers, but neither of them did any more work.

Laura picked up her bag at six and stood in the office doorway. She looked at Saskia and said, “Tomorrow. Seven,” and Saskia looked up and nodded. Laura walked out into the Friday evening and down to the Tube, standing in the carriage with her heart pounding and thought: I’m choosing this. I’m actually choosing this.

She was terrified.

She had also never felt so alive.


Chapter 8


Laura arrived at seven on the dot because, well, that was her.

She’d agonised about what to wear for an embarrassingly long time, cycling through options in her wardrobe that suddenly all seemed wrong... too dressy, too casual, too much like she was trying, too much like she wasn’t. In the end she’d settled on jeans with a leather belt and a simple black top under a knitted sweater, and her good boots. It was the kind of outfit that said I haven’t thought about this too much, which was a lie so complete it should have come with a disclaimer.

She’d also agonised about what to bring. Wine felt presumptuous... Saskia’s wine was without a doubt better than anything Laura could afford. Flowers felt like a date, and she didn’t know if this was what it was. Nothing felt rude. She’d bought a bottle of wine from the Waitrose in the end, something mid-range that the label assured her was excellent and that Laura suspected would be the cheapest thing in Saskia’s house by a significant margin.

She rang the bell. Saskia opened the door and Laura’s carefully crafted composure took an immediate hit, because Saskia was barefoot, in jeans and a loose white shirt, her hair down, no makeup that Laura could see, and she looked... Laura scrambled for the right word and landed on devastating. Saskia at the office was polished and put-together. Saskia at the party had been electric. Saskia at home, relaxed and in private, was something else entirely, something that made Laura’s heart race in a way that had nothing to do with sex and everything to do with sheer desire.

“You came,” Saskia said, stepping aside to let her in with a broad smile.

“I said I would.”

“I know. But I wasn’t entirely sure you wouldn’t talk yourself out of it between Friday and now.”

“I tried,” Laura admitted. “Several times.”

Saskia reached out to take her coat. “I’m glad you failed. Come in. I’m cooking.”

***

The kitchen was warm and smelled extraordinary. Saskia was making something Italian... a beef dish, Laura could see from the ingredients on the counter. Steak was waiting to be cooked and she could see rocket, parmesan, balsamic. A sauce was bubbling on the stove.

“You cook,” Laura said, unable to keep the surprise out of her voice.

“Don’t sound so shocked. I even dress myself sometimes too.” Saskia handed her a glass of wine... red, already open, already better than the bottle Laura had brought, which Saskia had accepted with a “lovely, thank you” that was gracious enough to be genuine. “Clem’s the expert. She’s an incredible cook. French, obviously. She made me realise you can’t go through life eating toast and takeaways.”

“Where is Clem? And Bel lives here too?”

“Getting ready, I think. They’re going out.” Saskia stirred the sauce. “Saturday night. They usually do.”

Laura perched on a stool at the kitchen island and watched Saskia cook. She let the strangeness of the situation settle over her. A week ago she’d been standing in this kitchen in last night’s clothes, accepting coffee from the woman she’d just slept with’s housemate, trying to hold herself together. Now she was here by choice, sober, watching the woman who’d taken her apart piece by piece do something as mundane as stir a pan.

“Can I help?” Laura asked.

“You can sit there and drink your wine. Keep me company. That’s helping.”

“I’m not very good at sitting still.”

“I know. It’s one of your many things.” Saskia glanced at her and laughed. “Miss Perfect doesn’t do passive.”

Laura felt the familiar jolt, the nickname hitting the bruise it always hit, but as ever she could see Saskia’s face when she said it, could see that there was no malice in it, that Saskia genuinely thought it was affectionate, a private joke between them. She didn’t know it sometimes hurt. She couldn’t know, because Laura had never told her, because Laura never told anyone anything, nor could she know that it had another effect on her too.

“I used to hate it when you called me that,” Laura said, and the words were out before she could stop them.

Saskia looked at her. Stopped stirring. “What?”

“Miss Perfect. I hated it.” Laura took a mouthful of wine, needing the courage. “You say it like it’s a joke but it’s... it’s not a joke to me. It’s the thing I have to be because I don’t have anything else. You have money, connections, a family name and if you’re not perfect it doesn’t matter because you’ve got a safety net. I don’t have any of that. I have to be perfect because the alternative is going back to where I came from, and I can’t…” She stopped, horrified at herself. She hadn’t meant to say any of that, not even a fraction.

Saskia stood very still, the wooden spoon motionless in her hand, and her expression was something Laura hadn’t seen before... not the office look, not the party confidence, not the bedroom control. She looked like someone who’d just been shown something she realised she should have seen a long time ago.

“I didn’t know that,” Saskia said quietly.

“No.”

“I’m sorry. I won’t…”

“You don’t have to stop. I know that you don’t mean it to hurt. Just... know that it lands differently than you think it does.” Laura paused. “But, I said I used to. I…” She hesitated. “I kind of like it too. In… another way, I guess. I like it a lot if you say it affectionately.” She smiled. “A. Lot.”

Saskia nodded slowly. “Thank you for telling me.” She turned back to the sauce, stirred it once, then said without looking up: “For what it’s worth, perfection isn’t what I find interesting about you.”

Laura didn’t ask what she found interesting. She wasn’t sure she could handle the answer. She drank her wine and watched Saskia cook and felt the strange, vertiginous sensation of having shown someone a piece of herself and not been rejected for it.

“You know I have a nickname for you too?”

“Really?” Saskia smiled. “Do tell.”

“Golden Girl.”

“Golden Girl…” Saskia thought about it for a moment. “I like that. You can definitely call me that.”

***

They ate upstairs, on Saskia’s floor. Laura hadn’t seen it properly the last time, and the living room next to the bedroom was beautiful... high ceilings, two tall sash windows overlooking the street, bookshelves on one wall, a deep sofa, a fireplace that looked original. It was personal in a way that downstairs wasn’t... Saskia’s design books stacked on the floor, sketches pinned to a board above a desk in the corner, a record player with actual vinyl on a shelf beside it.

“This is your whole floor?” Laura asked, looking around.

“Bedroom, living room, bathroom. Clem has the same on the second floor. Bel’s on the top... her rooms are slightly smaller but she has the roof terrace, so she thinks she’s won.”

“It’s bigger than my entire flat.”

“It’s bigger than most people’s flats. I’m aware of how ridiculous it is.”

They ate on the sofa with plates on their laps and the wine on the coffee table and it was, Laura realised with surprise, easy. Not comfortable exactly, the awareness of what they’d done and the subtext to the evening was there beneath every exchange, but much easier than the office had been this last week. Saskia was different here, on her own territory, away from work. She was funnier, more relaxed, more willing to be silly. She told a story about a disastrous site visit where she’d worn the wrong shoes and ended up knee-deep in mud in front of a client, and Laura laughed properly, a real laugh, and Saskia’s face when she heard it, pleased, almost surprised, told Laura that making her laugh wasn’t something Saskia took for granted.

They talked about architecture, about buildings they loved and hated, about the firm. They talked about music... Saskia’s tastes were broader than Laura expected, everything from classical to hip-hop and electronic and a passionate defence of early Radiohead that Laura found endearing. They didn’t talk about what had happened at the party or in the bedroom down the hall or what was going to happen later. It sat between them, acknowledged but unaddressed.

Laura excused herself to use the bathroom and took the stairs down rather than using the one on Saskia’s floor, because she wanted a moment alone and also, if she was honest, because she was curious about the house. She’d only seen the kitchen and Saskia’s floor and she wanted to understand the geography of the place, to understand the space these three women shared.

The ground floor had a large open living room as well as the kitchen, the communal space, Laura guessed, with two enormous sofas and a television. It had more bookshelves and the kind of tasteful but lived-in mess that suggested people actually used it. French doors at the back opened on to a small patio over the garden.

Laura used the hall bathroom, washed her hands, checked her face in the mirror (presentable, not perfect, good enough), and stepped back out into the hall.

The living room door was half open and Laura heard voices, a laugh she recognised as Clem’s, and she glanced through without thinking, a casual look, not intending to intrude, and stopped.

Clem and Bel were stood, looking like they were on the verge of going out. At least, they had been... Bel was in a dark dress, heels already on, and Clem was beside her in something silky and half-buttoned. But what Laura saw wasn’t two friends getting ready. Clem had her hand on Bel’s face, her thumb stroking along Bel’s cheek, and Bel, ice-cold, imperious, faintly terrifying Bel, was leaning into the touch with her eyes half-closed and an expression of such unguarded softness that Laura felt like she’d walked in on something sacred.

Clem murmured something in French, too quiet for Laura to catch, and Bel opened her eyes and smiled, a real smile, not the non-expression Laura had seen at the party, and Clem leaned in and kissed her forehead with a tenderness that made Laura’s breath catch.

It wasn’t sexual. It was more intimate than sexual. It was two people who loved each other in a way that went beyond labels, beyond the categories Laura used to understand the world, and seeing it, this private, gentle, deeply familiar affection between two women she barely knew, left Laura reeling, confused.

She stepped back from the doorway before either of them noticed her, her heart beating fast, and went quietly up the stairs to Saskia’s floor.

***

“You were gone a while,” Saskia said when Laura came back. She was curled on the sofa, wine glass in hand, legs tucked beneath her, looking comfortable, beautiful and entirely at ease.

“I used the bathroom downstairs.” Laura sat down, picked up her wine, took a sip. Debated with herself for approximately three seconds. “I saw Clem and Bel.”

“They’re still here? I thought they’d left by now.”

“They were in the living room. Getting ready, I think.” Laura paused, choosing her words. “They seemed… close.”

Saskia’s expression didn’t change. “They are close.”

“Close as in…”

“Close.” Saskia took a sip of wine. Her face was neutral in a way that told Laura the neutrality was deliberate. “Clem and Bel have known each other as long as I’ve known both of them. Since we were thirteen. You spend that long with someone, you develop a bond that doesn’t fit neatly into a box.”

Laura waited for more, but more didn’t come. Saskia swirled her wine and looked at the fireplace and Laura could see that there was more, much more, behind the careful non-answer, but that Saskia had decided this wasn’t the moment.

“The three of you,” Laura said slowly. “You, Clem, Bel. There’s something…”

“There’s a lot of something,” Saskia said. “It’s very fluid, we’re there for each other, always. And I’ll tell you about it. I want to tell you about it. But not tonight.” She looked at Laura and her eyes were serious. “Tonight is about us. Is that ok?”

Laura nodded. She had a hundred questions... about Clem’s hand on Bel’s face, about the French murmur and the forehead kiss, about the quiet, sacred tenderness between those two women and what it meant and how Saskia fit into it... but Saskia was right. Those questions could wait. Tonight was about something else.

“Ok,” Laura said.

Saskia put down her wine glass and moved closer on the sofa, close enough that Laura could smell her, the perfume and something beneath it, warm skin, and Laura’s body responded the way it had been responding all week... immediately, urgently, beyond the reach of rational thought.

“Last Friday was messy,” Saskia said quietly. “Drunk, chaotic. We got a little crazy. You didn’t fully know what you were walking into and that wasn’t fair.”

“I’m not complaining.”

“I know you’re not. But I want this time to be different.” She reached out and tucked a strand of Laura’s hair behind her ear. “I want you to be present for all of it. I want you to choose every step, sober, knowing exactly what you’re doing and exactly who you’re doing it with.”

“I’m here,” Laura said. “I chose to be here.”

“Then let me tell you what I’d like to do.” Saskia’s voice dropped, not to a whisper but to something more intimate, and Laura felt the shift... the same shift she’d felt at the party, the transition from Saskia-her-colleague to Saskia-who-commanded-her. “I want to take you to bed and I want to take my time. I’m going to tell you what to do and you’re going to do it, not because you’re drunk or because you’re my plus one who got carried away making my ex jealous, but because you want to. Because giving up control is what you need and I’m the person you’re choosing to give it to.”

Laura’s mouth was dry and her pulse was hammering. She was mostly sober and entirely present. This was nothing like the party... no champagne fog, no plausible deniability, no pretending it was circumstance. This was Laura, clear-eyed and filled with desire, choosing to submit.

“Yes,” she said.

Saskia stood and held out her hand, and Laura took it, and they walked to the bedroom together.

***

It was different this time. There were some of the same elements, of course… Saskia’s dominance, Laura’s submission... but the vibe had changed completely. Without the alcohol, without the frenzy, everything was slower, more deliberate, and all the better for it.

Saskia undressed her slowly, not rushed the way it had been after the party but taking her time, removing each item of clothing as if she were unwrapping a wonderful gift. She laid Laura on the bed and knelt over her spending a long time just looking, and Laura lay still under her gaze and felt the vulnerability of it, lit by the bedside lamp, nowhere to hide, and understood that the vulnerability was the point. She was letting Saskia see her, all of her. The girl from the estate, the Miss Perfect performance, the woman underneath who wanted to be told what to do and had spent her whole life pretending the opposite.

“Hands above your head,” Saskia said, and Laura raised them. Saskia tied her wrists to the bedframe with the same silk ties from last time, and Laura felt the restraints tighten around her and exhaled... a long, shuddering breath that released something, some tension she’d been carrying for days or weeks or possibly years.

“Colour?” Saskia asked, running her fingertips over Laura’s naked, helpless body.

“Green.”

What followed was magical. Saskia, still fully clothed, was patient, taking Laura apart slowly, methodically, learning her body. Every touch, every kiss, every whispered command built on the last, driving Laura higher and higher.

She used her mouth on Laura, between her legs, unhurried yet relentless, reading every response and adjusting, pulling Laura to the edge and holding her there, the restraints preventing Laura from doing anything except feel, and Laura heard herself making sounds she’d never made before, begging in words she’d never used, and the shame she might have felt was dissolved by the intensity of the pleasure and by Saskia’s voice, calm and warm and commanding: “Let go, I’ve got you, just feel it.”

When Laura came, when Saskia finally let her, it was deep and slow and all-consuming, a tsunami that started in her centre and moved outward through her entire body, and Saskia held her through it with her mouth still gentle between Laura’s thighs, extending it until Laura was gasping and oversensitive, shaking and pulling against the silk that bound her.

Then, Saskia moved up the bed and untied Laura’s wrists and held her, and Laura buried her face in Saskia’s neck and breathed.

“I want to touch you too,” Laura said, when she could eventually speak.

“Not yet.” Saskia stroked her hair. “I need to talk to you first.”

“Now?”

“Now.”

They lay together, Laura naked, Saskia still clothed.

“What happened at the party and afterwards,” Saskia said, “was real. How you responded, the submission, the letting go, that wasn’t the champagne. That was you. I know that now. I can see that tonight.”

“I know.”

“I’ve been with women who submit. It’s what I do, it’s who I am, it’s been part of my life since I was at university. But I’ve never…” Saskia paused, and Laura felt her chest rise and fall under her cheek. “What you did on Friday night, the way you gave yourself over to it, the way you…” Another pause. “I’m not explaining this well.”

“Try.”

“You’re extraordinary,” Saskia said simply. “Most people hold back. You didn’t. Even drunk and confused, you didn’t hold back. I’ve never experienced anyone respond like you did.”

Laura was quiet for a moment. “It didn’t feel like not holding back. I couldn’t have held back if I wanted to.”

“That’s what submission is. When it’s real, when it’s right, it’s not a choice you make in the moment. It’s the absence of choice. You stop fighting and you let yourself be who you actually are.”

“You seem to have thought about this a lot. So… who am I actually?”

“Someone who needs to be told what to do.” Saskia said it as a simple statement of fact. “I suspected it from the day I met you and now I know. You’re someone who comes alive, completely, brilliantly alive, when someone takes that control away from you.”

Laura lay there and felt the truth of the words in her body, in the ache of her wrists where the silk had been, in the deep, satisfied exhaustion of her muscles, in the wetness still between her legs.

“What happens now?” she asked.

“Whatever you want to happen. This can be tonight and that’s enough. Or…”

“Or?”

“Or you can come back. We can explore this properly. What you need, what I can give you, how this works.”

“How does it work?”

“Carefully. With trust and honesty.” Saskia kissed the top of Laura’s head. “And with you always, always being able to say stop.”

Laura closed her eyes. She thought about her flat in Clapham and her desk at the office and her mum in Manchester and her careful, controlled, perfectly constructed life striving to be Miss Perfect. She thought about how none of it had ever made her feel the way she felt right now... known, seen, held by someone who seemed to understand her better than she understood herself.

“I want to come back,” Laura said. “I didn’t realise it, but I’ve wanted it since you first walked into our office.”

“Good. So have I.” Saskia tilted Laura’s chin up and kissed her deeply. “Now... I believe you said you wanted to touch me.”

Laura smiled and Saskia’s eyes widened slightly at it, as if the smile was worth more than anything that had come before.

“Tell me what to do,” Laura said.

And Saskia told her.


Chapter 9


It had been three weeks since the Saturday night she’d chosen to go back, and in those three weeks Laura’s life had bifurcated into two parallel existences that she was struggling to hold in the same frame. There was office Laura... diligent, professional, the one who arrived early and stayed late and said yes to everything... and then there was the Laura who existed in Saskia’s bedroom, who was tied up and told what to do and who came harder than she’d ever come in her life and who was, she was beginning to accept, someone she’d been hiding from for twenty-eight years.

The cladding problem had been fixed, quietly, completely, and most importantly both ethically and legally, exactly as Saskia had promised. The paperwork had come through... a design amendment, a variation to the contract, no negligence claim, no investigation, no questions asked. Laura’s name was clean. Her career was intact. Everything that happened from here on happened because Laura wanted it to, not out of any residual gratitude to Saskia.

She wanted it to. Very much.

She’d seen Clem and Bel in passing, mornings in the kitchen, brief hellos on the stairs, but only at the edges of her time with Saskia. They were friendly and familiar but Laura hadn’t spent any real time with them. They were Saskia’s closest friends, the women she’d lived with for years, and Laura knew them only as fragments: Clem’s friendliness and coffee, Bel’s nod and the click of her heels on the stairs.

So when Saskia told her on Wednesday that they were all going out on Saturday, dinner, drinks, the four of them, Laura’s immediate reaction was nerves so acute they felt like illness. Because she knew that Clem and Bel’s opinions mattered to Saskia a great deal… and what if they decided they didn’t like her?

***

That Saturday evening, Laura and Nisha were trying to get ready at the same time for their respective nights out, which meant the bathroom was a war zone... straighteners plugged in beside the sink, makeup bags competing for space, Laura in a towel trying to do her eyeliner while Nisha reached across her for the hairdryer.

“Move your elbow,” Nisha said. “I can’t see the mirror.”

“You’ve been using the mirror for twenty minutes. It’s my turn.”

“I have a date. I need the mirror more than you do.”

“You have a date with a man called Craig that you met on Hinge and who listed ‘banter’ as a personality trait. You don’t need the mirror, you need an intervention.”

“Don’t be mean about Craig. He might be the one.”

“He absolutely will not I promise you be the one.”

“He might! He’s an accountant. Accountants are reliable.”

“Accountants are boring.”

“Boring is underrated. Where are you going tonight anyway?”

“Dinner. Friends from work.”

“Nice. Anywhere good?”

“Some Greek place in Westbourne Grove.”

Nisha raised her eyebrows. “Westbourne Grove. Check you out. Who’s paying?”

“I’m paying for myself,” Laura said, which she fully intended to do even though she suspected, based on the last few weeks, that Saskia would refuse to let her.

“Well, I’m going to a Nando’s in Brixton, so one of us is living the dream.” Nisha grinned and hip-checked Laura away from the mirror. “I suppose at least I’ll get some chicken. You look good, by the way. Wear the white jeans and that black top you never wear. The one that hugs your figure.”

They finished getting ready in the chaos of two women who’d shared a bathroom for years... Nisha borrowing Laura’s perfume, Laura borrowing Nisha’s decent mascara, both of them standing in the hallway doing final checks in the mirror by the front door.

“Right,” Nisha said, pulling on her coat. “If Craig turns out to be a serial killer, I’ll text you the location.”

“If Craig turns out to be a serial killer, I’ll avenge your death and then I’ll get the flat to myself, so honestly it’s win-win.”

“Charming.” Nisha hugged her. “Have fun with your fancy work friends.”

“Have fun with Craig the accountant.”

They left together, splitting at the end of the road, Nisha heading for the bus stop, Laura for the Tube, and Laura walked through the cold March in the jeans and the top with her hair down, her good bag over her shoulder, feeling the nervous anticipation she’d been carrying all week. Just dinner. Just drinks. Just an evening with three women, one of whom had tied her to a bed on Tuesday night and two of whom she barely knew but surely held a lot of sway.

She’d be fine.

Laura was always fine.

***

The restaurant in Westbourne Grove was small, Greek, the kind of place that didn’t need a big sign because the people who ate there already knew where it was. Laura got there first, deliberately, because arriving after everyone else meant walking into an established dynamic and Laura needed the time of sitting at the table alone to compose herself.

Clem arrived next, blowing in from the street with a gust of cold air and a delighted “Laura!” from the door that turned several heads. She kissed Laura on both cheeks and sat down and immediately started talking, as if they’d been mid-conversation rather than seeing each other properly for only the second time, and Laura felt the nerves ease slightly because Clem was so easy, so completely without pretension that it was impossible to feel anxious in her company.

“I love that top,” Clem said, reaching across to touch the fabric. “The colour is perfect on you. With your skin... you see, this is what I was saying to Sask, Mediterranean women are the luckiest. In my part of France we’d kill for your colouring.”

“In Manchester we just got rained on.”

Clem laughed, and Laura felt herself relax another degree.

Then Bel and Saskia arrived together and the relaxation retreated slightly, because Bel in a social setting was no less formidable than Bel in passing on the stairs. She was dressed in grey, her dark hair pulled back, her beauty astonishing, the kind that had turned more than a few heads as she walked through to the table. She sat down, looked around the table, and said “good evening” to Laura with a courtesy that was perfectly tuned to convey just enough warmth, but no more.

Saskia slid in beside Laura and put her hand on Laura’s thigh under the table, brief and warm, and Laura felt her pulse steady. I’m here, the touch said. You’re ok.

Saskia leaned across. “Hey,” she whispered.

“Hey too,” Laura whispered back, thrilled by her smile.

Dinner was excellent. Laura had eaten at high end restaurants before, but she’d never eaten like this, in a place where the owner knew Clem by name and kissed her on both cheeks before producing a bottle of something that wasn’t on the menu, where the wine was better than anything Laura had tasted and nobody looked at a price because the concept of cost didn’t exist for the other three.

She watched the three of them together and felt the bittersweet pleasure of seeing something beautiful from the inside for the first time. Saskia was different with her friends... funnier, warmer, occasionally glancing at Laura with an expression that said I’m glad you’re here. Clem was magnetic, telling stories, ordering for the table. Bel was quieter, drier, contributing observations so precisely targeted they detonated like small, elegant yet perceptive bombs in the middle of the conversation.

At one point Bel said, without preamble: “Saskia tells me you grew up in Manchester.”

Laura tensed slightly. “Yes.”

“Whereabouts?”

“Moston. North Manchester.”

“I’ve never been to Manchester,” Bel said, in a tone that suggested this was a failing on Manchester’s part rather than hers. “I’m told the architecture is interesting.”

“Parts of it. The Victorian stuff is beautiful. The postwar stuff is mostly terrible.”

“That’s true of everywhere.” Bel took a sip of wine. “Saskia also tells me the competition entry you worked on together was very good. She said your structural work was the best thing about it.”

Laura glanced at Saskia, surprised. Saskia shrugged. “It was.”

“I’d like to see it sometime,” Bel said. “If you’d be willing.”

It was such a small thing, an expression of professional interest, nothing more, but coming from Bel it carried weight, and Laura felt something shift in the dynamic between them, some invisible door cracking open.

“I’d like that,” Laura said.

***

After dinner they went to a cocktail bar in Notting Hill, tiny, candlelit, the drinks menu on a single page. Laura had learned, over these weeks with Saskia, to let the money thing go, or at least to let Saskia pay without making it a production. It still prickled, the discomfort of being funded, the working-class reflex that said you paid your own way or you owed someone, but she was learning. Offer once, then graciously thank her once and don’t mention it again.

The cocktails were strong and the conversation consequently easy. Laura felt the joy of loosening up with people she was starting to like, the permission to be less careful. She was funny when she relaxed, she knew this about herself, it was the one social skill she’d brought from Manchester, and she could see the three of them responding to it, Clem laughing openly, Saskia watching her with quiet pleasure, Bel’s mouth twitching at its corners and even breaking into a grin once or twice.

They went dancing somewhere in Chelsea, a basement bar with a good DJ, a small dance floor, and low lighting. Laura danced with Clem, neither taking each other too seriously, and then Saskia cut in and pulled Laura close and they danced the way they’d danced at the Kensington party, bodies pressed together, Saskia’s hands on her hips, and Laura felt it... the tilt from social evening towards something else, the electricity that started building whenever Saskia touched her.

Then Laura saw it.

Saskia had gone to get drinks and Laura was catching her breath at the edge of the dance floor when she saw Saskia and Bel near the bar. They were close, closer than just friends, Bel leaning in to say something, Saskia laughing and saying something that made Bel laugh back. As Laura watched, Saskia leaned in and kissed Bel. Not a peck, not a cheek kiss, but a real kiss, deep, their lips together, a glimpse of tongue, Saskia’s hand on the back of Bel’s neck, Bel’s eyes closing while it lasted.

Laura’s stomach lurched. Not with jealousy, or not only with jealousy, but with the shock of seeing confirmed what she’d only guessed. The dynamic the three of them had.

Before she could process it, a hand touched her waist and she turned and Clem was there, very close, her face flushed from dancing, her eyes bright.

“Don’t overthink it,” Clem said. Then she leaned in and kissed Laura.

Saskia’s kisses were commanding, decisive, a taking. Clem’s kiss was something else entirely. It was gentle, warm... Clem’s lips soft against hers, her tongue playful, lasting maybe a minute or two... and Laura felt it not between her legs but in her chest, a warm glow rather than a heat, an offering rather than a claim. When Clem pulled back she was smiling.

“See?” Clem said. “The world didn’t end.”

Laura’s lips were tingling. Her heart was hammering. Across the dance floor, Saskia was watching them, and her expression wasn’t angry or jealous... it was expectant. As if this had been discussed. As if this was part of something. Then she looked back at Bel again and kissed her for a second time.

“What’s happening?” Laura asked Clem, her voice barely audible over the music.

Clem took her hand. “Something good, if you want it. Come on. Let’s get the other two and go home.”

***

They took a car back to Belgravia, and the energy had changed completely. The easy, laughing sociability of the restaurant and the bar had given way to something much more charged. Nobody was pretending this was just a night out, and Laura’s mind was struggling to keep up.

In the car, Saskia held Laura’s hand and Clem sat on Laura’s other side, her thigh warm against Laura’s, while Bel was in the front seat, silent, composed, giving nothing away. Laura’s heart was beating so fast she could feel it in her throat. This was getting crazy.

At the house, Clem led them to her floor... the second floor, which Laura had never seen. Clem’s living room was warmer than Saskia’s, more colourful, art prints on the walls, cushions on the floor, fairy lights strung above the window, a collection of candles that Clem lit now. She set music playing from a speaker, something low and atmospheric with a relaxed beat.

Saskia sat on the sofa and pulled Laura down beside her. Clem poured wine... a last drink, something to smooth the transition Laura figured. Bel settled into an armchair, legs crossed, watching.

“Laura.” Saskia’s voice had dropped to the tone that Laura’s body recognised, lower, decisive. “You saw me kiss Bel. You felt Clem kiss you.”

“Yes.”

“The three of us have been together since university. Not a relationship in the way you might think of it... we don’t date, we don’t call it anything. It’s just part of who we are. Part of what we are to each other.” She paused. “I should have told you sooner.”

“You’re telling me now.”

“I’m telling you now because we’d like you to be part of it. Tonight. If you want to be. If you don’t, that’s fine… you and me can go downstairs and be just us. That’s ok too.”

Laura looked at Clem, sat on the cushions near Saskia’s feet, her face open and excited. She looked at Bel, in the armchair, watching with that cool, evaluating gaze. She looked at Saskia beside her, the woman who was now offering something bigger, more complex, something Laura couldn’t fully comprehend.

“I’m scared,” Laura said. “Curious. Very curious. But scared.”

“Of course you are,” Bel said, and it cut through the room. “If you weren’t scared it wouldn’t mean anything.”

“Same rules,” Saskia said. “Green, yellow, red. At any point.”

“Same for all of us,” Clem added, looking up at Laura. “If anything feels wrong, or too much, you tell us. This only works if everyone is having a good time.”

Laura took a breath. She thought about the girl on the estate in Manchester, the one who’d never imagined anything like this.

“Green,” Laura said.

Clem grinned. Bel cracked a smile. And Saskia kissed her.

***

It started slowly. Saskia kissing Laura on the sofa, familiar now, Laura’s body responding to the taste and pressure of Saskia’s mouth with a Pavlovian immediacy that would have embarrassed her if she’d had the capacity for embarrassment by then, which she didn’t. Saskia’s hand in her hair, tilting her head, controlling the kiss the way she controlled everything sensual between them.

Then Clem’s hands, from the floor, on Laura’s knees, sliding upwards. A different touch... softer, lighter, teasing rather than telling. Laura gasped against Saskia’s mouth and felt Clem’s fingers trace along her inner thigh over the fabric of her jeans, and the sensation of being touched by two people at once sent something through Laura that was unlike anything she’d experienced. Amplified, multiplied, the attention of two separate people creating a kind of sensory overload that her nervous system had no framework for.

“Stand up,” Saskia said. “Let us see you.”

Laura stood on shaky legs. Three women looked at her... Saskia from the sofa, Clem from the floor, Bel from the armchair... three different gazes reading her in three different ways: Saskia with ownership, Clem with tenderness, Bel with hunger.

“Take off your top,” Saskia said.

Laura pulled the top over her head and stood in her bra, candlelight flickering on her skin.

“Everything. Slowly.”

Laura undressed. She was getting used to this, the ritual of it, the way Saskia made undressing a form of submission... but doing it in front of three people was different, the exposure magnified and the vulnerability acute. She unhooked her bra, pushed down her jeans and underwear, stepped out of them, and stood naked in Clem’s candlelit living room while three fully-clothed and very beautiful women watched her.

“Stunning,” Clem said, smiling.

Bel said nothing, but her eyes roamed over Laura’s body in a way that made Laura excited for what Bel might want to do with her.

“Come here,” Saskia said, and Laura went to her. Saskia pulled her on to the sofa and kissed her hard while her hands moved over Laura’s bare skin, possessive, familiar now. Laura melted into it, into the safety of Saskia’s dominance, the known territory of their dynamic.

Then Saskia broke the kiss and looked at Clem. “Your turn.”

What happened next surprised Laura. She’d assumed that that was the cue for Clem to kiss Laura, but instead Saskia reached for Clem and kissed her, a real kiss, a kiss with years of history in it, and Laura watched, naked on the sofa, feeling something complex: arousal, a flash of jealousy, fascination, the disorienting experience of watching the woman who dominated her kiss someone else with equal dominance, possessively.

Then Saskia started undressing Clem, and Laura understood that the dynamic she’d assumed, Saskia dominant, everyone else submissive, wasn’t quite right. Clem was yielding to Saskia with an easy willingness, but there was a playfulness to it, a mutuality. Clem wasn’t submitting the way Laura did. She was participating, choosing, giving herself over with a confident joy that suggested she could just as easily take control.

Clem was soon naked, standing in the candlelight, and Laura’s breath caught. She was beautiful... softer than Saskia, a little curvier, her body the sort that made you want to touch and hold it. She turned to Laura and smiled, open and uncomplicated, and Laura smiled back.

“Clem likes to switch,” Saskia said, matter-of-factly. “Tonight she’s feeling submissive. Aren’t you?”

“Tonight I’m all yours,” Clem said, looking at Saskia with an expression of trust that matched Laura’s own. “Do your worst.”

Saskia reached for a silk scarf draped over the arm of the sofa, put there deliberately, Laura now realised, and said, “Hands behind your back.”

Clem obeyed, crossing her wrists, and Saskia bound them, gently but firm. Clem tested the tie and nodded, and Saskia helped her to kneel on the rug, arms bound, body exposed.

“Laura,” Saskia said. “Kneel behind Clem.”

Laura slid off the sofa and on to the rug, settling behind Clem, her legs bracketing Clem’s kneeling body. Clem leaned back against Laura’s chest and Laura felt the warmth of her, skin on skin, Clem’s bare back against Laura’s bare front, and the intimacy of it, the simple physical warmth of another woman’s body against hers, particularly one she hadn’t been intimate with before, was thrilling. She wrapped her arms around Clem’s waist, instinctively, and Clem let her head fall back against Laura’s shoulder with a sigh.

“You feel lovely,” Clem murmured.

Saskia took off her own clothes then knelt in front of Clem and began touching her all over. Laura held Clem from behind and felt every response, every tremor and gasp, transmitted through the contact of their bodies. Clem’s bound hands pressed between them, her fingers brushing Laura’s stomach and lower, and Laura could feel Clem testing the restraint the way Laura did... not trying to escape but simply feeling the boundary.

Laura pressed her lips to Clem’s shoulder. She kissed along the line of her neck, smelling her perfume, feeling her shiver, and it was different from Saskia, more tender, but it was desire, real desire.

Then Bel moved.

Laura had almost forgotten she was there, so still, so silent in the armchair, but now she unfolded her legs, stood and walked over. Laura looked up at her and felt a thrill of anticipation because Bel was the unknown quantity in all of this.

Bel knelt beside them. Still fully dressed, the contrast between her composed, clothed body and the three of them naked was its own kind of power statement. She reached out and put her hand on Laura’s arm, the first time Bel had deliberately touched her, and Laura felt it like an electric shock.

“I’m going to touch you,” Bel said gently. Not a question. A statement, delivered with calm. “Is that alright?”

“Yes,” Laura breathed.

Bel’s hand moved from Laura’s arm to her waist, then up along her ribs, over the side of her breast. Her touch was different again to Saskia and Bel... it was controlled, as if Bel were assessing Laura’s body. And yet there was nothing cold about it. Bel’s fingers were attentive, registering every reaction, and when Laura gasped at a particular touch Bel’s expression flickered with something that made Laura glad to have pleased her.

Saskia had moved to between Clem’s legs now, her mouth on her, and Clem was moaning and pressing back against Laura, her bound hands flexing, and Laura held her, watching Saskia work and felt Bel’s hand move across her body and existed for a moment in a state of pure, overwhelmed sensation... touched and touching, holding and held, surrounded by warmth and want and the sounds of Clem’s pleasure.

Bel’s hand slid between Laura’s legs from behind and Laura gasped, her arms tightening around Clem. Bel’s fingers were exquisite, finding exactly the right place with a minimum of exploration, and the angle, from behind, while Laura held Clem, while Saskia’s mouth was making Clem climax, was new and intense and Laura heard herself making involuntary sounds against Clem’s neck that she couldn’t control.

Clem came first, crying out, her body shuddering back against Laura’s, Saskia’s name and something in French tumbling from her lips, and Laura held her through it, arms tight, and felt Clem’s pleasure in her own body, the tremors and the sweat and the deep, animalistic moan. Bel’s fingers didn’t stop and Laura followed Clem within a minute, her orgasm rolling through her while she clung to Clem’s still shaking body, her face pressed into Clem’s hair, and for a disorienting instant she and Clem were as if one person, feeling each other’s climaxes as if they were their own.

***

Saskia untied Clem’s wrists and Clem flexed her hands and turned and kissed Laura, a proper kiss, deep and slow, tasting of wine and gratitude, and then Clem kissed Bel, and Bel returned it with a fervour that said this was familiar. Bel’s hand went to Clem’s face and there it was again, the tenderness Laura had glimpsed weeks ago on the sofa, sacred and private even in the middle of this.

Then Saskia’s voice, the commanding one that made Laura’s knees go week.

“Laura. On your back.”

Laura lay down on the rug. Soft carpet beneath her, candlelight on the ceiling, three women stunning women looking down at her... Saskia kneeling at her side, Clem near her feet, Bel standing above... and Laura felt the full, exhilarating weight of what she’d agreed to. Three women. Three sets of hands, three mouths, three different versions of desire, all focused on her.

“Arms above your head,” Saskia said, and Laura raised them, crossing her wrists out of habit. Saskia tied them with the scarf that had been on Clem moments before, still warm, and Laura felt the restraint close and exhaled.

“Colour?”

“Green.”

Saskia took her mouth first, kissing her deeply, while Clem settled between Laura’s legs and began to touch her with those soft, gentle hands. Fingertips tracing along Laura’s inner thighs, moving upwards with agonising slowness, and Laura tried to push towards her and Saskia’s hand came down on her hip.

“Stay still. Let her work.”

Clem’s fingers found her and began to circle, slow and light, and the tenderness of it was almost harder to bear than Saskia’s commanding intensity. It was one thing to submit to someone who took. It was another to submit to someone who gave.

Then Bel knelt beside her and put her mouth on Laura’s breast, and Laura cried out against Saskia’s kiss because the sensation of three people touching her simultaneously... Saskia’s mouth on hers, Clem’s fingers between her legs, Bel’s tongue circling her nipple... was beyond anything her body had been designed to handle. Every point of contact was distinct, each woman’s touch carrying its own style, and Laura’s body tried to respond to all of them and couldn’t and the failure was the pleasure, the overwhelm itself the thing that drove her higher.

Bel’s mouth moved lower, down over Laura’s ribs, her stomach, and Laura felt Bel and Clem both between her legs, a brief exchange she couldn’t see because Saskia was still kissing her, and then Bel’s mouth was on her, ice-cold, sexy-as-hell Bel, between her legs, and the shock of it made Laura’s hips lift off the rug.

Bel was incredible. The same controlled quality she brought to everything, and Clem’s hands were on Laura’s hips holding her still, and Saskia was whispering in her ear... “you’re so beautiful, you’re perfect, let go, let them have you…” and Laura was lost, completely lost, pulling at the ties, her back arching, moan after gasp after moan as she felt the most incredible climax slowly, ever so slowly approaching.

She came with all three of them touching her, Bel’s tongue and Clem’s hands and Saskia’s lips, and it was an orgasm that had no peak, just a continuous wave that rolled and rolled, and Laura screamed, actually screamed as much as she could with Saskia’s tongue against hers, and then she was laughing and Clem was holding her and Bel was sitting back, composed as ever, and Saskia was untying her wrists and kissing the marks and whispering, “That’s my Miss Perfect. Good girl.”

***

They didn’t stop there, but after what they’d already done it was gentler, slower. Laura went down on Saskia while Clem stroked her hair and told her she was wonderful. She watched Clem and Bel together, properly together, and saw the tenderness and the history and the love between those two women, and understood that what she’d glimpsed on the sofa was the surface of something much deeper. She lay between Clem and Saskia while Bel, who had undressed at some point, revealing a body that Laura’s architecture brain immediately wanted to sketch, sat in the armchair reading something on her phone, as if the preceding hour had been a mildly interesting interlude.

“Bel,” Clem called from the rug, sleepy and lazy. “Come down here.”

“The rug is not comfortable.”

“But we are. Come down here.”

Bel sighed performatively and came down from the chair to settle behind Clem, one arm draped over her, and the four of them lay in the candlelight kissing and touching and simply being.

***

Laura woke at seven-something, disoriented, cold on one side where the blanket had slipped.

She was on the sofa in Clem’s living room, she vaguely remembered moving there, naked under a thick wool blanket that smelled of Clem’s perfume. The candles had burned to stubs and grey morning light shone through the windows.

She turned at the sound of soft footsteps, and Saskia appeared in the doorway wearing nothing but an oversized t-shirt, her hair a mess, her eyes sleepy. She looked at Laura and smiled, a wonderful smile and Laura’s chest ached with a feeling she wasn’t ready to name, not yet.

“Morning.”

“Morning.”

Saskia knelt down next to her and leaned across to give Laura a slow, lingering kiss. “You ok?”

“Yeah, you?”

“Yeah. It was good.”

“It was.” Laura hesitated. “Do you three do that often?”

Saskia laughed and shook her head. “No. Sometimes. Rarely.”

Laura grinned. “So when I leave later the three of you aren’t going to fall back into some Sunday-long depraved orgy?”

Saskia pretended to think. “Now there’s an idea… but no. Last night was pretty special.” She stood again. “Tea?”

“Please.”

Saskia padded away and Laura lay under the blanket and stared at the window. I have just had sex with three women. I am lying on a sofa in Belgravia and I am happy.

***

When they all finally emerged Clem cooked breakfast while Bel made coffee with a focus that suggested last night had not, in fact, happened. Except that Clem kept touching her as she moved around the kitchen, a hand on her shoulder, leaning against her more than necessary when reaching for a utensil, and Bel tolerated it with an equanimity that told Laura this was normal. No, not just normal… she clearly loved it.

Saskia sat next to Laura, their legs touching under the table, and Laura ate scrambled eggs and drank strong coffee. She felt the residual intimacy in every contact... Clem’s hand brushing hers as she passed the toast, Saskia’s leg against hers, Bel looking at Laura and giving a nod that from Bel was practically a standing ovation.

Laura showered and dressed, and Saskia ordered a car.

“I can get the…”

“You’re getting a car.”

Laura accepted it, just as she was learning to accept many things from Saskia. Clem hugged her at the door, long and tight. Bel gave her a peck on the cheek, which made Clem roll her eyes.

“We’ll see you soon,” Clem said.

“Soon,” Laura agreed.

***

When she got home Nisha was doing her laundry.

“I need to tell you something,” Laura said without preamble.

“Ok.” Nisha straightened and grinned… she knew that something juicy was coming, clearly.

“I’ve been seeing someone.”

Nisha’s eyes widened. “I knew it. You couldn’t pretend for long. Is it the posh boy? The yacht? When are we going to the Caribbean?”

“Not a boy.”

A wicked grin crossed Nisha’s face. “Ah, back to your women phase?” she teased.

Laura swallowed. “It’s Saskia. From work.”

A long silence.

“Saskia,” Nisha said slowly. “The posh one you can’t stand. The one with the…”

“Yes.”

“Laura. My Laura. With, what did you call her, Golden Girl?”

“I know.”

“Since when?”

“Since the party. The night I came home in someone else’s clothes. Those were her friend’s clothes. I’d stayed the night.”

“Oh my God.” A pause. “Oh my God. That’s why you’ve been so... Laura, you’ve been glowing for weeks and I thought you’d just started taking vitamins.” She laughed. “No boy could do that to you.”

Laura laughed. “Not vitamins.”

“Is she... is it good? Is she good to you?”

Laura thought about Saskia’s hands, and Saskia’s voice, and the marks on her wrists, and the way Saskia kissed them afterwards. “She’s complicated. But yes, it’s good.”

“You’re happy?”

Laura looked out of the window at the street outside.

“Yeah,” she said. “I think I really am.”

“Then I want to hear everything. Every single detail. I’m putting the kettle on.”

“Nisha, there are some details I’m not going to…”

“Everything, Laura. I’ve always wondered what rich people are like in bed, and you’re going to tell me.”

Laura smiled and felt, for the first time in weeks, like she existed in one piece... not bifurcated, not split between two lives, but whole, complicated yes, messy definitely, whole without a doubt.

Her and Saskia were starting to feel real.


Chapter 10


Saskia and Laura settled into a rhythm, one that neither of them could remotely have expected when Laura was sat thinking her career was over because of a cladding problem.

It happened without Laura really noticing, the way significant things often do... no single decision but a series of small, accumulating choices that added up, one evening at a time, to a life that looked completely different from the one she’d been living before.

She was at Saskia’s several nights a week now. Not every night of course, but at least one evening a week she’d take the Tube to Victoria after work, walk to the Belgravia house and let herself in with the key Saskia had given her, casually, one morning, as if handing someone a key to their home was no different from lending them a book. Laura had stared at it for a long time before putting it on her keyring.

The weeknight routine when they saw each other was simple. Laura would arrive, change out of her work clothes, and they’d cook together or Saskia would cook while Laura sat at the kitchen island, and they talked about everything but their day. Sometimes Clem was there, drifting in and out, contributing to conversations and stealing food and being generally, irrepressibly Clem. Bel was around less, primarily because her modelling work often took her away, and when she was around she'd typically be studying at the dining table for the MBA that she was taking alongside her work or reading in the living room, her presence felt rather than heard, a cool gravitational force in the background of the house.

Then upstairs, to Saskia’s floor. Wine, or tea, or nothing. Talking, or not talking. The bedroom, always, eventually. Laura’s body had learned to anticipate it... a low buzz of excitement that started on the Tube and built through the evening, resolved in Saskia’s bed, in the silk ties and the control and the release that Laura needed the way she needed running or sleep, a physical necessity she’d never known she had. And always, always, Laura giving Saskia pleasure too.

Afterwards, they’d lie together and Laura would feel the peace of a body that had been thoroughly used and thoroughly cared for, and Saskia would stroke her hair while they’d talk about things that had nothing to do with sex... architecture, music, their childhoods, the future. Laura told Saskia about the estate and her mum and what it was like to grow up knowing you couldn’t afford what other kids had. Saskia told Laura about her father, about the weight of expectation, about the loneliness of boarding school at thirteen when you were homesick but couldn’t show it because showing weakness wasn’t what your family did.

They were getting to know each other. The real versions, not the office versions, not Miss Perfect and Golden Girl but Laura and Saskia, two women with more in common than either of them had expected, lying in a Belgravia bedroom, falling gradually head-over-heels for each other.

***

At work, nothing changed. Laura arrived early and Saskia arrived late as always, and they sat at their desks doing their jobs. The shelf unit between them might as well have been the Berlin Wall for all that they separated their professional and personal lives. That was the rule, unspoken but absolute: in the office they were colleagues and nothing more.

Laura was generally good at it.

Generally. There were moments, though. Saskia reaching across Laura’s desk for a drawing and their fingers brushing and Laura’s whole body lighting up like a circuit board. Saskia saying something dry in a meeting that only Laura found funny, their eyes meeting across the table and Laura having to look away before her face gave everything away, realising it was only funny because of some in-joke they had. The torture of a late afternoon in their shared office, the building quiet, Saskia sketching with those hands that Laura knew intimately now, and Laura staring at her screen seeing nothing, thinking about those hands, thinking about what those hands had done to her the night before.

Saskia never pushed it. She was immaculate at work... professional, appropriate, no lingering touches or loaded comments. The Miss Perfect nickname had softened since Laura told her what it meant, appearing less often and landing better as a consequence, much more private joke than label. Occasionally, in the corridor or the kitchen, when no one else was around, Saskia would give Laura a look, brief, warm, charged, that said I know what you taste like and I’ll see you tonight, and Laura would feel her cheeks turning red and turn away, smiling.

The secret itself was a kind of intimacy, even though relationships at their firm weren’t a problem. Laura found she liked it... the double life, their hidden thing, the way she could sit in a design review and nod professionally at Saskia’s comments while knowing exactly what sounds Saskia had made the weekend before at the touch of Laura’s tongue. It was transgressive and thrilling, and it made the ordinary hours at work feel like foreplay for the extraordinary hours that followed.

***

On Thursday they were at the firm’s monthly drinks, held in the rooftop terrace bar of a building on Charlotte Street that one of the partners had designed and that they used for client events and internal socialising. Everyone was there: the partners, the architects, the technicians, the admin staff, all milling around with glasses of wine and bottles of beer, the evening mild enough to be outside.

Laura was talking to Theo, one of the junior architects she got on well with, about a project they were both working on, when she caught Saskia’s eye across the terrace. Saskia was in a group with Terence and another partner, wine glass in hand, saying something that made Terence laugh, and she looked over Theo’s shoulder and found Laura, and the look they shared was so quick, so subtle, that no one else could have caught it. A half-second of connection: I see you. I know you. Later you are mine.

Laura felt it and turned back to Theo, saying something about fenestration that she forgot immediately.

Later, at the bar, they ended up side by side. Coincidence, or Saskia’s impish choreography... Laura couldn’t tell and didn’t really care. They stood close enough that Laura could feel Saskia’s arm through her sleeve.

“You look very professional this evening,” Saskia said with a grin, her voice pitched for Laura’s ears only.

“I am very professional.”

“You are. Extremely professional. The most professional woman I know.” Saskia took a sip of wine and her eyes, over the rim of the glass, were wicked. “No one looking at you right now would have any idea what you did to me in my shower at the weekend.”

“Saskia.”

“I’m just making an observation. Architecturally speaking, the contrast between your public and private selves is extraordinary. We should submit it for a design award.”

Laura bit her lip to keep from laughing and felt Saskia’s little finger brush against hers, the tiniest contact, invisible to anyone watching, and the touch went through her like a current.

“Stop it,” Laura murmured. “Someone will see.”

“No one is seeing anything. We’re two colleagues having a drink and sharing a joke. This is what colleagues do.”

“Colleagues don’t usually…”

“Shhh.” Saskia’s finger brushed hers again. “Miss Perfect. Drink your wine.”

Laura drank her wine and thought: I could do this forever. This double life, this hidden thing, this woman beside me who the world sees as my colleague and who I see as everything else.

Fiona appeared and asked Saskia something about a client proposal. The moment passed and they were colleagues again. Laura drifted over to Terence and talked about a new client pitch, and she didn’t stop smiling for the rest of the evening.

***

Up until now they’d always stayed at Saskia’s place… more space, more privacy, and they needed both for some of what they’d been getting up to. But Laura wanted to bring Saskia into her life too, so she suggested a Friday night out in Clapham.

Saskia had said yes with a casualness that Laura suspected was for her benefit, because even Saskia, afraid of nothing, might reasonably be nervous about spending an evening in a pub in Clapham being introduced as Laura’s girlfriend.

“What should I wear?” Saskia asked, and Laura nearly fell off her chair because Saskia had never, in Laura’s experience, asked anyone what to wear.

“Normal clothes. Jeans. A top. Something that doesn’t cost the GDP of a small nation.”

“That rules out most of my wardrobe,” Saskia joked.

“Then dig deep,” Laura shot back.

Saskia arrived at the pub looking, Laura had to admit, remarkably normal. Jeans, a plain white t-shirt, trainers, her hair in a ponytail. She still looked expensive, you couldn’t switch off the cheekbones or the posture or the way she carried herself, but she’d made the effort, and Laura appreciated her for it more than she could express.

The pub was Laura and Nisha’s local, a Victorian corner pub near the Common, recently renovated, the kind of place where the floors were wooden and the wine list was decent but not extravagant. Laura’s friends were already there: Nisha, who’d known about Saskia for a while now but hadn’t met her yet and was practically bouncing in excitement to meet this infamous colleague; and three friends from university, Sophie, Dan and Jasmine, all of whom were oblivious.

“Everyone, this is Saskia,” Laura said when she arrived, and then, before she could lose her nerve: “My girlfriend.”

The word still felt new in her mouth, still slightly unreal, but she’d decided on the walk over that she wasn’t going to hedge or qualify or introduce Saskia as someone from work or a friend. Outside the office she had nothing to hide, and these were her people, and they deserved the truth.

There was a moment... Sophie’s eyebrows climbing, Dan’s face breaking into a grin, Jasmine already reaching for Saskia’s hand... and then everyone was talking at once and the moment passed with the ease that Laura should have known to expect from people who loved her. This was so far from Saskia’s natural habitat... no champagne, no canapés, no waiters, a pub with no table service and the most expensive thing on the menu a double gin. And yet Saskia was completely game. She bought a round without being asked, sat on a rickety bar stool without flinching, and when Dan started asking about architecture she said “Laura’s the talented one, I’m mostly decorative” and caught Laura’s eye, triggering something complex deep inside for Laura.

The evening was fun. Actually, genuinely fun... not the curated, expensive fun of Saskia’s world but the loose, messy, beer-and-laughter fun of a Friday night in a pub with good people. Saskia was funny in a context Laura hadn’t seen before... drier, more self-deprecating, willing to take the piss out of herself in a way she never did with her own friends. She told a story about a holiday mishap that had Dan in tears. She and Jasmine got into an animated argument about whether brutalist architecture was beautiful or hideous (Saskia: beautiful, Jasmine: an abomination) that drew in the whole table. She arm-wrestled Sophie for the last packet of salt and vinegar crisps and lost, gracefully, buying another round to compensate.

Nisha watched it all with the quiet gaze of a best friend looking out for her. At one point, when Saskia was at the bar, Nisha leaned over to Laura and said, “She’s not what I expected.”

“What did you expect?”

“I don’t know. Someone more… aloof. Judgmental maybe? She’s actually very normal.”

“Don’t tell her that. She’d be devastated.”

Later, Laura and Saskia were stood outside in the smoking area. Laura didn’t smoke but Saskia had bummed a cigarette from Dan because she was, apparently, the kind of person who could smoke once every six months and make it look like the most natural thing in the world. They stood in the small courtyard with its broken paving and its overflowing ashtray, the sounds of a Friday night in Clapham coming over the wall, and Saskia looked at Laura with an expression that was open and more than slightly drunk.

“I like your friends,” Saskia said.

“They like you.”

“They’re real. They’re not performing anything.” She took a drag of the cigarette, exhaled into the night air. “My friends are wonderful but everyone I know is performing something. Even Clem and Bel. Even me.”

“You’re not performing tonight.”

“No.” Saskia looked at the cigarette, smiled at it. “I’m drinking bad wine and arm-wrestling a stranger for crisps. This is very much not a performance.”

“Is it ok? Being here?”

“Laura.” Saskia looked at her and her eyes were serious beneath the slight glaze of alcohol. “This is the best Friday night I’ve had in months. Your world is…” She stopped, seeming to search for the right word. “Your world is wonderful.”

Laura leaned over and kissed Saskia, quickly, tasting the wine and the cigarette. It was the least glamorous kiss of their relationship, but possibly the most honest yet.

“Come on,” Laura said. “I’ll buy you a pint.”

“A pint. God. What’s happened to me?”

“You’re slumming it. It suits you.”

They went back inside and Nisha caught Laura’s eye across the table and mouthed “I like her”. Laura couldn’t help but grin at the relief of her two worlds meeting and not collapsing.

***

A Saturday afternoon, a week or so later, and Laura was sat in Saskia’s living room, afternoon light flooding through the tall windows. They were on the sofa, Laura’s legs across Saskia’s lap, both of them reading... Laura a specification document she should have finished on Friday, Saskia a book about Korean architecture. It was the easy silence of two people who’d learned that not every moment needed to be filled by doing, that sometimes it was enough to simply be.

“I want to ask you something,” Saskia said, not looking up from her book.

“Mmm…?”

“Clem’s family have a chalet in Méribel. The three of us go every year for a week.” She turned a page. “I’d like you to come.”

Laura put down her specification document. “Skiing?”

“Skiing, eating, drinking, sitting in hot tubs, the usual.” Saskia glanced at her. “Have you skied before?”

“Not really. Does a school trip to a dry slope in Stoke-on-Trent when I was fourteen count? I fell over a lot and got an unbelievable bruise on my thigh.”

Saskia laughed. “This would be slightly more advanced than a dry slope in Stoke.”

“Slightly?”

“Clem’s already offered to teach you. I asked her. She worked as a ski instructor for a couple of seasons after university, she’s an amazing skier and an even better teacher. She’d have you on reds by the end of the week.”

Laura felt the complex mix of emotions that any offer from Saskia’s world triggered... excitement, anxiety, the reflex to think about costs. A week in a French ski resort. Flights, lift passes, equipment hire, eating out. The numbers started adding themselves in her head and the total made her feel slightly sick, because she wanted to go. Really wanted.

“Sask, I can’t afford…”

“Don’t.” Saskia put her book down and looked at Laura properly. “The chalet is Clem’s family’s, so accommodation is free. Genuinely. I’ll sort the flights. We can get you kitted out when we’re there... Clem knows every rental shop in the resort and she’ll make sure you’re not ripped off.” She paused. “I want you there, Laura. The three of us want you there. Please don’t let money be the reason you say no.”

“It’s a lot.”

“It’s a holiday. That’s normal.”

Laura wanted to say that it wasn’t normal, that nothing about any of this was normal, that normal was a week in a caravan in North Wales which was what her mum had taken her on every summer growing up, and which she’d loved, and which was as far from a private chalet in a French ski resort as it was possible to get without leaving the planet. But Saskia was looking at her with that expression: open, hopeful, genuinely excited. Laura thought about a week in the mountains with these three women and it sounded wonderful.

“Clem really doesn’t mind teaching me? I’ll be terrible.”

“Clem would teach someone’s pet dog to ski if it asked nicely enough. She’s been going on about it all week... she’s already planning which runs to take you on.”

Laura imagined it: Clem on the slopes, patient and friendly, guiding Laura down mountains she’d never seen, the two of them spending days together while Saskia and Bel skied the harder runs. She liked Clem a lot, it would be fun. And then a whole week of Saskia in the evenings… that would be heaven.

“Ok,” Laura said. “Yes. I’ll come.” She paused. “If I can get leave.”

Saskia’s face broke into a grin that made Laura think: there. That. Whatever that is, on her face right now, that’s why I keep saying yes to her.

“Brilliant,” Saskia said. “I’ll tell Clem. She’s going to be insufferable. She loves a project.”


Chapter 11


Laura had seen photographs of the Alps, obviously... the kind of images that appeared in travel brochures, stunning white peaks against impossibly blue skies, but nothing had prepared her for the reality of it, the scale and the silence. The way that the mountains made everything she’d ever worried about feel absurdly, laughably small.

They flew from London City on a Friday lunchtime, all four of them. Saskia was next to her, reading. Clem was across the aisle, asleep before they reached cruising altitude, her head on Bel’s shoulder. Bel was doing the crossword in the Times with a pen, not a pencil, because Bel did not, apparently, make mistakes.

From Geneva they took a private transfer, a large SUV with a driver who knew Clem by name, and drove for two hours through valleys that got narrower and more dramatic until they were climbing into the resort itself, the road winding between chalets and snow-covered pines, the peaks rising above them on every side.

The chalet was halfway up the hill but still an easy walk to town. Laura saw it loom ahead of them, large, wooden, balconied, traditional but beautifully built, and then they were pulling up outside. Clem was out of the car before it had fully stopped, arms spread, face tilted to the sky.

“Home,” Clem said, breathing in deeply. “Can you smell it? The air here is different. It’s cleaner. You can taste the altitude.”

Laura climbed out and the cold hit her straight away, sharp, dry, nothing like the damp cold of a London winter. And the light was extraordinary, a clear brightness that made her squint and turned the snow on the peaks above them into something that looked almost too white, too perfect.

“It’s beautiful,” Laura said, and meant it in a way that went beyond the view. She meant the air, and the light, and the silence, and Clem’s face, radiant and delighted… she meant all of it.

***

The chalet was enormous. Six proper bedrooms across three floors, a vast open-plan living area with floor-to-ceiling windows that framed the valley below, a kitchen that Clem immediately claimed as hers, and a terrace that wrapped around the building with, Laura stopped when she saw it, an outdoor hot tub stood on the decking, steaming gently in the mountain air.

There was a couple who managed the property, Jean-Pierre and Marie, who greeted Clem with the fondness of people who’d known her since childhood. Their job was to stock the kitchen, prepare meals that they left ready, and then disappear for the evening... a long-standing arrangement, Clem explained, that gave visitors the chalet to themselves at night. Marie showed Laura to her room on the second floor, artfully decorated with a huge bed, and a window that looked directly at the mountains. Laura stood in the middle of it and tried to imagine what a week in this chalet would cost to rent but stopped because the number was making her feel ill.

She was sharing with Saskia, of course. Clem’s room was upstairs, as was Bel’s, and Laura had a feeling that by the end of the week the concept of “whose room” would be largely theoretical for the two of them.

They unpacked and then sat on the terrace in the late afternoon sun, wrapped in blankets, first glasses of white wine for the trip in hand. Clem outlined the plan for the week with the enthusiasm of a woman who’d been skiing since she could walk, and who genuinely believed it was the best thing a human being could do with their body.

“Tomorrow I’ll take Laura to the nursery slopes and we’ll see where she is,” Clem said, taking a sip. “Sask, you and Bel can do whatever you like... the snow’s been excellent, apparently, the north-facing stuff above Mottaret should be incredible.”

“We’ll join you for lunch,” Saskia said, her hand on Laura’s knee under the blanket giving a little squeeze.

“Of course. There’s a restaurant at the mid-station, I’ll book it.” Clem turned to Laura with an expression of such earnest excitement that Laura felt her anxiety about skiing recede just a touch. “Laura, don’t worry about anything. I’ve taught dozens of people, including Bel, who was a nightmare…”

“I was not a nightmare.”

“You argued with the mountain, Bel. You told a mogul field that it was badly designed.”

“It was badly designed.” The smile that played across Bel’s lips told Laura that she was, in fact, joking.

“…and even she learned eventually. You’re fit, you’re athletic, you’ve got good balance. You’ll be fine.”

“I did fall over seventeen times on a dry slope in Stoke-on-Trent.”

“Dry slopes are an abomination. Real snow is completely different, you’ll see.” Clem’s smile was completely confident. “Trust me.”

Laura looked at Clem’s face, bright with cold and enthusiasm, the dark blonde hair escaping from under a beanie, her cheeks pink, her eyes bright. She looked like she belonged here, in the mountains, in the light, in a way that she didn’t quite belong in London. Clem in the Alps was, apparently, Clem at full volume. The real Clem.

“I trust you,” Laura said, and meant it.

***

Her first morning on the slopes was a disaster right up until it wasn’t.

Clem had taken Laura to the rental shop before it opened... she knew the owner, naturally, a weathered Frenchman called Michel who treated Clem like a favourite niece and spent twenty minutes fitting Laura’s boots so that they were just right. The boots were uncomfortable still, the skis were terrifying, but Clem checked everything, adjusted the bindings, tightened a buckle Laura hadn’t even noticed, and pronounced her ready.

The nursery slope was at the bottom of the resort, a gentle gradient with a magic carpet lift and a handful of other beginners, most of them much younger than Laura. Laura, standing at the top of the slope in her rented gear, looking down at a distance she could have walked in thirty seconds, felt genuine fear. She couldn’t shake the conviction that strapping planks to your feet and sliding down a mountain was a fundamentally insane thing to do.

“Ok,” Clem said, standing beside her, effortlessly balanced on her own skis, looking like she’d been born with them on. “Snowplough position. Tips together, heels apart. Like a pizza slice.”

“A pizza slice.”

“It’s what they teach children.” She laughed. “You’re basically a child right now.”

“That’s supposed to be encouraging?”

“Bend your knees. Weight forward. Don’t lean back... that’s the most common mistake and it’ll put you on your arse immediately.”

Laura leaned forward, knees bent, tips together, and felt the skis begin to move and everything in her body screamed to lean back, to brake, to stop, but she fought the instinct and kept her weight forward and slid, slowly, wobblingly, down the nursery slope with Clem skiing backwards in front of her, watching her, hands out, ready to catch.

“That’s it! You’re doing it! Knees bent, good, weight forward, perfect... now turn, shift your weight to your left foot…”

Laura shifted her weight and something happened that she hadn’t expected: the skis responded. Not smoothly, but they turned, actually turned, and Laura felt a hint of triumph for roughly half a second before her balance went and she fell sideways into the snow with a thump, ending up lying there staring at the sky, wondering if she’d broken something.

Clem appeared above her, grinning, and held out her hand.

“That,” Clem said, pulling Laura to her feet, “was excellent. Genuinely. You turned. Most people don’t turn on their first run.”

“But I fell over.”

“Everyone falls over. Falling over is part of the fun. The mountain is teaching you how to fall and get back up.” Clem was brushing snow off Laura’s jacket, and then she adjusted Laura’s goggles, which had gone askew in the fall. “It’s character building. Again?”

Laura nodded. “Again.”

They did the nursery slope many more times. Laura fell on most of them. But by the tenth she made it from top to bottom without falling, and Clem cheered so loudly that several of the children that were sharing the slope with them looked round and stared.

“Right,” Clem said. “You’ve graduated. Let’s go up.”

***

Up meant the chairlift, which was its own fresh terror... the mechanism scooping them off their feet, the ground dropping away, Laura gripping the safety bar with both hands while Clem sat beside her, legs swinging, utterly relaxed.

“Don’t look down if it scares you.”

“I’m not scared,” Laura said, looking down, but her voice came out as a squeak. She was very scared. The ground was a surprisingly long way below and the chair was swinging gently in the wind. People who did this for fun were, Laura had decided, clinically insane.

“You’re gripping that bar like it owes you money.”

“It might. I haven’t seen the lift pass price yet.”

Clem laughed and leaned into Laura, shoulder to shoulder, and the contact steadied her. “Look up instead.” She pointed. “Look at the view.”

Laura looked up and forgot about the height. The mountains were spread around them in a vast, white amphitheatre, the peaks jagged against the sky, the sun high but casting small shadows across the snow. She could see the resort laid out like a model when she turned her head: the chalets, the roads, the other lifts carrying tiny figures up the mountainside, and beyond it, range after range of mountains stretching to the horizon, breathtaking in its majesty.

“Oh,” Laura said.

“I know,” Clem said, and her tone carried a reverence. “Every time. Every single time.”

They sat in silence, the chairlift carrying them upward, the only sound the hum of the cable and the whisper of the wind, and Laura started to get why people skied. The work anxiety, the class anxiety, the who-am-I-now anxiety that had been her companion since the night of the party. Up here, in the cold, clean silence, with the mountains all around her and Clem warm beside her, none of it seemed to matter.

“Thank you,” Laura said. “Though I worry you might need to be quite patient.”

“You don’t need patience. You’re a natural.”

“I fell over so many times.”

“A natural who falls over. The best kind.”

***

By lunchtime Laura had done her first blue run, a long, gentle descent that wound through the trees and opened out on to a wide piste with views of the valley, and she’d done it without falling. The feeling of reaching the bottom under her own control, skis parallel (mostly), the cold air on her face and the speed building, was one of the purest physical pleasures she’d ever experienced.

Saskia and Bel were already at the restaurant, a chalet-style place on the mountainside with a terrace that caught the midday sun. They were sitting outside, faces tilted to the sky, two glasses of white wine already on the table. Saskia looked up when Laura and Clem approached and her face broke into a grin.

“You’re alive.”

“I’m alive. Just.”

“She’s brilliant,” Clem said, unclipping her skis. “Honestly, her balance is incredible. By Wednesday I’ll have her on reds. She just did a blue.”

“Let’s not get carried away,” Laura said, but she was grinning too, flushed with the cold.

Lunch was perfect. The other three were insistent on fondue and wine, and the four of them sat around the table in the mountain sun, talking and laughing. Laura’s legs ached pleasantly from the morning. Saskia reached across the table and took Laura’s hand, squeezing it, and Laura looked at her with the start of her ski tan, relaxed, and felt a wave of affection so strong she had to bite her lip.

After lunch, Laura headed back to the chalet with Saskia… first day, a morning of skiing was more than enough for a beginner. Bel and Clem headed off to explore the slopes, just the two of them.

“Hot chocolate or wine? Or hot tub?”

“How about all of the above?”

“My kind of woman.”

***

The evenings were their own world. Some days they had dinner at the chalet, others they ate out. When dining in, Marie left dinner ready each day before she and Jean-Pierre went home. It was beautiful food, cassoulet and tartiflette and raclette, the sort of cooking that tasted even better after eight hours on a mountain. The four of them would eat at the long dining table, drink too much wine and then go out, because Clem knew every bar and restaurant in Méribel and so did Bel and Saskia for that matter.

They went out every night. Après-ski at a terrace bar where the DJ played too-loud house music and everyone was still in their ski boots. A burger place run by a couple of Australians that had no right to be as good as it was. Cocktail bars, live music, the resort’s best nightclub, terrible in exactly the way that resort nightclubs were supposed to be terrible, and which they went to twice.

The nights got wild. Properly wild, the kind of wild that happened when four women with no responsibilities and excellent credit cards were let loose on a French ski resort with a week to fill. They danced, and drank, and laughed, and Laura discovered that she was good at this, good at letting go, the mountains and the altitude dissolving the last of her inhibitions.

And the nights ended with wonderful intensity. For the first couple of nights, it was Saskia and Laura doing what they both enjoyed best, while Bel and Clem disappeared upstairs and did the same.

On the third night, things took a different turn. They’d all gone to the burger place and the waitress, a tanned, dark-haired French girl called Anaïs, had been flirting with Clem all evening, and Clem, who flirted when back in France the way she breathed, had been flirting back. At the bar afterwards, Bel got into conversation with an Italian guy, tall, good-looking, something to do with running a ski school, and by midnight it was clear where the evening was heading.

Laura and Saskia walked home together through the cold, clear night, their breath steaming, the stars absurdly bright.

“Clem’s bringing the waitress back, isn’t she?” Laura said.

“Almost certainly.”

“And Bel?”

“Bel does what Bel wants. Always has.”

They let themselves into the empty chalet and went to bed. Laura lay with Saskia in the lamplight, cuddled up together, more as equals than usual, and heard, through the walls of the chalet, Clem’s door open and close and then, some time later, the unmistakable sounds of Clem and the waitress having an extremely good time. From Bel’s room, different sounds… more rhythmic, and the ski school guy was clearly doing something very, very right for her.

Laura pressed her face into Saskia’s neck, laughing. “This is insane.”

“This is a ski holiday.” Saskia shifted, her naked body pressed up against Laura’s, warm and soft under the covers. "Speaking of which... how is it going with Clem?"

"Good." Laura paused. "Why?"

"Clem likes you. She told me."

Laura stayed silent, not entirely sure where this was going.

"Likes you... a lot."

In the lamplight Laura could see that Saskia was looking at her intently, a slight smile playing around the edge of her mouth.

"That's... that's nice. She's nice."

Saskia's fingertips were gently stroking up and down Laura's side, and Laura saw the smile turn into a slight purse of the lips.

"She asked me if I'd be ok if something happened with you and her."

Laura felt her breath catch, her heart suddenly hammering beneath her ribcage. She knew she was blushing, and knew that Saskia could see that.

"And what did you say?"

Saskia looked into Laura's eyes for a long, long moment. "Yes."

"Yes?" Laura was surprised... of course she knew there was this whole dynamic between Saskia, Clem and Bel, but this seemed like it was something outside of it. "As in, yes you'd be ok if something happened?"

"Yes." Saskia paused. "Would you like something to happen?"

This has to be some sort of trap, surely, Laura thought. Because yes, dammit, I am attracted to Clem, but I need to be careful here.

"No. Of course not... I'm with you. If anything happened, it would be with you as well, like the night the four of us... you know."

"Oh, I know." Saskia grinned wickedly. "But with Clem, I've watched you and her... I can see you're attracted to her too. I just wanted you to know, if you and her wanted something to happen I'd be cool with it." She paused. "As a one off, of course. I don't mean start seeing her or anything." Saskia laughed quietly. "Miss Perfect is mine. But just... know that if you want to."

Laura looked deep into Saskia's eyes and could see that she meant it. This was the sort of thing that still surprised her with Saskia's friendship with Clem and Bel, the openness between them. It was inconceivable to Laura that any of her friends, male or female, would ask if she was ok with something happening between them and Saskia. This was a different world though.

"Kind of like a... hall pass?"

"Yeah, something like that."

"Do you want a hall pass in return?"

Saskia smiled. "No. Just... it's entirely up to you, if Clem suggests something know you've got my blessing, whether you do something or not. But you've got to tell me everything after." She grinned. "Although Clem would tell me anyway, so..."

"I... thank you?" Laura wasn't sure what to think, but she understood that this was somehow important for Saskia. "You're sure about nothing in return?"

Saskia shrugged. "I guess if you wanted me to corrupt Nisha I wouldn't say no... she's hot."

Laura grinned and playfully punched Saskia on the shoulder. "And now I know that you fancy my flatmate. You might think she's hot, but she's also very, entirely straight."

"I'd see about that... but with Clem, seriously, I want you to know that's cool, that's all. She's great."

They lay in silence for a while longer, hands still gently tracing patterns on each other's skin. Someone, somewhere upstairs was getting frantic, no moans or gasps but plenty of creaking.

"You know what," Saskia said. "I think we need to add to the cacophony."

"We do?"

Saskia moved closer and kissed Laura slowly. "Yeah, we do." She narrowed her eyes as she leaned back. "And I think that Miss Perfect needs to show me how perfect she is..." Saskia pushed lightly against Laura's shoulder, rolling her onto her back. "But first..." she kissed Laura's neck, "... I need..." she started to move down her body, "...to show..." her tongue flicked one of Laura's nipples, "...Miss Perfect..." she moved lower, trailing her lips across Laura's stomach and then down between her legs, "...how perfect her Golden Girl can be."

Laura let out a gasp that turned into a moan as Saskia's tongue went exactly where she needed it to go... it was turning out that she liked skiing holidays very much indeed.

***

Once Saskia had named it, the signs were obvious. Perhaps, Laura thought, that had been Saskia’s purpose all along. What these three women had with each other, the depth of their bond, she was only really starting to understand. She knew it could take years to fully appreciate the history between them.

It happened gradually. Day three on the slopes, Clem had Laura on blue runs all morning, patient and encouraging, and by the afternoon Laura was linking turns with a fluency that surprised them both. Day four, they attempted a red, a steeper, narrower piste that required more control, and Laura made it halfway down before her nerve failed and she snowploughed the rest, but Clem was waiting at the bottom with no judgment and a hug that lasted a moment longer than it needed to.

The physical contact was constant but necessary... Clem adjusting Laura’s stance, catching her arm on a tricky traverse, fixing her goggles, demonstrating a technique by standing behind Laura and guiding her hips with her hands. All of it was functional, all of it was what a ski instructor would do, and yet none of it felt remotely functional because Laura was acutely, increasingly aware of Clem’s body in a way that went beyond simply learning to ski.

Clem flirted with everyone… that was simply her. But Laura knew she was flirting even more than usual with her.

She noticed the way Clem looked at her, a look that said I see you and I like what I see and I want to keep looking. There was honesty to Clem’s desire that Laura found refreshing, and Laura found herself flirting back, hard.

On the chairlifts they talked. Long, unhurried conversations, the kind of talking you did when you had nowhere to be and nothing to do except ascend a mountain together. Clem told Laura about growing up in Paris, about her family’s apartment near the Jardin du Luxembourg, about summers in Provence and winters here, in the Alps. She talked about the years after university when she’d worked as a ski instructor... the best years of her life, she said, two seasons of the mountains every day. She talked about why she’d stopped and gone to London, and the answer was simple: Saskia and Bel. They were her family, more than her own family in many ways, and when they settled in London she’d quickly followed. And she talked about her work, how she'd got into fashion design and her hopes for her career.

Laura told Clem about Manchester, about the estate, about her mum. Clem asked questions that were curious rather than careful, laughing at the funny parts and going quiet at the hard parts. She made Laura feel that where she came from was interesting rather than something to be overcome, no hint of the sort of judgment that Laura had expected when she first got to know Saskia and her friends properly.

“Your mother sounds formidable,” Clem said on the chairlift on the morning of the fifth day.

“She’s five foot two and weighs about eight stone.” Laura grinned. “But yeah. Formidable is the right word.”

“I’d like to meet her.”

“She’d like you. She’d try to feed you. All three of you.”

“I would absolutely let her feed me.”

Laura laughed and looked at Clem’s face in profile: the straight nose, the wind-pinkened cheeks, the dark blonde hair escaping from under her helmet, and felt something stir, something that wasn’t simply friendship.

Attraction.

A little part of her was falling for Clem.

Not instead of Saskia, not remotely. No, this was different. Then she realised: this is what Saskia and Bel and Clem all feel for each other, this sensation of rightness. That’s what she felt for Clem right then, and she rather liked it.

***

Day five they’d skied since nine. It had been Laura’s best morning yet, a long red run that she’d completed without stopping, linking turns down the steep sections in a way that had Clem whooping at the bottom... and now they were sitting at a mountain restaurant, just the two of them, Saskia and Bel having gone to a different valley for the day.

The terrace was south-facing and bathed in sun. Laura had stripped off her jacket and was sitting in just a base layer, cold but feeling so alive. Clem was opposite her, doing the same, her face turned to the sky, her eyes closed. Between them sat the remains of lunch... a salad, bread, two glasses of wine that they probably shouldn’t have had given they were still skiing.

“That red this morning,” Clem said, eyes still closed. “You were amazing. Your technique has come on so much. You’re a completely different skier from the start of the week.”

“I chose a good instructor.”

“That’s very kind, but it’s all in your talent.” Clem opened her eyes and looked at Laura with a smile that made Laura’s heart beat a little faster.

“So,” Clem said. She sat up, reaching for her wine and taking a sip. Laura knew her well enough by now to see that beneath her relaxed, sunny demeanour there was just a hint of tension. “We could ski this afternoon. There’s a blue run on the other side that you’d love, it goes through the forest.”

“Ok.”

“Or.” Clem paused. Set down her wine glass. Looked at Laura directly, her gaze steady. “We could go back to the chalet. Use the hot tub. Just us. Alone together.”

The words hung in the mountain air between them. Laura heard the sounds of the restaurant around them, other diners, clinking glasses, someone laughing, and they were distant and muffled, as if the world had pulled back to give this moment the space it deserved.

Laura thought about Saskia. She’d been clear the other night, crystal clear. This all came down to whether Laura wanted it, plain and simple. And she did, God she did. It was just… she’d never had a situation like this before, and she really, really didn’t want to fuck up what she had with Saskia. That was more important than anything.

Clem was watching her patiently, putting her under no pressure at all. The same way she’d watched Laura at the top of the nursery slope on the first morning, hands out, ready to catch her.

Laura opened her mouth and closed it again. The mountain sun was warm on her face, the wine was warm in her blood, and Clem’s eyes were steady and kind and Laura didn’t know what to say because every answer... yes, no, I want to but I’m scared, I’m starting to see you as something more complex than just friends and I don’t know what that means... felt both true and insufficient.

“You don’t have to decide now,” Clem said gently. “We can just ski.”

“I know.”

“And if the answer is ski, the answer is ski. No hard feelings. I mean that. I wouldn’t want to do anything that made it hard for you and Saskia.”

Laura looked at the mountains and the vast, indifferent beauty of the Alps. She knew what Miss Perfect would think, but maybe that wasn’t her any more.

“Let me think,” Laura said. “Give me the gondola ride down.”

Clem smiled. “Take all the time you need.”

Laura followed Clem to the gondola station and they got in and the doors closed. The cabin began to descend, and Laura had eight minutes of silence and mountain air and Clem sitting across from her, patient and beautiful and waiting, to decide what kind of person she was now.

Old Laura, sensible and safe, or someone new and more daring?

She still didn’t know.


Chapter 12


The gondola carried them down in silence. Laura sat with her hands in her lap, her ski boots still feeling uncomfortable, watching the mountain slide past the window. Clem sat opposite, her helmet in her lap, her hair flattened and messy, and she wasn’t watching Laura. She was looking out the window, giving Laura space, and the kindness of that, the absolute absence of pressure and lack of expectation, was part of what made Laura’s decision.

It wasn’t the decision she’d expected to make. Not the safe, sensible decision that Miss Perfect would have made. It was the other one.

“Hot tub,” Laura said.

Clem turned to look at her. Her expression didn’t change, she didn’t grin or look triumphant. She just looked at Laura and nodded, once, and something passed between them that was more intense and thrilling than anything Laura had felt on this trip.

“Ok,” Clem said.

They didn’t say anything else for the rest of the ride down.

***

At the chalet, Clem spoke to Marie in rapid-fire French, something about not needing anything else for the day. Marie nodded and collected her things, and Laura heard the front door close and the crunch of tyres on snow as Marie and Jean-Pierre drove away.

The chalet was empty. Silent. Theirs.

“I’ll meet you on the terrace in fifteen minutes,” Clem said, and went upstairs. Laura went to her room and stood in the middle of it, taking several deep breaths and thought: what am I doing?

She stripped off her ski clothes and showered quickly, putting on the dressing gown that hung on the back of the bathroom door, thick and warm. Very deliberately nothing underneath. She looked at herself in the mirror, and thought about Saskia. Saskia wanted her to do this, she knew that, but Laura very much wanted to do this herself too, and that mattered.

She went downstairs and out on to the terrace.

The hot tub was steaming in the afternoon air, the terrace invisible to the neighbouring chalets. Clem was already there, sitting on the edge of the hot tub in an identical white dressing gown, her hair loose and damp from her own shower. She’d brought a bottle of white wine and two glasses and they were set on the wooden edge of the tub, condensation already forming on the glass.

“Hi,” Clem said, a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth.

“Hi.” Laura hesitated, lost for words. “Come here often?”

Clem laughed then stood and untied her dressing gown. She let it fall and she was naked beneath it, unselfconscious, and she stepped into the hot tub. The water rose around her and she sighed and settled back against the edge and looked up at Laura.

“Coming in?”

Laura untied her own dressing gown. She was aware, as she let it drop, that this was different. With Saskia, undressing was often an act of delicious submission, part of a dynamic that had rules and structures. Here, now, it was just Laura taking off a robe and getting into a hot tub with a woman she wanted, and it was, paradoxically, more nerve-wracking than anything Saskia had ever asked her to do, even though she’d been naked with Clem before.

She stepped into the water and the heat enveloped her, almost too hot after the cold mountain air. She sat down opposite Clem with the water up to her shoulders, and she felt the jets pulse against her back, the tension between them beginning to dissolve.

Clem poured the wine and handed Laura a glass, their fingers touching on the stem.

“To your skiing,” Clem said.

“To my teacher.”

They touched glasses and drank. The wine was cold and sharp, perfect against the heat of the water, and they sat for a while without speaking, looking at the view, the steam rising between them under a brilliant blue sky.

“I’ve wanted to do this all week,” Clem said. Not looking at Laura, looking at the mountains, her voice quiet. “Not just the hot tub. This. Being alone with you.”

“I know.”

“I didn’t plan it. I wasn’t... I don’t want you to think I was teaching you to ski as some kind of strategy to sleep with you. I genuinely love skiing and I genuinely wanted to teach you.”

“I know that too.”

“But somewhere around day two, on the chairlift, when you were telling me about your mum and growing up and you were so…” Clem paused, searching for the word. “So honest. So without performance. I realised… well, I need to talk to Saskia.”

“She told me. We talked about it.”

“What did she say?”

“She can see we’re attracted to each other. A one off thing is ok so long as I tell her about it.”

Clem sat in silence for a few moments, sipping her wine. “I don’t want to complicate things. If this is too much…”

“Clem.”

“Yes?”

“Stop talking. I want this too”

Clem smiled, a wonderful, joyous smile, and Laura moved through the water towards her, closing the distance between them, and kissed her.

***

Every kiss Laura had shared with Saskia had been a transaction of power... Saskia taking, Laura giving, the dominance and submission encoded in the pressure and the angle and the way Saskia’s hand always found Laura’s jaw or hair, tilting, controlling. It was intoxicating and Laura craved it, loved it, wanted nothing more, but it was never equal. It was never meant to be.

Kissing Clem, though, was equal.

Clem kissed her back, neither leading nor following, meeting her in the middle, and the tenderness of it made Laura lean in harder, craving more.

They kissed for a long time in the hot water, slow and unhurried, the steam around them and no urgency, just two women discovering each other at their own pace and giving in to the tension that had been building all week. Laura’s hands found Clem’s waist under the water, the curve of her hips, the soft skin of her stomach, and Clem gasped into the kiss, the sound of someone enjoying being touched by someone they wanted.

“Come here,” Clem whispered, and Laura moved on to her lap, straddling her, the water shifting around them, and they were pressed together, skin to skin, and Laura could feel Clem’s breasts against hers, Clem’s hands on her back, and the heat of the water and of their bodies, the air cold on her shoulders, and the slow, building want between them.

Clem’s hand slid down Laura’s spine, over her rear, and Laura moved against her. The friction of their bodies in the water drew a gasp from both of them simultaneously, a shared intake of breath that made them both laugh.

“This is very slippery,” Laura said, forehead pressed to Clem’s.

“Hot tubs are terrible for sex. The water gets everywhere.”

“So why did you suggest it?”

“Because I wanted to see you naked in my hot tub and I’m a romantic, not a planner.”

Laura laughed and kissed her again. Clem’s hand moved between Laura’s legs under the water and Laura moaned from the rightness of it... Clem’s touch was gentle, exploratory, a slow burn rather than an ignition.

“Touch me too,” Clem whispered against Laura’s mouth, not a command but a request, and Laura reached between Clem’s thighs and slid two fingers inside her, feeling the tightness and the way Clem’s whole body responded, arching into Laura’s touch, and they moved together in the water, touching each other, watching each other’s faces, and Laura let herself go, let herself enjoy two people who just wanted each other and nothing else.

They came close together, not quite simultaneously but near enough... Laura first, her forehead pressed against Clem’s, her fingers still inside Clem, and then Clem a minute later, her mouth open, a long, shuddering moan that Laura felt through her whole body.

They stayed like that for an age, tangled together in the hot water, Laura’s arms around Clem’s neck, Clem’s hands on Laura’s hips, both of them breathing.

“I want to take you to bed,” Clem said against Laura’s shoulder. “Properly. In my room.”

“Yes. I’d like that.”

They climbed out of the hot tub, quickly wrapped themselves in the dressing gowns and went inside, leaving wet footprints on the wooden floor, and Clem took Laura’s hand and led her upstairs.

***

Clem’s room had a few touches that were firmly her, but then of course, Laura realised, this must be her room, and probably had been for years. It was south-facing, the afternoon sun pouring through the windows, the bed large and unmade from that morning. There were Clem’s things everywhere... books, perfume bottles, a scarf draped over a chair, ski goggles on the desk... and the room smelled of her, that scent that Laura had first noticed on the borrowed hoodie in what felt like another life.

They fell on to the bed still in their dressing gowns, kissing, and then the robes came off and it was just them, skin on skin, the afternoon light across the white sheets, and Laura felt the last of her nervousness dissolve because this was Clem, who’d been kind to her from the very first time they’d met, who’d taught her to ski and told her she was beautiful and made her feel, consistently and without any agenda, that she was worth knowing.

They took their time because time was something they had in abundance. Clem was responsive and vocal, telling Laura what felt good, asking what Laura wanted, and the dialogue of it, the back and forth, the equality, was refreshing for Laura, who’d grown used to being told.

She liked being told. She needed it, with Saskia, the submission was part of who she was now and she didn’t want to lose it. But, she had to admit, she also liked this. The mutuality, the tenderness, the way Clem looked at her with desire and affection in equal measure, simply genuine, uncomplicated wanting.

Laura went down on Clem, taking her time, thoroughly enjoying how responsive Clem was, thoroughly enjoying too building her up but not quite letting her peak, drawing out her pleasure until Clem’s chest was flushed and she was practically begging for her climax. When Laura finally let her, Clem’s thighs clamped around her head, her back arching off the bed, her cries of pleasure echoing through the empty chalet.

Then Clem pulled Laura up the bed and kissed her, long and hard, before she settled between Laura’s legs and returned the favour with a tenderness that made Laura arch off the sheets herself and grip the headboard... not because she’d been told to but because she needed to hold on to something, because Clem’s mouth was so skilled and patient that the pleasure built in long, slow waves that left her incoherent with ecstasy.

Laura came with a cry that she didn’t try to muffle, no one to hear, just the mountains to bear witness. Clem held her and stroked her hair and they lay together in the afternoon light, legs intertwined, Clem’s head on Laura’s chest, and Laura felt a sense of utter contentment.

“I’m glad you said hot tub,” Clem said after a while.

“Me too.” Laura thought for a moment. “Do you each… I guess, do you sleep with each other’s partners often?”

Clem turned her head to look up at her, smiling. “Sometimes. Not often. My last girlfriend… her and Saskia fooled around a bit.”

Laura wasn’t sure what to think about that. It wasn’t exactly fair to feel jealous after what she’d just done. “Doesn’t it get complicated?”

“All the best things are.” She paused. “Stay here for a bit,” Clem murmured against Laura’s skin. “Don’t think about anything. Just be here.”

Laura stayed. She lay in Clem’s bed and listened to Clem’s breathing slow and watched the light move across the ceiling, and didn’t think about anything at all.

***

They were back in the hot tub, wearing swimwear now, when Saskia and Bel came home.

Laura heard the front door, the stamp of ski boots being removed, the clatter of equipment being stacked, and her stomach tightened. It wasn’t like they were doing anything, just talking, but the air between them carried the unmistakable charge of two people who’d spent the afternoon in bed together… and they really had, spending most of the afternoon doing various very enjoyable things to each other.

Saskia appeared on the terrace first, still in her ski trousers and base layer, her cheeks red from the cold, and she looked at Laura and Clem in the hot tub and stopped.

She’s cool with this, Laura thought. Remember that, she said it was fine. She suggested it.

For a moment, nobody moved. Laura watched Saskia’s face and saw the understanding happen in real time... a flash of something that might have been excitement, or surprise, or jealousy crossing her features before she could control it. Laura opened her mouth to say something, she didn’t know what, an explanation, an apology, something, but before she could speak, Bel appeared behind Saskia.

Bel took in the scene with a single glance... the hot tub, the wine, the two women who were practically glowing, the obvious conclusion... and her reaction was immediate and characteristically Bel.

“Move over,” Bel said. She pulled her base layer over her head, stripped off her ski trousers, unhooked her bra, stepped out of her underwear, and got into the hot tub with the matter-of-fact demeanour of someone joining a meeting that had started without her. She settled into the water, sighed, and looked at Saskia, who was still standing on the terrace with an expression that hadn’t resolved itself.

“Sask,” Bel said. “Get over it. Get wine. Get in.”

A moment. Two moments. Laura held her breath.

Then something changed in Saskia’s face, a smile that showed in her eyes, and she turned and went inside. Laura heard the fridge open, the clink of a bottle, and a minute later Saskia came back with a new bottle of white wine and four clean glasses. She put them on the edge of the tub, opened the wine, poured, and then undressed, slower than Bel, more deliberately, as if she was wanting to remind Laura of her body, and stepped into the water.

She sat next to Laura. Not opposite... next to, close enough that their shoulders touched under the water. She picked up her glass and took a long sip and looked out at the mountains.

“Good afternoon?” Saskia asked, and her voice was light, controlled, but Laura could hear the effort in it, the choice to be ok with this.

“Yes,” Laura said honestly. Her hand found Saskia’s under the water and squeezed, massively reassured when Saskia squeezed back and smiled.

“Good skiing?”

“We didn’t ski,” Clem said from across the tub, equally honest, because Clem didn’t do evasion… it simply wasn’t her style. “We came back here.”

“I gathered.”

Silence. The jets hummed. The steam rose. But Saskia’s hand was in hers, and Laura knew it was ok… she was just processing.

“I had an excellent day on the mountain,” Bel said, sipping her wine as if she were at a dinner party rather than naked in a hot tub mediating a potentially awkward moment. “The north face was extraordinary. I’d like to talk about that rather than whatever crisis we’re apparently having.”

“We’re not having a crisis,” Saskia said, a little too quickly.

“Good. Then someone pass me the wine.”

Laura passed Bel the wine and their eyes met and Bel gave her a look that Laura decoded as: this is fine, she’ll be fine, don’t make it a thing. Laura nodded slightly and Bel nodded back and that was, apparently, the entirety of the conversation that any of t hem needed to have about it.

The tension dissolved slowly, the way tension always dissolved between people who knew each other well enough to ride it out. Bel talked about the skiing, describing a couloir she and Saskia had found, and Clem asked questions and Saskia’s shoulder relaxed against Laura’s and by the time they’d finished the bottle the four of them were laughing about Bel’s description of a French skier who’d wiped out in front of them (“an absolute catastrophe, no technique whatsoever, I was embarrassed for the entire nation”), Saskia’s legs were on top of Laura’s, the two of them cuddled together like the couple they were, and the afternoon felt absorbed into the texture of the holiday rather than a rupture in it.

***

They went out that evening, as they did every evening, and the normalcy of it was its own kind of resolution. Dinner at a restaurant Clem knew, drinks at a bar with live music, the four of them around a table, and if the dynamic had shifted, if there was a new intimacy between Laura and Clem, a new awareness between Laura and Saskia, it was absorbed into the joy of the evening rather than disrupting it.

They walked home through the cold night, slightly drunk, arms linked. The stars were out again, almost obscene in their abundance, and Laura felt so happy to be part of a group who handled complexity easily rather than trying to ignore it.

At the chalet, Bel took Clem’s hand at the foot of the stairs.

“You’re coming with me,” Bel said, in a voice that brooked no argument.

“Am I?”

“You are. I’m going to tie you up and do unspeakable things to you, and you’re going to enjoy every second of it. Tonight you’re mine.”

“Well,” Clem said, glancing at Laura and Saskia with a grin as Bel started to lead her away. “How can a girl refuse?”

Bel led Clem upstairs and Laura watched them go, Bel’s straight back, Clem’s delighted laugh, and felt something complex but predominantly joyful to see these two more-than-friends ending the night together.

Then she was alone with Saskia in the hall.

They went to their room and Saskia sat on the bed cross legged while Laura hung back near the door. Saskia was watching her, a hard to read expression on her face.

“Are you ok?” Laura asked eventually. “With what happened today?”

Saskia smiled weakly and held out her hand to Laura. “Come and sit. We should talk.”

Laura crossed over to the bed and copied Saskia’s pose, cross-legged, and Saskia took both Laura's hands in hers. To Laura, Saskia looked so, so beautiful, the lamp capturing her features and a vulnerability in her blue eyes that Laura had never seen before.

Terror suddenly gripped her… am I about to get dumped? Did I fail some test?

Saskia must have seen her tense up, or her expression, or something, because her smiled broadened and she said, “Don’t worry. I’m ok… we’re ok.” She paused and her grip on Laura’s hands tightened a little. “So long as you think we’re ok?”

“Definitely. I just… I wasn’t sure what you reaction was. Earlier, I mean, when you and Bel got back.”

Saskia thought for a moment. “The three of us, we’ve done stuff like that before.” She grinned. “Name a permutation of girlfriends and boyfriends and the three of us, chances are we’ve tried it.”

Laura nodded but stayed silent, knowing there was more.

“Both Bel and Clem have fooled around with people I’ve been seeing before, always with my blessing, and same the other way around. But…” She looked down at their hands, looking the most vulnerable that Laura had ever seen her. “I felt something new when I saw the two of you.”

“Jealousy? Because I’d very happily not do that again. You’re… I’m with you. And I want to be. Nothing matters more.”

Saskia shook her head. “No, not jealousy. It was… I realised something. Seeing the two of you.” She hesitated. “I’ve never… it’s… God, this is difficult.”

“Don’t worry, take your time.”

Saskia took a deep breath and tried again. “Clem and Bel mean the world to me. What we’ve got is complex, but I love them.” She was blushing, and Laura could see that her neck was flushed too. Laura liked this more vulnerable Saskia. A lot. “Nobody I’ve dated has been able to come close.” She paused, a little smile, nervous and hesitant. “Until now. Seeing you and Clem earlier after you’d… you know, it hit me that you mean as much to me as them. No… more. You mean more.”

Laura’s heart was thumping in her chest, and she knew that she was blushing as hard as Saskia. “I… are you saying…?” She was struggling to keep up. Her and Saskia usually did fun and light, not serious and heartfelt.

Saskia smiled and Laura felt her heart sing at the smile. “I love you.”

Laura’s mouth dropped open and she did a passable impression of a fish for a few moments. Saskia watched her calmly, her hands still holding Laura’s.

And then, to her own astonishment, Laura realised that she felt the same. She’d known for a while, deep down, but hadn’t recognised it properly to name it.

“I… if you’d told me when the posh rich girl who’s always late to work walked into our office on your first day that I’d be saying this…” She grinned and took a deep breath. “I feel the same. Saskia, I love you too.”

Saskia went bright pink, actually bright pink, and Laura had never seen a look of such pure delight. “You mean it? Really?”

“I mean it,” Laura confirmed. “You mean it?”

Saskia simply nodded, then leaned forward and kissed Laura hard. After a moment’s surprise Laura kissed her back, and it didn’t take long at all until they were lying down, whispering, “I love you,” between kisses.

“You know,” Laura whispered. “This is kind of unorthodox.”

“How do you mean?”

“Well… how many people would realise that they love someone at the moment they see them in the hot tub with their friend who’d spent the afternoon in bed with them?”

Saskia grinned. “Not a lot in my life is orthodox.”

“No, it isn’t.”

“Speaking of unorthodox… I’m planning to do some very specific and certainly unorthodox things to you tonight. Colour?”

Laura grinned back. “So fucking green.”

“And part of it… you’re going to tell me everything that you and Clem got up to earlier. Everything. And if I think you’re holding out on me… you might find you get spanked.”

“I’d have thought you’d want to disincentivise me holding out on you…” Laura replied, laughing.

Laura had thought she’d had a pretty good afternoon. It turned out, though, that that had been just the warm up.


Chapter 13


The weeks after the ski trip settled into a happy rhythm for Laura. She was seeing Saskia increasingly often outside work, the two women becoming inseparable, more often than not at Saskia's house but increasingly Saskia would come over to stay at Laura's place too... although Laura made it very clear to Saskia that much as she very obviously fancied Nisha she was strictly off limits. Not that that stopped Saskia from turning on the flirtation whenever she was feeling playful.

Clem was Clem. Laura found that she had a genuine friendship building with her, and that their afternoon spent together had, if anything, strengthened it. She slightly wondered whether, in hindsight, Saskia had engineered it so that the two of them could get it out of their systems. Not that Laura would rule out a repeat sometime, quite the opposite in fact, but if it ever happened it would be at the right time and place, and there was no pressure or tension between them in the meantime. For now, though, a good friend and, when she'd joined a night out with Laura's friends alongside Saskia, Clem had managed to charm every single one of them within moments.

And Bel was Bel. Still something of an enigma to Laura, but they certainly had their moments. Bel's sense of humour was so dry as to be arid, but it dovetailed with Laura's perfectly... sometimes Bel would make a dry comment that left Laura in stitches while the others looked bemused, and sometimes she’d see Bel smile at something Laura said, seeing the humour in the same situations. It was as if the two of them were still searching for their common frequency, but it was there and Laura knew that one day they'd find it.

***

The invite came in inimitable Bel style. A phone call, out of the blue, and a conversation that was very much to the point.

"My brother is turning twenty-one. There's a little get together at the house. I'd like you to come."

"Uh... ok. Thank you." Laura was catching up to the lack of preamble. "I'm Saskia's plus one?"

"No, you're my guest. Saskia and Clem are coming too, obviously. I'll send details."

She dialled off, leaving Laura not much the wiser. Although she could tell that she’d made Bel’s friend list... invited outright, not as Saskia's plus one.

High praise indeed.

At Saskia’s house that night, she asked for more information.

“The House,” Clem said, with the tone of someone who’d been to “The House” before. “Laura, you should know that when Bel says ‘The House’ she means…”

“A house,” Bel said firmly.

“A castle,” Clem said, eyes twinkling in amusement.

“It’s not a castle. It’s an estate with a manor house.”

“It has a turret, Bel.”

“One turret does not make a castle.”

“It has a moat.”

“An ornamental water feature that was historically a moat. There’s a big difference.”

Laura looked at Saskia, who was eating toast with an expression of quiet amusement. “Is it a castle?”

“It’s basically a castle,” Saskia said. “Bel’s family have had it since the sixteenth century. Her grandfather is Lord Greenwood. There are portraits and everything.”

“Portraits of whom?”

“Of Bels,” Clem said. “Hundreds of years of Bels. All looking exactly as terrifying as this one.”

Bel ignored them both, clearly used to the teasing. “It’s a formal do... dinner, dancing, the whole thing. Black tie.”

“I don’t…” Laura began, and then stopped, because she’d been about to ask whether she belonged there and she’d promised herself she would stop thinking like that. “I’d love to come.”

“Good. Clem, Sask, you know the drill.”

“I know the drill,” Saskia confirmed. “And Laura, don’t panic. I’ll sort the dress.”

“I can sort my own…”

“I’ll sort the dress.”

Laura opened her mouth to argue and caught Clem’s eye across the table. Clem gave the tiniest shake of her head. Let her, the gesture said, this is one you don’t fight. Laura closed her mouth and accepted it.

***

Saskia sorted the dress in some style. It arrived at the Belgravia house three days before the party in a garment bag from a shop Laura had walked past many times on Sloane Street and never entered, because the kind of shop that didn’t display prices was the kind of shop that couldn’t afford her and that she couldn’t afford. The dress inside was dark blue, floor-length, simple in a very expensive way... no embellishment, no drama, just perfect fabric perfectly cut and the kind of tailoring that made Laura, when she tried it on, look like a version of herself that she hadn’t known existed. The woman she might have been if she’d grown up with money and comfort instead of textbooks and determination.

“You look…” Saskia stopped in the doorway of the bedroom, the sentence unfinished. She stared at Laura for a long moment and then crossed the room and kissed her, hard, her hands in Laura’s hair, and when she pulled back her eyes were bright. “You look extraordinary. Don’t take it off yet. I want to remember this.”

“It’s too much. This dress is too much.”

“The dress is exactly perfect. And it’s a gift, not a transaction, so don’t do the thing where you work out the cost and feel guilty. I wanted you to have something truly beautiful for this and now you do. End of discussion.”

Laura looked at herself in the mirror, the blue dress, the dark hair, the olive skin, her mother’s cheekbones and her father’s eyes, and felt, for a dizzying moment, like she could walk into any room in the world and belong there.

“Would you…” Saskia hesitated, looking shy. “Would you wear that dress for me later?”

“You’d like me to?” Laura loved how Saskia was looking at her.

“I’d love you to.”

***

They drove up on the Saturday morning in Bel’s car, a Range Rover that Laura suspected Bel’s family had owned since Range Rovers were invented. The drive was two and a half hours north, London giving way to motorway then to the rolling, hedgerowed countryside of Northamptonshire. Laura sat in the back with Saskia, watching the landscape change, the houses getting older and more spread out, the stone turning from London brick to golden Cotswold, and felt her heart lift to be escaping London for a couple of days.

The estate announced itself gradually. First a wall, a proper wall, ancient, stretching along the road for what seemed like miles. Then a gatehouse, manned, a man in a waxed jacket waving them through. Then a drive that wound through parkland, actual parkland, with actual deer, then past a lake and along an avenue of trees and then, around a final bend, The House.

Laura had spent years studying architecture. She’d visited stately homes on school trips and in her own time and she appreciated them intellectually, understood their proportions and their histories, their place in the built landscape of England. None of that prepared her for the reality of Greenwood.

It was vast. A Jacobean manor house in honey-coloured stone, symmetrical, mullioned windows running across a façade that seemed to stretch the entire width of the horizon. Wings extended on each side, and yes, there was a turret... the round tower at one corner that Clem had mentioned... and beyond the house Laura could see formal gardens descending in terraces towards the lake and, in the distance, what appeared to be a chapel.

“One turret,” Bel said from the driver’s seat, as if reading Laura’s mind. “Definitely not a castle.”

“Bel. This is a castle.”

“It is not a castle. Castles are defensive structures. This is a country house.”

“It has a moat.”

“Ornamental water feature.”

Bel parked alongside a dozen other cars, all expensive, Laura noticed, the gravel drive looking like a showroom for Land Rover and Mercedes, and they got out. Laura stood on the gravel and looked up at Greenwood and felt the full, vertiginous weight of what old money actually meant. Not Saskia’s money, built from property and business, the wealth of a generation or two at most. This was centuries. This was land and stone, titles and a family whose name was carved into the building, certainly the village and probably also the nearest town. This was England’s actual ruling class, and Laura was standing on their gravel carrying a dress that someone else had paid for, trying to remember how to breathe.

Saskia took her hand. “It’s just a house,” she whispered, giving a reassuring squeeze. “And Bel’s family are lovely. Eccentric, loud, completely mad, but lovely.”

“Her grandfather’s a lord.”

“He’s a sweet old man who breeds spaniels then falls asleep after lunch. The title is just a word.”

“Easy to say when you grew up with people who had them.”

Saskia looked at her, and Laura saw that she’d noticed the edge in Laura’s voice and chosen not to push back against it. “Fair point. But I promise you, Laura... you belong here as much as anyone. More, probably. Half the people at this party will have achieved nothing in their lives except being born into the right family. You built everything you have from scratch. That’s worth far more than any title.”

Laura squeezed her hand again and they walked towards the house together, Clem and Bel ahead of them, and Laura squared her shoulders the way she’d been squaring them her whole life... before exams, before interviews, before every room she’d ever walked into where she wasn’t sure she was welcome.

***

The party was enormous and Laura was out of her depth. She didn’t care though.

Or rather, she cared... about the grandeur and the casual ease with which the other guests circulated through rooms that had paintings worth more than her flat. But she’d been practising not caring for months now, since the first party in Kensington, and she found she was getting quite good at it.

Hugo, Bel’s brother, was a younger, louder, male version of Bel... the same aristocratic bone structure, the same dark hair, but without Bel’s ice. He was warm and slightly chaotic, clearly adored his sister, and when Bel introduced Laura, he shook her hand firmly and said “Sask’s girlfriend! Bel’s told me about you. She says you’re brilliant, which from Bel basically means you’re the second coming.” He was drunk already and it was barely eight o’clock. Laura liked him immediately.

Bel’s grandfather, Lord Greenwood, a tall, thin man in his eighties with a face that looked like it had been carved from the same stone as the house, greeted Laura with old-fashioned courtesy, asking what she did. When she said “architect” his eyes lit up and he spent twenty minutes showing her the original Tudor wing, asking her opinion on the load-bearing structure of the great hall with a genuine, engaged curiosity that Laura found deeply endearing. He was, as Saskia had promised, completely lovely. He was also wearing a spaniel-print waistcoat, which Laura suspected told you everything you needed to know.

Dinner was in the great hall: long tables, candlelight, silver, the full country house production. Laura sat between Saskia and a woman called Henrietta who turned out to be a structural engineer, and they talked about buildings with an enthusiasm that drew in half the table. Laura was good at this, she realised. She was good at talking about what she knew, and what she knew, architecture, structure, the bones of buildings, was genuinely interesting to people who lived in buildings with bones worth talking about.

It was after dinner, in the drawing room, when the trouble happened.

Laura was at the bar getting drinks when a young man detached himself from his group and came over. Tall, dark haired, objectively handsome with a signet ring on his little finger... he had the kind of confidence that came from never having heard the word no from anyone that he didn't think mattered.

"Hello, don't think we've met." He leaned against the bar next to her, eyes dropping very obviously to the neckline of her dress. "I'm Thomas."

"Laura."

"How do you know the family?"

"Through friends."

"Lucky friends." He smiled in a way that he clearly thought was devastatingly charming and, to give him credit, probably was to some of the women he met. "Can I get you a drink?"

"That's kind, but I'm getting these for someone."

"Surely they can wait. You can't stand at a bar looking as beautiful as that and expect a man not to try his luck. We could go and chat somewhere... quieter."

"I appreciate the offer, but no. Thank you."

Laura said it gracefully, the way she'd learned over the years to turn down an unwanted advance, leaving him with an easy exit. He didn't take it though. His eyes narrowed slightly, the entitled reaction of a man who wasn't used to being turned down and needed to find a reason for it.

"So what do you do Laura?"

"I'm an architect."

"An architect! Where are you from?"

"London now, but Manchester originally."

There it was... she could see it in his expression. The quick, instinctive reappraisal of her, the accent he hadn't quite been able to place reassessed, the woman in front of him demoted in real time.

"Manchester," he repeated. "How lovely." He straightened up, the flirtatious lean replaced by something stiffer, and the smile that he clearly thought was seductive rearranged into something less pleasant. He looked her up and down.

"Well," he said, dropping his voice to a tone that was clearly meant only for her. "I think you might have taken a wrong turn... love. Staff entrance is round the back." He paused. “Freddie over there doesn’t mind a bit of rough, though. What me to send him over?”

He held her gaze for a moment, smirking as she stared at him, long enough to check that it had landed, then turned and walked back to his friends. Laura watched him lean into the group, saw him say something and them all glance back in her direction, laughing as Thomas did an impression of a Northern accent. Thomas's face had the satisfied look of a man who'd been embarrassed and had found a way to make it her fault, not his.

Laura's cheeks were burning. She picked up the two glasses and turned to go and find Saskia only to see Bel stood three feet behind her.

Bel, who was looking past Laura's shoulder with an expression that Laura had never seen, looking at Thomas, who was still holding court with his friends, pleased with himself, still basking in the laughter that his little comment had earned.

Bel's gaze moved from Thomas back to Laura. She studied Laura's face, saw Laura's red cheeks and the way she'd set her jaw to maintain her dignity, and something in Bel's expression hardened into ice that was so cold it could burn.

"Wait here," Bel said quietly.

"No, there's no need..."

"Yes, Laura. Yes, there is."

She walked towards Thomas's group.

“Thomas.”

Her voice cut through the noise of the drawing room like a knife. Laura had never seen her look like this. Not the cool mask, not the dry amusement. This was ice-cold fury... the concentrated, distilled rage of someone who did not raise their voice because they had never in their life needed to.

Thomas turned and the colour left his face.

“Bel. We were just…”

“You were just mocking a woman’s accent and where she’s from to amuse your friends in my family’s house simply because she turned you down.” Bel stepped forward and the group physically contracted, three grown men shrinking from a woman who was shorter than all of them. “Laura is one of the most talented architects in London. She got herself to university the hard way, she earned her position through work and ability rather than connections, and she is here tonight because I invited her personally as a dear friend of mine. Which is more than I can say for any of you.”

“Bel, come on, we were only having a…”

“I haven’t finished.” Bel’s voice grew more dangerous. “Thomas, you are here because you are Freddie’s plus one. Freddie is here because he is Anton’s plus one. Anton is here because Hugo took pity on him after he was sent down from a university I won’t embarrass to name for being too stupid to pass his first-year exams, which is an achievement I didn’t previously think was possible.” She paused, letting each word land. “You have no job, no degree, no discernible talent, and no prospects beyond whatever your father’s money can arrange for you, and you are mocking the accent of a woman who has achieved more by twenty-eight than you will achieve in your entire, parasitic life.”

The room was silent, a silence was so complete that Laura could hear the fire crackling at the far end of the room.

“If I hear you speak about any of my guests like that again... if I hear you speak about anyone’s accent, background, or right to be in any room, ever again... I will make sure that every door in London that is currently open to you closes. Permanently. And any woman with the misfortune to date you, I will personally make it my mission to make sure that she knows everything about the true you. And you know that I can and I will.” Bel held Thomas’s gaze until he looked away. “Now apologise to Laura.”

Thomas turned to Laura. He was sweating. “I’m... I’m sorry. That was... I apologise.”

“Sincerely, Thomas.”

“I’m sincerely sorry. Really. That was unacceptable of me.”

“Good. Now get out of my sight.”

They left. Not just the bar area but the room, the three of them filing out with the hunted look of men who’d just learned, painfully, that the social hierarchy they’d relied on their entire lives had a ceiling and they’d just hit it.

Bel turned to Laura. The fury was still in her eyes but her voice, when she spoke, was gentle. “I’m sorry you heard that. I’m sorry about them.”

“It’s fine. I’m used to…”

“Don’t.” Bel’s jaw tightened. “Don’t say you’re used to it. You shouldn’t have to be used to it. No one should ever mock where you’re from or the way you speak. Your accent is part of who you are and who you are is worth ten of every man in that group combined.”

Laura felt a tear come to her eye and blinked it back. “Thank you.”

Bel took one of the glasses from Laura’s hand. “Is this for Saskia? I’ll take it to her. Go and talk to my grandfather... he’s dying to show you the library and I think you’ll find the ceiling quite extraordinary.”

Bel walked away, carrying Saskia’s drink, leaving Laura standing at the bar with her heart hammering and a complex feeling inside. Saskia had told her that she was fiercely loyal, and she could see it now. Bel was full of surprises.

***

The library ceiling was indeed extraordinary. Elizabethan plasterwork, geometric patterns interlocking with heraldic devices, and Lord Greenwood pointed out the places where the original work had been repaired after the fire of 1832. Laura could see the joins and told him so, and he beamed with the joy of a man whose house had finally been appreciated by someone who truly understood it.

The rest of the evening was wonderful. Laura danced with Saskia in the great hall, the band playing something that was trying to be modern and not quite managing it. She danced with Hugo, who was very drunk as well as very sweet and who told her, unprompted, that his sister never liked anyone and that if Bel liked Laura then Laura must be “properly extraordinary, I mean it, properly.” She danced with Clem, and the feeling of Clem’s body against hers was both familiar and charged. Clem whispered “you look incredible in that dress” and Laura whispered back “Saskia bought it for me” and Clem said “I know, we helped her choose it” and Laura felt the complexity of these three women wrap around her again, protective and complicated.

As Bel’s personal guests they were staying the night and bedrooms had been allocated in one of the wings. At midnight, as the party continued downstairs, Saskia led Laura up the wide staircase and along a corridor lined with portraits (Clem was right, they did all look like Bel) to a bedroom that was larger than Laura’s entire flat.

A four-poster bed. An actual four-poster, with curtains and everything. A fireplace with a fire that someone had lit against the spring nighttime chill. Windows that looked out over the moonlit parkland.

“This is insane,” Laura said. “I can’t wait to tell Nisha about all of this.”

“This is the green bedroom. It’s where they put guests they like. Bel’s family like you.”

“Bel’s family don’t know me.”

“Bel does. And Bel told them to give us the green bedroom, which apparently caused some consternation because the green bedroom is usually reserved for…” Saskia waved her hand vaguely. “Important people.”

“We’re not important people.”

“We’re important to Bel. Both of us.” Saskia sat on the edge of the four-poster bed and looked at Laura. “She told me what happened at the bar.”

Laura nodded.

“She also told me what she said to them, and Laura, I’ve known Bel for fifteen years and I have never seen her go after anyone like that. She was shaking afterwards. She was so furious. For you.”

Laura felt that complexity again, the Bel warmth, from someone whose default mode was ice.

“I want to ask you something,” Saskia said.

“Ok.”

“I’d like to invite Bel to join us tonight.”

Laura looked at her. Saskia’s expression was serious, open, without the usual charge of command.

“Just the three of us. I want…” Saskia paused, choosing her words. “After what she did tonight, I think she showed you something real. Something she doesn’t show most people. And I think the two of you could have something that hasn’t had space to exist on its own yet.”

“You want to watch me with Bel?”

“I want to be there. But yes... I want the focus to be you and her. I think you both need it.”

“Is this… you telling me to? Telling Miss Perfect?” Laura said it lightly but her choice of words was careful.

Saskia grinned. “It can be, if you’d like it to be. What colour?”

Laura thought about Bel at the bar, the cold fury, the fierceness of someone defending a person they’d chosen to care about. She thought about the cool, imperious exterior and what might be underneath it when the audience was small enough and the trust was deep enough.

“Green,” Laura said, grinning back.

Saskia texted. Five minutes later, there was a knock at the door.

***

Bel came in still in her evening dress, as devastatingly beautiful as ever, a glass of whisky in her hand. She looked at the two of them, Saskia on the bed, Laura standing by the window, and said, “I assume this isn’t for a nightcap.”

“It can just be a nightcap if you want it to be,” Saskia said.

“I don’t want it to be a nightcap.” Bel put her whisky down on the mantelpiece and looked at Laura. The cool mask was in place but there was something behind it, something that the evening had loosened... the anger at the bar, the champagne, but also something else. “Laura. Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.”

Bel crossed the room and stood in front of Laura, looking at her with an intensity that Laura felt deep into her core. Then she raised her hand and touched Laura’s face, her cheek, her jaw, the line of her neck, and the touch was almost reverent, as if Bel were learning Laura’s face by touch, memorising it.

“I don’t do this often,” Bel said quietly. “Saskia and Clem do it more. This is…”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

“You’re telling me this matters.”

Bel smiled. “Yes. That’s what I’m telling you.”

Bel kissed her. And Laura, who’d been kissed by Saskia with dominance and by Clem with tenderness, was kissed by Bel with a fierce intensity that was entirely its own thing... hungry, Bel’s hands gripping Laura’s waist, pulling her close, the furious ice woman from the drawing room replaced by someone who kissed like she’d been waiting to do it for months and was delighted to finally have the chance.

Saskia stood and moved to the armchair by the fireplace. Laura noticed this peripherally, Saskia settling back, watching, giving them space, but then Bel’s hands were on the zip of Laura’s dress and the dark blue fabric fell, leaving Laura standing in front of Bel in her underwear in a bedroom that had existed for five hundred years.

“God,” Bel said, looking at her, and the profanity from Bel’s precise mouth was both startling and thrilling. “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to see you like this. Just us. No one else.”

She pushed Laura back on to the bed, not roughly but certainly not gently either, and Laura fell back against the pillows. Bel was over her immediately, still in her dress, and the contrast, Laura nearly naked, Bel fully clothed, reminded Laura of Saskia’s dynamic except that Bel wasn’t controlled. Bel was kinetic. She was everywhere at once, her mouth on Laura’s neck, her hands in Laura’s hair, her hips pressing down, and the energy of it was astonishing... all the stillness and composure that Bel maintained in public converted into urgency and desire.

“Take your dress off,” Laura whispered.

“In a minute. I’m busy.” Bel’s mouth moved to Laura’s collarbone, her chest, and then she pulled Laura’s bra down rather than undoing it, taking Laura’s nipple in her mouth. Laura gasped and arched up towards her but Bel’s hand pressed her back down.

“Stay there,” Bel murmured against Laura’s skin. “I want you exactly where you are.” She looked down at Laura, her dark eyes bright. “You’re so fucking beautiful, do you know that? I’ve thought about what I’d do to you if I got you alone so many times.”

The words surprised Laura. Bel, who spoke in careful, deliberate sentences, who weighed every word, who Laura had never heard say anything more profane than “bloody”, was talking to her like this, and the disconnect between the public Bel and this private version of Bel was so extreme that Laura felt dizzy with it. This was the real Bel, and she was exhilarating. Now Laura understood a little bit of what Clem and Saskia could see.

Bel unclipped Laura’s bra properly, pulled off her underwear, and knelt between Laura’s legs, looking at her with an expression of such naked desire that Laura’s breath caught.

“Tell me what you want,” Bel said. “I want to hear you say it.”

“Your mouth. I want your mouth.”

“Where?”

“Everywhere.”

“Specific. Be specific.” A flash of a smile lighting up Bel’s face. “I’m a precise person, Laura. I need precise instructions.”

“Between my legs,” Laura said, and then, emboldened by Bel’s frankness, by the private, charged space between them: “I want you to go down on me until I can’t think.”

“Fuck, yes,” Bel said, with a fervour that made Saskia laugh from the armchair, and then her mouth was on Laura and there was nothing controlled or clinical about it.

Bel went down on her with ferocious enthusiasm, her hands gripping Laura’s thighs, her tongue relentless, and she talked between strokes... broken, breathless phrases that Laura’s brain struggled to process because they were coming from Bel, from ice-cold imperious Bel, and they were filthy.

“You taste incredible... I’ve thought about this... fuck, you’re so wet... I could do this for hours... tell me how it feels…”

“It feels... oh God... Bel, don’t stop…”

“I’m not stopping. I’m never stopping. You feel amazing against my mouth, I want you to cum, I want to feel you cum… again and again…”

Laura had never been talked to like this during sex. Bel narrated, a running stream of desire that told Laura exactly how much Bel wanted her and exactly what Bel was feeling and the honesty of it, the absolute lack of performance, the raw, unfiltered desire, did something to Laura and she heard herself responding, words she didn’t know she had in her.

“Don’t stop... right there... your tongue is... fuck, Bel, that’s so good... I’m so close... please…”

“Cum for me. I want it. I want to feel you cum on my tongue…”

Laura came crying out Bel’s name even as she looked across to see Saskia watching, unable to tear her eyes away, Laura’s hands gripping the sheets, her hips lifting off the four-poster bed, and it felt so good, and what made her cry out was not just the climax but the sound Bel made against her... a moan of satisfaction so genuine that Laura felt it vibrate through her body.

Then Laura pulled Bel up and kissed her, tasting herself on Bel’s lips and tongue, and started unzipping Bel’s dress with hands that were unsteady, and Bel helped her, shedding the clothes as fast as she could, kicking off her shoes, wriggling out of her underwear with an impatience that made Laura grin because it was so far from the woman who’d annihilated three men at the bar earlier.

Bel naked was perfect and beautiful in the firelight and Laura pushed her on to her back. Bel let her, let Laura take control in a way she suspected Bel rarely let anyone take control, and Laura kissed down her body, finding the places that made Bel gasp, and the places that made Bel swear, and the places that made Bel go wonderfully silent.

“Inside me,” Bel gasped. “Your fingers. Now. Please.”

Laura obeyed and added her mouth, and Bel’s hand came down on the back of Laura’s head, not guiding her like Saskia did but gripping, holding on, and Bel talked through it all... “yes, there, fuck, Laura, your mouth, don’t stop, harder, I’m going to... I’m…”

When Bel came she was not silent. She was loud, gloriously loud, a string of profanity and Laura’s name, her whole body shuddering, her hand in Laura’s hair, and Laura held her through it and felt the tremors and thought: there you are. Under all that ice. There you are, there’s the real you.

From the armchair, Saskia said quietly: “You two look amazing together.”

Bel lifted her head and looked at Saskia, and Laura saw Saskia’s expression in the firelight... wonder.

“Come and join us,” Bel said, grinning… actually grinning, and it looked amazing on her.

“I thought you were never going to ask…”


Chapter 14


Laura noticed on a Tuesday. It was small things at first... the kind of things you’d only notice if you spent eight hours a day four feet from someone and several nights a week in their bed. Saskia was quieter than usual, her energy turned inward, the easy confidence that Laura had once resented and now found reassuring replaced by something distracted. She checked her phone more often. She took calls in the corridor rather than at her desk, her voice quiet and clipped, and when she came back she didn’t meet Laura’s eyes.

On Wednesday, Saskia arrived late, later than her usual late, nearly eleven, and she looked like she hadn’t slept. Her usually cheerful face was drawn, the eyes had shadows, and she sat down at her desk and opened her laptop then stared at it without typing anything for twenty minutes.

Laura watched her from across the shelf unit and was unsure what to do. She knew that the person she loved had some sort of problem, but needed to weigh that against interfering.

She wasn’t told about it on Wednesday, or Thursday. Saskia deflected Laura’s careful enquiries... “I’m fine, just tired, work stuff”. At the house on Thursday evening she was physically present but emotionally elsewhere, distracted during dinner, and when they made love it lacked their usual intensity.

Laura lay in the dark and listened to Saskia not sleeping, thinking about the overheard phone call in their first weeks of working together... Saskia in the corridor, her voice strained, saying “I know, Dad” and “I’m trying” and “you can’t ask me to do that.” Laura hadn’t asked about it then. They’d been strangers, or less than strangers... rivals almost, antagonists, two women who shared an office and nothing else.

But they weren’t strangers now, quite the opposite.

On Friday morning, Laura closed the office door, sat on the edge of Saskia’s desk, and said: “Tell me.”

Saskia looked up. Her face did the thing it did when she was deciding whether to let someone in, weighing vulnerability against control. Laura had seen it before, in the early weeks of their relationship, before Saskia had learned that Laura could be trusted with the parts of her that weren’t perfect.

“It’s my father,” Saskia said.

“I know.”

“How do you know?”

“Because you’ve been checking your phone every five minutes, you’re not sleeping, and the only thing I’ve ever seen rattle you is him.” Laura paused. “What does he want?”

Saskia closed her laptop. She looked at her hands, then at the window, then at Laura. “He wants me to sign off on compliance documentation for a development his company is involved in. A mixed-use scheme in Deptford... residential tower, commercial space, the usual. The project’s behind schedule, costs are escalating, and there’s a planning condition that requires a structural assessment report before they can proceed to the next phase.”

“And?”

“And the assessment hasn’t been done. The structural engineers are behind, there’s a dispute about the methodology, and the report won’t be ready for another six weeks. The planning condition has a deadline... if they don’t submit by the end of next week the whole consent lapses and they’d have to reapply, which would cost millions and delay the project by a year.”

Laura understood the dilemma before Saskia said it. “He wants you to sign off on documentation saying the assessment’s been completed when it hasn’t, right?”

“He wants me to produce a letter on the firm’s headed paper confirming that the structural assessment has been reviewed and is satisfactory. Which it hasn’t been, because it doesn’t exist yet.” Saskia’s voice was flat, the voice she used rarely when she was keeping something much bigger tamped down. “He says it’s a formality. He says the assessment will be done eventually and it’ll be fine, that all I’m doing is bridging the gap. He says everyone does it.”

“Everyone doesn’t do it.”

“I know.”

“It’s fraud, Saskia. It’s a false certification on a structural matter. That’s not a slap on the wrist. That’s criminal. You could lose your registration. You could go to prison.”

“I know.” Saskia’s composure cracked slightly, looking like she might cry. “I told him that. He said I was being dramatic. He said the family name means something and that sometimes you have to…” She stopped. Pressed her fingers to her eyes. “He’s been calling every day. Three times yesterday. He doesn’t shout. He never shouts. He just explains, very calmly, very reasonably, why this is necessary and why I’m the one who needs to do it, and every time I try to say no he makes me feel like I’m failing the family.”

Laura looked at Saskia... brilliant, capable, commanding Saskia, the woman she loved so very much, and felt a righteous fury flood through her.

“You’re not doing it,” Laura said.

“I know I’m not doing it.”

“Good. Now show me the project files.”

“It’s not your problem. I don’t want to drag you into it.”

Laura sat back and grinned. “Sometimes being Miss Perfect has its benefits beyond,” she lowered her voice to a whisper, “needing it spanked out of her.” She returned to a normal volume. “And this is one of those times… grinding the detail is what I do, it’s what I’m good at, and you know it. You do beauty, I do process.”

She saw Saskia look at her. “You fix this, you’ll have earned the nickname. And I’ll owe you, big time.”

Laura simply shook her head. “You won’t owe me a thing. Now show me the files.”

***

Laura went home to Clapham, to her small room, to the desk she’d bought from IKEA and assembled herself, because this was the kind of work she did best in her own space, surrounded by her own things, operating in the mode that had carried her from the estate in Moston to her firm in London: systematic, thorough, relentless.

Saskia had given her everything... the planning consent, the conditions, the structural engineer’s scope of work, the correspondence with the council, the development programme. Laura spread it across her desk and her bed and most of the floor, and read every document twice and then a third time, looking for what she always looked for in a technical problem: the gap. The thing everyone else had missed because they were looking for the easy solution instead of the right one.

By Saturday afternoon she’d been at her desk for six hours and hadn’t found it. She was deep in the condition wording when Nisha appeared in the doorway with two mugs of tea and the expression of a flatmate who’d been ignored long enough.

“You’ve been in here since seven,” Nisha said, putting the tea on the one corner of the desk not covered in paper. “You haven’t eaten. You’re doing your thing.”

“What thing?”

“Your thing where you forget you’re a human being with physical needs because you’ve found a problem you think you can solve through sheer force of will. You did it during your dissertation and you did it when you were trying to fix the bathroom tap. You’re doing it now.” Nisha leaned against the door frame. “What is it? Work?”

“Sort of. A compliance issue on a project. I’m trying to find a way through it.”

“Is it Saskia’s thing?”

Laura looked up. She hadn’t told Nisha the details... couldn’t, really, without explaining the father and the pressure and the potential fraud... but Nisha had been in the flat on Friday evening when Laura had come home tense and distracted, and Nisha noticed things. She was a good flatmate like that.

“It’s connected to Saskia, yes.”

“Is she in trouble?”

“She could be. If I don’t find what I’m looking for.”

Nisha was quiet for a moment. She picked up a document from the bed, looked at it without understanding, then put it back. “Laura.”

“Mmm.”

“You know you can’t save everyone, right?”

Laura looked at her.

“I’m just saying. You do this. Someone has a problem and you take it on like it’s yours, like the whole thing will fall apart if you don’t personally fix it. You did it with your mum when the boiler broke. You did it with Lucy’s visa application. You’re doing it now.”

“This is different.”

“It’s always different. And you always find the answer, because you’re you and that’s what you do. But…” Nisha paused. “Make sure she knows what it cost you. The weekend, the hours, the…” She gestured at the paper-covered room. “This. Make sure she sees it.”

“She’ll see it.”

“Good. Because you deserve someone who sees it.” Nisha pushed off the door frame. “Drink your tea. I’m ordering pizza at seven and you’re eating it whether you’ve solved the thing or not.”

Laura drank her tea and went back to the documents. She ate pizza with Nisha at seven, barely tasting it, her mind still turning over the condition wording. And then, at nine o’clock on Saturday evening, she found it.

The planning condition required a “structural assessment report” to be submitted before commencement of Phase 2. Everyone, Saskia’s father, his lawyers, the project managers, Saskia herself, everyone had assumed this meant the full structural assessment that the engineers were working on, the comprehensive analysis of the tower’s load-bearing system that was six weeks away from completion.

But Laura read the condition again, and then she read the original planning officer’s report, and then she read the relevant section of the London Plan, and she found the gap.

The condition didn’t specify a full structural assessment. It specified “a report demonstrating that the structural design has been assessed for compliance with the relevant building regulations.” The wording was standard... boilerplate language that planning officers used without always thinking about what it technically required. And what it technically required, Laura realised, was not the full assessment. It was a report confirming that the structural design had been assessed... which it had, at the preliminary stage, months ago. The preliminary assessment was complete, it was satisfactory, and it was sitting in the project files gathering dust because everyone had assumed it wasn’t enough.

But it was enough. It met the condition as worded. It wasn’t a full structural assessment, but the condition didn’t ask for a full structural assessment. It asked for a report demonstrating compliance, and the preliminary assessment, properly formatted and accompanied by a covering letter explaining the scope and confirming that the full assessment was underway, would satisfy the planning condition without falsifying anything. Ethically it was fine too, because there was no doubt that the full assessment would be done, just six weeks from now.

Laura checked her analysis three times. She called a friend from university who worked in planning law and talked it through without naming the project, dragging her out of the pub she was in to talk. She read the relevant case law. She was certain.

She texted Saskia at eleven on Saturday night: I’ve found something. Can you set up a meeting with your father? Monday.

Saskia called her immediately. “What have you found?”

“A legitimate way to satisfy the condition without the full report. The preliminary assessment is enough if it’s presented correctly.”

A silence. Then: “Laura, if you’re wrong…”

“I’m not wrong. I’ve checked it six ways. The condition wording is standard boilerplate and it doesn’t require what everyone thinks it requires. The preliminary assessment covers it.”

Another silence, longer. Laura could hear Saskia breathing.

“You brilliant woman,” Saskia said quietly. “You absolute... God, I love you, you know that Miss Perfect? How did no one else see this?”

“Because everyone was looking at the obvious problem instead of reading the actual words. It’s a compliance question, not a structural question. Your father’s lawyers should have caught it but they were too focused on the engineering timeline.”

“Can you present this? To my father?”

“That’s why I want the meeting.”

“Laura, my father is…”

“I know what your father is. I’ll be fine. Set up the meeting.”

***

The meeting was on Monday afternoon, at her father’s offices in Mayfair. Laura had never been there before and the building was exactly what she’d expected... a Georgian townhouse converted to offices, tasteful, expensive, a reception area with fresh flowers and a woman behind a desk who looked like she’d been hired from a model agency.

Saskia was tense in the lift, her jaw tight, her hands still. Laura had never seen her like this... not the confidence of the office, not the passion of the bedroom, but the nerves of a daughter about to face a father she couldn’t say no to. Laura reached over and took her hand and squeezed it once and Saskia squeezed back and didn’t let go until the lift doors opened.

His office was on the top floor. He was standing when they entered, tall, silver-haired, handsome in the way that powerful men in their sixties can be, with a strong resemblance to Saskia but none of her warmth. His eyes went from Saskia to Laura and Laura saw the assessment happen: who is this, what is she to my daughter, why is she here.

“Dad, this is Laura. She’s a colleague. She’s been looking at the Deptford compliance issue.”

“Has she.” Not a question. He looked at Laura the way he probably looked at everyone... evaluating, calculating, estimating their usefulness. “Sit down.”

They sat. Laura opened her laptop and spread her papers on the conference table and felt a familiar calm settle over her... the calm she’d built over years of presenting to people who doubted her, of proving herself in rooms where she wasn’t expected, of being underestimated and using it. This, she was very, very good at.

“The planning condition on Phase 2 is capable of being discharged with the existing preliminary structural assessment,” Laura said. “Here’s why.”

She walked him through it. The condition wording, the planning officer’s report, the relevant policy framework, the preliminary assessment, the covering letter she’d drafted over the weekend. She was clear, thorough, precise, Miss Perfect at full capacity. She watched Saskia’s father’s face as she spoke and saw the moment he understood what she was telling him: that the crisis he’d been pressuring his daughter to solve through fraud could be solved legitimately, by someone who’d actually bothered to read and think about the documents.

He didn’t interrupt. Only at the end did he asked three questions, all detailed, all technical, and Laura answered each one without hesitation. When she finished there was a silence that lasted long enough for Laura to wonder if she’d missed something key.

“Where did you study?”

“Sheffield Hallam.”

“And qualify?”

She gave her professional background. He was looking at her the way Bel had looked at her the first time they’d met, with the cool gaze of someone who evaluated people for a living and was rapidly revising their evaluation upward.

“This is solid,” he said. “The preliminary assessment route. I’m annoyed my lawyers didn’t see it.”

“The wording is easily overlooked. It’s standard boilerplate... people read what they expect it to say rather than what it actually says.”

“And you read what it actually says.”

“That’s my job.”

Another silence. Richard Langham looked at his daughter, then at Laura, then back at his daughter, and Laura saw him recalculating... not just the Deptford problem but the relationship, the dynamic, the fact that his daughter had brought someone to his office who’d solved a problem that he’d tried to solve through somewhat underhand means and who’d done it in a weekend.

“Saskia,” he said. “You should have brought Laura to me a week ago.”

“Laura found the solution on Saturday night,” Saskia said, and her voice was steady now. She sounded proud. “She worked on it all weekend. On her own time.”

Her father looked at Laura again. “Thank you, Laura. This saves the project and it saves me from doing something I would have preferred not to do.”

Laura noticed the careful phrasing... not “something wrong,” not “something illegal,” but “something I would have preferred not to do.” This was not a man who admitted fault. But he was, apparently, a man who recognised competence, and the nod he gave Laura as they left was respectful in a way that she suspected he didn’t offer to many people.

***

In the lift going down, Saskia was quiet. Laura watched the floor numbers descend and waited.

“He liked you,” Saskia said.

“No, he was impressed by the work. That’s not the same as liking me.”

“For my father, it’s the same thing.” Saskia was looking at the lift doors, not at Laura. “Laura, what you did…”

“It’s a compliance technicality. Any good architect would have…”

“Any good architect didn’t. I didn’t. My father’s entire legal team didn’t.” Saskia turned to face her and her eyes were bright and Laura realised, with a start, that Saskia was close to tears. “You saved me. You actually saved me. With only your brain.”

“You saved me first,” Laura said. “With the cladding. We’re even.”

“We’re not even. What I did was make phone calls. What you did was spend your weekend reading planning conditions and finding a solution that a team of lawyers missed. That’s not connections, Laura. That’s talent. You’re brilliant.”

The lift doors opened. They walked through the reception and out on to the Mayfair street and stood on the pavement in the late afternoon light.

“Thank you again,” Saskia said.

“Stop thanking me!”

Saskia leaned close. “I love you.” She smiled. “Just wanted to say. Oh… and I would like to come to your place later. Bottle of wine, thank Miss Perfect properly.”

Laura laughed. “I won’t say no to that…”


Chapter 15


Laura let herself in with her key at six on Saturday evening, expecting nothing.

She’d had a long week... no weekend and Monday spent pro-bono helping Saskia had squeezed the rest of the week’s work into the remaining four days and she’d spent a fair part of Saturday simply catching up. She was tired and she wanted, in no particular order, Saskia, wine, and to be her Miss Perfect… tonight, submission to Golden Girl was very much on her mind.

She turned her key in the lock, pushed the door open and stopped.

The hallway was lined with candles. Not every day candles either but new ones, dozens of them, flickering in glass holders along the floor and up the staircase, casting the hallway in a warm, golden light and leading through to the kitchen.

“What…”

Clem appeared from the kitchen doorway, wearing an apron and holding a cocktail glass. Behind her, Laura could see the kitchen... the long table set formally with china plates and crystal glasses, not to mention more candles, and something on the stove that smelled so good Laura’s stomach growled.

“Bonsoir,” Clem said, handing Laura the cocktail. “You’re late. Drink this.”

“I’m not late, I said six and it’s… I thought it was just me and Saskia?”

“You’re late for cocktails and canapés. I made gougères and they’re best when they’re warm.” Clem grinned, giving her a welcome peck on both cheeks. “Come in.”

Laura took the glass, something pink and cold with a twist of something she couldn’t identify, and followed Clem into the kitchen to find Bel and Saskia at the table with their own cocktails, and on the counter a tray of golden cheese puffs alongside blinis with smoked salmon and crème fraiche. The table was set for four with flowers and what looked like a very good wine already open and breathing.

“What is this?” Laura said.

“This,” Saskia said, standing and kissing her warmly, her arm settling around Laura’s shoulders, “is dinner.”

“I can see its dinner. But why is it…” Laura gestured at the candles, the flowers, the cocktails, the evident hours of preparation. “Why is it this?” She paused. “Oh God, did I forget one of your birthdays?”

Saskia laughed. “No.”

“Then why?”

“Because you spent last weekend saving Saskia from her father’s worst impulses and you did it because you’re wonderful,” Bel said, sipping her drink. “That deserves recognition.”

“Also, I wanted an excuse to make the duck confit,” Clem added. “And the tarte tatin.” She smiled her open smile. “I may have got carried away.”

“You always get carried away.”

“I cook with passion, Bel. It’s a French thing. You English aristocrats wouldn’t understand.”

Laura stood in the kitchen with her cocktail and looked at the three of them... Clem in her apron, flushed from cooking, radiating warmth; Bel at the table, elegant, dry, trying her hardest not to smile and failing; Saskia next to her, hand on Laura’s waist, looking at her with an expression that was pure love and out of nowhere tears came.

“You did this for me,” Laura said, smiling through the tears.

“We did this for you,” Saskia confirmed. Then quieter, “You ok?”

“More than. But I didn’t... you don’t have to…”

“Laura.” Bel’s cut in with the no nonsense tone that Laura knew by now she reserved for when she needed to hide her emotions. “Sit down. Drink your cocktail. Eat a gougère. Accept that people who care about you would like to express it not through words but instead through an excessive amount of French cooking. This is not complicated.”

Laura sat down, Saskia next to her, and ate one of the gougère, making an involuntary grunt of pleasure at how good it tasted. “Wow,” she said, “you made these?”

Clem simply nodded, pride written all over her face.

***

Dinner was fantastic.

The duck confit, slow-cooked, falling apart, the skin golden and crackling, with roasted potatoes and a salad that Clem had elevated to be more than the sum of its parts. Saskia had opened wine from the cellar, bottles with labels Laura couldn’t read, and the red with the duck was so good that Laura closed her eyes on the first sip and heard Saskia whisper teasingly, “Did you just have a foodgasm?”

“I might…” Laura whispered back.

“Don’t worry… so did I.”

They ate and drank, and the conversation worked the way it always worked when the four of them were together: fluidly, easily, from architecture to gossip to Bel’s grandfather’s latest spaniel-related crisis to Clem’s description of a cooking disaster involving a soufflé and her parents’ cat that had Laura crying with laughter.

Later Clem brought out the tarte tatin, caramelised, glossy, perfect, and Laura said, unprompted, unplanned, the words pouring out like an unprepared speech:

“Not many months ago, if someone had told me I’d be sat here with,” she squeezed Saskia’s hand, “Golden Girl from the office and her friends, doing this, well… no way. No chance.” She looked around the table. “Now I’m here. And I don’t have words for what that means, so I’m just going to say thank you and eat this tart before I start crying.”

“Too late,” Clem said, who was already crying, reaching her hand out to Laura.

“Eat the tart,” Bel said, who wasn’t crying but whose chin had a wobble she couldn’t hide.

Saskia said nothing. She put her hand on Laura’s knee under the table and squeezed, and the squeeze said everything.

***

After dinner, with the plates cleared, the last of the wine poured, the candles burning lower, the four of them sat around the table in the warm aftermath of amazing food and a little too much wine.

Clem and Bel were chatting to each other on the far side of the table. Well... chatting probably wasn't quite the word, Laura thought, more flirting. The chemistry between the two of them was insane, it always was when they'd had a bit to drink and the barriers came down, and Laura could tell exactly where the two of them were going to end up at the end of the night.

Saskia leaned close. "I love you so much, you know that, don't you?"

Laura looked at her, her heart jumping to see the look in her eyes... equal parts love, happiness, and desire. She hoped that Saskia would always look at her like that, because it was the most thrilling way that anyone had ever looked at her in her whole life. Laura smiled.

"I love you too." She looked around. "Thank you for this, but there was really no need."

Saskia was shaking her head. "There was. There really was. Not just me, all three of us... we wanted to show you what you mean to us, how grateful we all are." She glanced at the other two. "Bel in particular, you've got a fierce friend for life now. She values loyalty above everything else. And Clem, she seems easy-going but she's the same. I guess, loyalty to each other is what the three of us have. And now you've proved that you're one of us."

"It's... thank you. I appreciate it. Really."

They sat looking at each other for a few moments, then Saskia said quietly, "What would you like to happen now?" She glanced briefly again at the other two then back at Laura. "I can pretty safely say that anything is on the table right now. Anything."

Laura shifted, her body very much liking the implication, the almost intoxicating choice. She thought for a long few moments, an idea forming, and she could see Saskia's excitement as she read the smile that came to Laura's lips.

"What if... all four of us went upstairs in a bit and... I'd like to see the real dynamic between the three of you."

"You'd like to watch us? That doesn't sound so fun to you."

"I'd like to take part, but see the real you with Clem, you with Bel, Bel and Clem... how you all are together."

Saskia's eyes narrowed, and Laura could tell that she liked the idea a lot. "I think that could be arranged..." she said, but as she turned and opened her mouth to speak to the other two Laura stopped her.

"Wait... there's something first." Saskia tilted her head to one side, curiosity clear, and Laura continued. "I want to show them us. Pure us. Golden Girl and Miss Perfect. I want them to understand us and what we have first. Do you think they'd like that?"

A grin spread across Saskia's face and she nodded slowly. "I think they'd like that very much. Very much indeed." She turned to the other two. "Would you both like to join us later?"

Clem grinned back, while Bel raised an eyebrow in an expression that didn't quite hide the flush that came to her exquisite cheeks. "Yes," Bel said. "I’d like that."

Saskia nodded back. "There's one thing first, though. We're going to need you both to go and sit on the sofa for a minute."

"Oooh... how intriguing." Clem teased, standing and holding out her hand to help Bel up too. "I didn't realise there'd be entertainment."

As the two other women got themselves settled, tangled around each other in the relaxed intimacy that Laura had seen before, glasses of wine in hand, Clem's head resting against Bel's shoulder, Saskia turned to Laura. "You're sure about this?"

"So very sure."

Saskia leaned over to kiss her. "I'll take that as green then." She paused, and then her voice took on that stricter tone, the one reserved for the two of them in private.

“Stand up,” Saskia said. “Take off your clothes. All of them. Right here.”

Laura smiled, then keeping her eyes fixed on Saskia she stood. Her chair scraped against the kitchen floor. The candles flickered. Three women watched her, wine glasses in hand, the remains of Clem’s extraordinary dinner still on the side, and Laura undressed in the kitchen: her top, her jeans, her bra, her underwear, and stood naked in front of them. It was thrilling… standing naked in a room where you’d normally be clothed, naked when the others were fully dressed.

“On the table,” Saskia said.

Laura’s eyes widened. The dining table.

“Saskia…”

“On the table, Laura.”

Laura climbed on to the table, desperate to obey. The wood was smooth and cool against her back and she lay down among the candlesticks, the flowers, the empty wine glasses and looked up at the ceiling. She heard the sound of a chair being pushed back and felt hands on her... Saskia’s, lifting her wrists above her head.

“Clem,” Saskia said. “Can I borrow your apron.”

Clem understood straight away. She untied the apron that she was still wearing and handed it to Saskia. Saskia bound Laura’s wrists together with the strings and then to something... the heavy iron candlestick at the end of the table, Laura realised, cool metal under her fingers as she reached for it. The improvised restraint was rougher than the silk ties, more makeshift, the apron strings biting slightly into her skin, and the domesticity of it, bound with kitchen wear on a dining table, was somehow more erotic than anything they’d done in the bedroom. Insanely erotic.

“Well,” Bel said from her seat, casting her eyes over the length of Laura’s body. “This is a significant improvement on the tarte tatin.”

“Bel,” Clem said. “Don’t compare Laura to a tart.”

“A tarte tatin. The finest dessert in the French canon. It’s a compliment.”

Saskia started to unbutton her own shirt.

“Wait. Stop.” Laura’s voice was quiet but Saskia stopped immediately just as if Laura had said red. “Don’t take your clothes off.”

Saskia grinned after a moment. Laura had told her recently how much she liked being naked with Saskia clothed, and doing that in public would take it to another level.

“Ok.”

Saskia moved between Laura’s legs at the end of the table, still fully dressed, the jeans, the shirt, the bare feet on the kitchen floor, and the contrast with Laura’s nakedness, between her composure and Laura’s bound, exposed vulnerability, did things to Laura she’d have never imagined. Saskia leaned down and kissed Laura’s stomach, and Laura felt the fabric of Saskia’s shirt brush against her bare skin. The intimacy of it was more intense than anything she’d experienced.

Saskia kissed lower, taking her time, and Laura gripped the candlestick above her head, looking up at the ceiling and feeling Saskia’s mouth on her, unhurried, thorough, possessive, and she was aware of Clem and Bel watching, two women bearing witness to something that was, in this moment, between Laura and Saskia alone, this extraordinary love they had for each other, and she heard herself moan as Saskia’s tongue did what it did very, very well.

“Look at me,” Saskia whispered, and Laura lifted her head to find Saskia’s eyes looking up at her from between her legs, and the eye contact, intimate, unbroken, the two of them connected through gaze and touch while two people they loved watched, did something amazing to her. She came hard, suddenly, her wrists straining against the apron strings, her moans mixing with Saskia’s name. It felt so, so good.

Saskia pressed her forehead against Laura’s thigh and breathed, and Laura felt the breath hot against her skin, and the kitchen was silent except for the guttering candles and the sound of both of them collecting themselves, both breathing hard.

“Well,” Bel said quietly, after a moment. “I’ve never…”

“Don’t,” Clem said. “Let them have this.”

A moment, then Saskia stood and walked round to kiss Laura’s mouth, and Laura tasted herself. Saskia untied the apron strings and helped Laura sit up. Laura wrapped her arms around Saskia’s neck, still naked, Saskia still clothed, and held on, whispering “I love you… I love you…” to each other again and again and again.

***

They moved upstairs soon after (“I am not spending the entire night on a table,” Bel announced, “I have standards”) but not to Saskia’s room.

“My floor,” Bel said, already heading for the stairs. “If we’re doing this properly, we’re doing it somewhere with proper decor.”

Laura had never been to Bel’s floor. She followed the others up to the top floor and stopped in the doorway.

She’d expected Bel’s bedroom to match Bel... austere, controlled, maybe even severe. What she found was the polar opposite: soft, surprisingly feminine, unexpectedly welcoming. The walls were covered in a deep, dusty pink wallpaper. The bed was enormous, piled with cushions and a velvet throw in dark green. There were books everywhere, not on shelves but stacked on the floor, the bedside table, the windowsill, and on the walls, watercolours of the Northamptonshire countryside that Laura recognised as views from The House. A heavy silk curtain divided the sleeping area from a dressing space, and the room smelled faintly of Bel’s perfume.

“Don’t say anything,” Bel said.

“It’s beautiful,” Laura replied, honestly.

“I said don’t say anything.” There was a hint of a smile with it though.

“Bel, your room is gorgeous. It’s like a…”

“If you say boudoir I will end you.”

“I was going to say sanctuary.” Laura grinned. “But boudoir is good too.”

Bel looked at her, and Laura could see something that looked a lot like affection in her eyes. “Yes, well. Even I need somewhere soft to land.”

Clem turn to looked at Laura and Saskia, who were stood hand-in-hand, Laura still naked, Saskia still clothed, near the door. "You two showed us you... how about Bel and I show you us?"

Laura glanced at Saskia who nodded. "I'd like that."

"Good. Bel?"

Clem held out her hand to Bel, who took it and followed her over to stand next to the bed. Laura and Saskia sat on a sofa that Bel had along one wall, deep cushioned, impossibly comfortable, and settled in next to each other, Laura's legs resting on Saskia's lap. She wasn't remotely embarrassed about her nudity, in fact quite the opposite... Laura genuinely liked being naked while Saskia was dressed, it was something that reinforced their specific dynamic and, frankly, felt good.

"This'll be good," Saskia whispered into Laura's ear, sending a little shiver down her spine, Saskia' lips so close.

Bel and Clem were stood close, facing each other, holding both of each other's hands. They were looking deep into each other's eyes, both with the beginnings of a smile playing around the edge of their mouths, both with eyes bright, both seemingly oblivious to the existence of anyone else in the room, in the whole world in fact, but them.

After a long, long few moments Clem said something quietly to Bel, too quiet for Laura to hear, and she saw Bel cock her head a little to the side. Clem said something more, and Bel looked at her for a second then nodded slightly. Clem spoke again, again too quiet to hear, and Bel nodded again, biting her lip, something very un-Bel... whether uncertainty, or arousal, or some mix of the two Laura couldn't tell, but it looked good on her, that was for sure.

It felt, to Laura, as if both her and Saskia were being let into something immensely private and intimate, a continuation of the intimacy she'd accidentally walked in not long after her and Saskia had started this, downstairs in the living room when Bel and Clem were about to head out for the night. Seeing these two beautiful women, ostensibly so different in character, so close, sharing something very obviously so special, it was wonderful and a privilege, particularly to see how it was Clem rather than Bel who took the lead. She glanced at Saskia who was watching, rapt, and cuddled up closer to her before looking back at the two women who were still standing near the bed.

Clem reached her hand up to Bel's face, stroking her jaw and cheek gently, and Bel's now free hand rested lightly on Clem's arm as she closed her eyes and leaned in to Clem's touch, her lips slightly parted, her cheeks flushed, all while Clem looked at her, watching her.

When Clem took her hand away, she whispered something, obviously asking a question, and Bel, with her eyes open again, nodded. Clem nodded too and sat back on the bed, her feet on the floor, leaning back on her arms, looking up at Bel. Bel stood for a moment or two then slowly, deliberately, lowered herself to kneel on the floor between Clem's feet, her hands resting on Clem's knees just under the hem of her dress, her gaze locked on Clem's.

Slowly, delightfully slowly, Bel's hands pushed Clem's dress up as they slid up her thighs and, when they reached the top of the thighs, she took Clem's underwear and slid it down and off, tossing it to one side. Her hands went between Clem's legs, out of sight to Laura and Saskia from their perspective sat to one side, but it was entirely obvious what those hands were doing... if for no other reason than the long, shuddering sigh that came from Clem's lips as she lay back.

With a glance across at Laura and Saskia and a twitch of her mouth that looked almost like a grin, Bel lowered her head between Clem's legs and Clem gasped, her hands reaching for Bel's hair as Bel started to go down on her.

It was... Laura struggled to list the words that were running through her head. Remarkable. An honour. The most erotic thing she'd ever seen. Beautiful. Vulnerable. Powerful. So much it was and more, this wasn't just one woman performing oral sex on another, this was an expression of love and desire and everything that these women shared with each other as a pure physical act. It was amazing.

Saskia shifted a little, and then she felt her nuzzle Laura's neck, her lips finding that spot that felt so good. "I need you to touch me," Saskia whispered, shifting her hips.

"Right here?"

"Right here." Laura moved so that she was sat next to Saskia, then reached across to undo her belt, unbuttoning her jeans, wasting no time slipping her hand inside to find Saskia very, very obviously ready and very, very obviously turned on by the scene in front of them.

"Like this?" she whispered as her fingers slid inside, looking to see Saskia's eyes bright with arousal, a smile on her face.

"I think you know..." she gasped. "But we need to watch."

Laura smiled back and nodded, keeping her hand where it was, touching Saskia slowly, but looking back over at the bed where Bel was still pleasuring Clem, her hands gripping Clem's thighs, Clem's hands in Bel's hair, and Clem was writhing... Laura wasn't sure if she'd ever seen that before, not quite like that, because it was as if Clem couldn't have stayed still even if she wanted to, whatever Bel was doing making her feel so good. Little gasps and moans were coming from her lips, her eyes were closed, her cheeks flushed, her nipples hard through the cotton of her dress. She was an absolutely picture of arousal.

She looked incredible.

"Let me sit in front of you," Saskia whispered, and Laura moved around, parting her legs, letting Saskia sit between them, leaning her back against Laura's front. Laura slid her hand back inside Saskia's jeans and, with her other hand free now, she unbuttoned Saskia's shirt and slipped her hand inside, starting to stroke and tease Saskia's chest. She lightly kissed Saskia's neck and felt as much as heard the gasp that went through her, knowing that Saskia loved the feeling of being stimulated several ways at once.

"Is this ok?" Laura whispered back.

She heard Saskia chuckle. "So very fucking green," she whispered, making Laura grin too.

"Hey... that's what I say."

"Shut up and keep going..." Saskia whispered back, before a half-gasp, half-moan escaped her lips. "Yes, just like that..."

Laura was loving it... Clem, on the bed, obviously getting very, very close to something deeply satisfying, Saskia in her arms, the feel of her clothes against Laura's naked skin, the knowledge that each little movement, each time she pushed back into Laura or pressed harder against her hands, each time she gasped or moaned, that Laura was doing that to her, that she was responding to Laura's touch. It felt really, really good.

She glanced back at Clem on the bed, and just then Clem opened her eyes and looked over at Laura and Saskia, she saw her take in what the two of them were doing, how Saskia was breathing hard, arching her back, one arm now reached back to hold on to Laura, and that must have done something to Clem because her climax hit... hard. Her hips tried to lift off the bed, and Bel held them, then tried to pull away, and Bel held them still, and she cried out, one hand clutching at the sheets, the other holding tight onto Bel's hair, and she came, really came, looking beautiful as she did, and seeing that must have done something for Saskia too because Laura felt her body start to shake, felt her clench around her fingers, and her climax rolled through her, not as intense, not as obvious as Clem's, but very definitely there, the gasps and moans coming fast, her hips almost trying to ride Laura's fingers as it hit her.

Laura slowed, and then stopped, holding tight on to Saskia, kissing her neck and her hair, and Saskia reaching back to hold on to her, while on the bed Clem had sat up and had pulled Bel up towards her, the two of them kissing deeply, slowly, messily, ending up with Bel on the bed next to Clem, the two of them lazily caressing each other, and the room went quiet, save for the noise of four women trying to catch their breath.

***

Morning, and sunlight through the curtains. Laura woke slowly, warm and safe, Saskia’s arm around her, the house quiet around them.

Well… not entirely quiet. From above, Clem’s room from the sound of it, a slow, rhythmic creak. Steady, utterly unmistakable. The sound of a bed being put to use by two women who were in no hurry.

Laura smiled to herself. Clem and Bel. They’d gone to Clem’s bed when Saskia and Laura had eventually come back downstairs, and apparently the morning had started well. She lay and listened to the gentle, persistent rhythm through the ceiling and thought about the two of them, about the tenderness she’d seen between them since the very beginning... the hand on the cheek, the forehead kisses, and last night, God that was intense.

She wondered, not for the first time, whether Clem and Bel would end up together properly. Not as part of the group, not in the fluid configuration that the three of them shared, maybe four of them now, but together, the two of them, a couple. There was something between them that seemed to run deeper than what any of the other connections held... a history and a tenderness, a need that seemed, to Laura’s eye, to be moving slowly and inevitably towards something more permanent. She wondered whether they knew. She suspected Clem did. She also suspected that Bel was the last person who would admit it.

The creaking upstairs changed tempo, quickened, and Laura bit her lip to keep from laughing, pressing her face into the pillow to give them their privacy, pretending not to hear.

Saskia stirred and pressed her lips to the back of Laura’s neck. “Morning.”

“Morning.”

“How do you feel?”

“Like I’ve been thoroughly celebrated.”

Saskia laughed, a sleepy sound, and pulled Laura closer. They really had celebrated… every configuration last night and more. Watching Saskia with Bel had been, well, wow… two dominant women, neither giving ground. They fucked like they were competing, and both her and Clem had had a lot of fun watching. Saskia and Clem had been gentler, more intimate and caring, and then all four of them together… messy, deeply pleasurable, insanely overwhelming. It had been very good indeed.

“I want to get you a present,” Saskia said. “A proper present. Something to mark what you did for me.”

“You don’t need to…”

“I know I don’t need to. I want to. Tell me what you’d like. Anything.”

Laura thought about it. She lay in Saskia’s arms and thought about handbags and jewellery and holidays and all the things that money could buy, all the things that would have dazzled the girl from the estate, all the things that Miss Perfect would have politely declined but secretly wanted.

She thought for a long time.

“What are you doing next weekend?” Laura asked eventually.

Saskia paused. “Nothing I can’t move. Why?”

“Clear it. The whole weekend. Friday to Sunday.”

“For what?”

Laura turned in Saskia’s arms and looked at her... the face of the woman she loved softened by sleep, the pale blue eyes curious, the woman who’d walked into her life and changed everything.

“That’s my present,” Laura said. “Next weekend.”

“Laura. What are we doing next weekend?”

“You’ll find out.” Laura kissed her. “Just clear it.”

Saskia looked at her for a long moment, reading her face, trying to work out what she was planning, and Laura held her gaze and gave nothing away, because for once, for the first time in their relationship really, Laura was the one in control, and the feeling was exhilarating and exactly right.

“Ok,” Saskia said. “Next weekend. It’s yours.”

Laura smiled, turning around again and settling back into Saskia’s arms. She listened to the sounds of the house, the creak from Clem’s room finally stilled, the distant hiss of a shower starting, and then, a few minutes later, Clem’s voice drifting up from the kitchen: “Breakfast in ten minutes, if anyone is interested in eating today.”

From the floor above, Bel’s voice: “I’ll be down when I’m down, Clemency. I have to wash after that.”

Laura grinned and heard Saskia laugh behind her.

“We should get dressed, have some breakfast,” Saskia said.

Laura closed her eyes, pushing her hips back into Saskia, her hand on Saskia’s hand, their fingers interlocked, held tight. “In a minute. Let’s just… enjoy this. The world can wait.”

She felt Saskia’s lips on her neck, Saskia’s hand letting go of hers and moving to her hip. “How about I remind you how much I love you first?” she whispered between kisses. “Miss Perfect. What colour?”

Laura smiled. “Green. Very… fucking… green.”


Epilogue


The train to Manchester left Euston at half three that Friday, and Laura was sick with nerves before they’d passed Watford.

She sat in the window seat, watching the suburbs of London give way to the green middle of England, and worried… about what her mum would think, about what her mum would say, about whether Saskia would take one look at where she’d grown up and end it on the spot.

Laura hadn’t told her mum she was in a relationship because, well… there were a few factors. One had been that she didn’t quite know how to answer the inevitable barrage of questions: who is it, what do they do, what are they like? The other, and it was a fairly major one, was that she didn’t think her mum knew that she tended to date women rather than men. Growing up she’d gone out with boys, at uni she’d brought one guy home to visit one holiday. Apart from that, though, her mum hadn’t seen much of her love life in the years since. It was entirely possible she knew about Laura and women, her mum could seemingly read her mind at times, but she’d not quite found the way to tell her about Saskia and all that it might mean.

As far as her mum knew Saskia was a colleague who had something up in Manchester and who needed somewhere to stay. Any other information was going to have to wait until they were there.

Saskia, next to her, was reading. She’d changed out of her work clothes at the office and was wearing jeans, a jumper, and the trainers she wore at weekends when she was spending them in Clapham with Laura. She looked like someone Laura could take home. Not the Belgravia Saskia, not the office Saskia, but a version that might, if Laura squinted, pass for normal.

“You’re staring at me,” Saskia said, not looking up from her book.

“I’m critically appraising.”

“Appraising what?”

“Whether you look sufficiently un-posh to meet my mum.”

Saskia turned a page. “I’ve dressed down. I’m wearing Uniqlo.”

“Brand new Uniqlo with a posture that says private school and an accent that says my father owns half of London.”

“I can’t change my posture.”

“You could slouch.”

“I have never slouched in my life and I’m not starting now.”

“She’s going to know, Sask. The second you open your mouth she’s going to know you’re rich and where you’re from.”

Saskia finally looked up. Her eyes were amused, the expression she wore when Laura was catastrophising and Saskia found it endearing rather than exhausting. “Laura. Your mother is a grown woman who has, I assume, met people from different backgrounds before. She’s not going to faint because my vowels are a bit long.”

“Your vowels are extremely long.”

“They’re perfectly proportioned.” Saskia took Laura’s hand across the armrest. “Stop worrying. It’ll be fine. She’ll either like me or she won’t, and worrying about it on a Virgin train won’t change the outcome.”

“Avanti.”

“What?”

“It’s Avanti, not Virgin. Virgin sold the franchise years ago.”

“You see? I’m already learning things about the north. I’ll be a local by midnight.”

Laura laughed and leaned her head on Saskia’s shoulder, holding her hand and praying it would all be ok.

***

Manchester Piccadilly was busy, Friday night, people heading out, the manic energy of a northern city gearing up for the weekend, and Laura felt it as they stepped off the train, the change in pace and accent that she always felt when she came home. London fell away behind her and Manchester settled around her like a warm, reassuring but often damp blanket.

“Bus,” Laura said. “This way.”

They took the bus from Piccadilly, standing room only, squeezed in among Friday-night commuters and a group of girls in heels and bodycon dresses who were clearly heading somewhere loud. Saskia grabbed the handrail above her head and took it all in, the accents, the energy, the Manchester mix of warmth and edge. Laura watched her watching and felt the anxiety again because this was already so far from Belgravia, so far from the world Saskia lived in, and they hadn’t even arrived yet.

As the bus headed north the centre gave way to inner suburbs, Victorian terraces, and then further out the buildings changed again... newer, plainer, the architecture of the sixties and seventies, the tower blocks and low-rises that Laura had grown up seeing every day of her life.

Their stop. They got off and Laura’s stomach was in her throat, her heart pounding.

The estate was exactly as she’d left it. She came home every few months: Christmas, her mum’s birthday, the occasional weekend. But she never got used to the brutal shift from where she lived and worked now to where she’d started. The tower blocks rose around them, grey concrete against the darkening sky, the brutalist style that Laura could appreciate intellectually as architecture and that she experienced viscerally as home and poverty, and the place she’d spent her whole younger life trying to escape.

There was litter in the stairwell. The lift smelled of something Laura didn’t want to explore. The corridor on the fifth floor had the institutional feeling of a place that was maintained to a minimum standard and no further.

Laura was acutely, painfully aware of every detail. She saw it all through Saskia’s eyes, the scuffed walls, the strip light that had failed and not been replaced, the door to her mum’s flat with its peeling number, and felt the class shame that she’d been fighting her whole life rise up and grab her by the throat.

“Laura,” Saskia said quietly, standing in the corridor. “Look at me.”

Laura looked at her.

“This is where you grew up. This is where you became who you are. I am not going to think less of you or your mother or anything about your life because of a building.” Her eyes were serious, the teasing gone. “I live in a house I didn’t pay for in a part of London I didn’t earn mainly because it somehow saves my father tax. Your mum raised a daughter who got herself to London and built a career on talent and a ferocious work ethic from a flat on the fifth floor of this building. Which of those two things is more impressive?”

Laura blinked back tears. “That was a really good speech.”

“I’ve been preparing it since we went past Stoke-on-Trent.”

Laura laughed, and Saskia pulled her into a hug, right there in the fluorescent-lit corridor of the tower block, and held her for a moment. Laura breathed deeply. Once. Twice. Felt calm return.

She rang the bell.

***

Laura’s mum opened the door and everything Laura had been afraid of evaporated, because her mum was her mum and her mum was incapable of being anything other than exactly, unshakeably herself.

“Laura, love!” Arms around her, the familiar smell of Fairy liquid and the hand cream she’d used for the last thirty years, the fierce, small embrace of a woman who expressed her love through physical contact and home-cooked food. “You look gorgeous. You’re too thin. Come in, come in. And this must be Saskia!”

“That’s me. Thank you so much for having me. Laura has told me so much about you.”

“Oh, call me Maria. Everyone does. Come in, love, don’t stand in the hall. The flat’s a mess... I’ve been cleaning all day, but you know how it is.”

The flat was immaculate, because the flat was always immaculate. Small, just a living room, a kitchen, two bedrooms, a bathroom, and filled with the accumulated evidence of a life lived carefully and with pride. Everything was clean, everything was in its place, and the walls were covered with photographs: Laura at various ages, Laura’s school portraits, Laura’s graduation, Laura with friends, Laura and her mum at Christmas. The furniture was old but maintained, the carpet hoovered to within an inch of its life, and the kitchen smelled of something that made Laura grin.

“Is that…?”

“Pasta bake. Your favourite. I thought, she’s been in London eating all that fancy stuff, she’ll want something proper.”

Laura’s mum bustled them into the kitchen and sat them down at the small table... four chairs, barely enough room for three people and the dishes... and produced the pasta bake with a salad and bread from the Co-op. There was a bottle of white wine that Laura knew had cost about four pounds and that her mum had bought specially, because she didn’t usually drink.

“Help yourselves. There’s plenty. Saskia, do you like pasta? I hope you like pasta, it’s all I’ve made.”

“I love pasta,” Saskia said, and Laura could hear the genuine warmth in her voice, the absence of performance, and felt mightily relieved. Though, she realised, she hadn’t needed to worry because Saskia was genuinely a very lovely person, right to her core.

The pasta bake was exactly as Laura remembered... macaroni, tinned tomatoes, cheese, a bit of mince, nothing fancy, nothing expensive. It was the kind of food that had sustained Laura through her childhood and that tasted, in this kitchen, better than anything Clem had ever cooked. She ate two helpings and Saskia ate two helpings too. Her mum beamed and said “that’s more like it”, pouring another glass of wine for each of them.

They talked. Laura’s mum wanted to know everything... how was work, how was the flat, was she eating properly, was she running too much, had she spoken to her cousin in Cyprus recently. She asked Saskia about herself and Saskia answered with the careful, selective honesty of someone who realised that the full truth would be disorienting... she was an architect, she worked with Laura, she’d grown up in the south, she lived in London.

“And what do your parents do, love?” her mum asked, topping up Saskia’s wine.

“My father’s in property,” Saskia said, technically accurate but leaving a lot unsaid.

“Oh, lovely. Does he do up houses?”

“Something like that. Laura helped him out with something actually, she did a great job.”

Laura bit her lip and caught Saskia’s eye and Saskia’s face was beautifully, perfectly neutral. Laura loved her so much in that moment, for the restraint, for the kindness, for the willingness to sit and describe her father’s multimillion-pound property empire as “doing up houses”, that she nearly said it out loud.

Instead, she took a deep breath.

“Mum.”

“Yes, love?”

“Saskia isn’t just my friend. Or my colleague.”

Her mum looked at her. Laura watched the words land and ploughed on before she lost her nerve.

“She’s my girlfriend. We’ve been together for a few months. I wanted you to meet her properly, not as a friend from work, as... as the person I’m with.”

Silence. Her mum’s eyes moved from Laura to Saskia and back to Laura. The kitchen clock ticked. The fridge hummed. Outside, five floors down, someone was playing music from a car.

“Well,” her mum said. She put down her wine glass. She looked at Saskia for a long moment, the look of a mother examining the person who’d been trusted with her only child. Then she looked at Laura, and her face softened into an expression that Laura recognised from every school play, every parents’ evening, every moment when her mum had shown up and been proud.

“I knew something was different,” her mum said, a fond smile breaking out. “You’ve been... I don’t know. Lighter. On the phone recently, you sound different. Happier. I kept thinking, she’s met someone, but you never said.”

“I wasn’t sure how to… I mean, Saskia’s a woman and I didn’t know what to…”

“Laura.” Her mum reached across the table and took her hand. “You’re my daughter and I love you, and I don’t care if you’re with a man or a woman or the Pope himself as long as they treat you right.” She turned to Saskia. “Do you treat her right?”

“I try to,” Saskia said, her voice catching, and Laura realised with a start that Saskia was close to tears. “She’s the most wonderful person I’ve ever met. I’d do anything for her.”

“Good.” Her mum squeezed Laura’s hand and then reached across and squeezed Saskia’s too. “Then you’re welcome in this house any time you like. Now, who wants pudding? I’ve got an Arctic Roll.”

Laura laughed and it broke the tension. Saskia laughed too but her mum was already up, heading for the freezer, and the Arctic Roll appeared... the cheapest, most mundane, most completely perfect dessert imaginable. The three of them ate it at the small table and Laura’s mum told Saskia about the neighbours, the man downstairs who played his music too loud, the woman on the sixth floor who’d just had a baby and Laura’s old school friend Jade’s upcoming birthday party, which was tomorrow and which Laura’s mum had opinions about.

“Jade’s having it at that place on Oldham Road, the one that does karaoke. She’s invited half of Moston. I said to her mum, I said, Karen, that girl’s going to be singing Adele at midnight and we’ll all suffer for it.” She paused. “You’re both coming, aren’t you? Karen would love to meet your…” She stopped and grinned. “Your girlfriend.”

“We’d love to come,” Saskia said, and Laura felt the last wall between her two lives dissolve and wash away. “I love a bit of karaoke.”

***

Later, her mum washed up and Saskia dried, the two of them at the kitchen sink, and Laura stood in the doorway and watched them.

Her mum was talking, but then she was always talking, the quiet of the flat filled with her voice the way it had been filled with it for Laura’s entire childhood. About the building, about the leak in the bathroom that the council still hadn’t fixed, about the neighbour’s cat that kept getting in through the kitchen window. Saskia listened and asked questions, laughing in the right places, a tea towel in hand drying plates. Her mum was chatting to her like she’d known her for years, easy and friendly, no different from the way she chatted to Laura’s school friends or anyone else who sat at her table and ate her food.

She had no idea that Saskia owned a house worth millions of pounds. She had no idea about Belgravia, or Clem’s ski chalet, or bottles of wine that cost more than her weekly shop. She didn’t know about Bel’s castle, or Lord Greenwood, or the Mayfair offices or any of it, and watching her chat to Saskia over the washing up, Laura understood with sudden clarity that it didn’t matter. It would never matter. Her mum was thinking about Saskia the way she thought about everyone... by how they treated people, by whether they were kind, by whether they made her daughter happy. And on those terms, the only terms that actually counted, Saskia was passing.

Saskia glanced up from the drying and caught Laura watching from the doorway. Their eyes met across the kitchen and Saskia smiled... not the teasing smile, or the commanding smile, or the bedroom smile but the one Laura liked best, the private one, the one that was just for her... the one that said she was happy.

Laura’s mum turned from the sink and said, “Saskia, love, do you want a cup of tea? I’ve got biscuits.”

“I’d love one, Maria. Thank you.”

“Laura, put the kettle on. And stop standing in the doorway looking soppy, you’re blocking the light.”

Laura put the kettle on and she made three cups of tea in the mugs she’d grown up with, chipped, mismatched, bought from car boot sales and charity shops over the years. She carried them through to the living room where her mum and Saskia were sitting on the sofa looking at Laura’s baby photographs, which her mum had produced with the speed and determination of a woman who’d been waiting for this moment since Laura was born.

“Oh, this one,” her mum said, pointing. “Her first day of primary school. Look at her face. She was so serious. Never smiled for photographs, this one. Always thinking.”

“She still does that,” Saskia said. “She’s a serious thinker.”

“She gets it from her dad. He was a thinker too. Quiet. Stubborn as anything.”

“She gets that from both of you, I suspect.”

They both laughed and Laura sat on the arm of the sofa and drank her tea. She put her hand on Saskia’s shoulder and Saskia reached up and covered it with her own. Laura’s mum saw the gesture and smiled, the smile of a mother who’d been worrying about her daughter for twenty-eight years and who could, perhaps, worry a little less now.

Outside, up above, the Manchester night was dark, cold, and full of stars you couldn’t see because of the streetlights, but that were there all the same.

Inside, the kettle was warm, the biscuits were Bourbons, and two women Laura loved were sitting on a sofa that had cost forty pounds from a charity shop in 2003, talking about her as a child.

It was perfect.
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Coming Into The Light

If you've not discovered Coming Into The Light yet, it sits alongside this story and will, in future, overlap with some of the characters you've met here. Here is an extract:

“Everything ok?”

Amy watched James squeeze back into his chair, catching the white tablecloth with his leg but somehow managing not to jog the seat of the woman behind.

He grimaced and waggled his hand. “So-so. The client suddenly wants an extra downside protection clause, so…” He smiled and shrugged. “You know how it is.”

Amy returned the smile, or at least tried her best to even though the smile didn’t make it as far as her eyes, because she did understand… as a lawyer she had her own share of last minute stresses on deals, just as James did as a banker.

The difference, though, was that tonight she’d turned off her work phone, because tonight was a special evening for them… tonight was the seven year anniversary of when they’d first got together. So, just a little, she was annoyed at James, because while she was making the effort to be fully present, he wasn’t… witness the call he’d just left the restaurant to take.

“Thanks for waiting,” he said as he picked up his knife and fork. “This looks great.”

“Yeah, it looks stunning doesn’t it?” Stunning but now, very likely, cold, she thought. Ten minutes is a long time to let your expensive main course sit in front of you.

They ate in silence for the next few minutes, Amy glancing for the umpteenth time around the room, taking in the expensive decor, the smartly dressed and affluent clientele, the happy buzz. It was a date restaurant, without a doubt, and a special one at that… the prices reflected it, though they did tend to pack the customers in.

James had chosen it especially, been insistent that they make the journey over to Soho, and Amy had been wondering excitedly whether tonight was the night… their couple friends had started getting engaged like it was going out of fashion, and while she might have been adding two and two to come up with thirty seven she couldn’t help but have a sneaking suspicion that James had something special stashed in his jacket pocket with a question to ask her later in the meal.

The thought refocused her mind and she put her annoyance at him taking a work call out of her head… he was here opposite her now, the man she loved, the man she lived with, and they were celebrating. Enjoy it.

“What?” he asked, grinning when he saw her looking at him.

“Nothing,” she replied, grinning back. “Just… you.”

James nodded. “And you.” He paused. “You look amazing tonight.”

Amy felt herself blush, happy that the effort she’d made had been noticed… picking out the black halter neck dress and styling her dark brown hair had taken longer than she’d have liked, but she was pleased with the effect.

“You do to,” she replied. “In your ruggedly handsome rugby player sort of way…” And he did, he really did. He had blue eyes that twinkled when he was happy, and they were in full on twinkle mode now.

They finished their main course making small talk, the slightly frosty atmosphere forgotten, Amy feeling herself getting caught up again in the magic of the occasion and the restaurant.

Once their plates were cleared James reached over the table and took her hand in his. “Seven years…”

She smiled. “Seven years indeed…” The way James was looking at her with a smile playing around the corners of his mouth, the way that he was holding her hand, it felt significant. Amy felt her heart skip a beat, her head go light, as the adrenaline surged through her in anticipation… was this it? Was this the moment she’d remember for the rest of her life?

James smiled as well. “A little touch and go at times, granted.”

Amy felt herself freeze up a little… not the time, she thought, not remotely the time to refer to that. But she forced herself through supreme effort of will to keep smiling, to squeeze his hand, to keep eye contact. Don’t let his unfortunate choice of words ruin the moment… he must be as nervous as me, she realised.

“Yeah… but we got here.”

“We did. I’m glad we did.”

“Me too.”

She held her breath as she watched his free hand move to his pocket out of the corner of her eye, feeling her cheeks flush… this was it, she realised, this is the moment.

Except, it wasn’t.

James let go of her hand as he pulled his mobile out, glanced at it, then said, “Sorry, I’ve got to take this.”

Amy did her best to feign casual understanding. “No, of course, I understand.”

She watched him go, heading outside again, Amy calm on the outside but anything but on the inside… she felt embarrassed, though it was only her who knew that she’d misunderstood that moment, she felt annoyed, surely he didn’t need to take that call, but she also felt resentment… resentment that he’d made light of them being a little touch and go at times.

Amy took a deep breath and then a long drink of her wine, gratefully accepting a top up from the waitress. “Would you like to see the dessert menu?” she asked.

“Yes please,” replied Amy, hoping that James wouldn’t be long.

She looked around the room yet again, taking in the happy couples scattered around. Two of them at each table.

Two.

Not one sat alone gulping their wine while the other took a work call outside.

Two.

Amy could feel her earlier annoyance starting to bubble up again and did her best to fight it… be the bigger person, she thought. Be calm. So tonight wasn’t the night for him to pop the question, there’d be other nights.

Some other thoughts started trying to push their way in… why had he mentioned them being touch and go? That was eighteen months ago… eighteen months since she’d taken him back, eighteen months since their temporary split, eighteen months since she’d finally been able to get past imagining him with her… why, tonight of all nights, why mention it?

Relax, she told herself. Everyone misspeaks sometimes… let it go. You let it go, eventually, eighteen months ago, let it go now.

She took another too big drink of her wine as she scanned the dessert menu, then glanced up at what could best be described as an excited squeal coming from two tables over.

What she saw made her grin along with most of the women nearby, though noticeably less so the men… two women were sat at the table, one looking a little embarrassed yet amused, the other not caring in the slightest as she looked at the ring that had just been slipped onto her finger.

Their mutual excitement and joy were palpable, and the woman who’d proposed gave a signal to one of the waiting staff who brought over two glasses of champagne… clearly there’d been some advance planning gone into it.

Finally the woman who’d let out the squeal noticed that half the restaurant were smiling alongside them, gave an embarrassed grin, then took her girlfriend’s hand in hers and whispered something to her excitedly.

Amy turned back to the menu smiling to herself, not wanting to intrude any further, just as James settled back down. “What’d I miss?” he asked.

Amy indicated with her head. “The table by the wall… they just got engaged and one of them got pretty excited.”

James couldn’t help but look over and then back at Amy, eyes wide. “Two women…?” he whispered loudly.

Amy rolled her eyes at him. “They allow it nowadays.” She paused. “They even let us drive, vote and would you believe it go to work.”

“I know that, but…” He struggled to find his words. “Two women. Fantastic.”

“Jesus, James, don’t stare.” He’d made little secret over the years that he liked the thought of two women together… like most men, Amy figured.

“I’m just happy for them,” he said, a broad grin on his face.

“Yeah, right.” If only you knew, Amy thought… James knew that Amy had kissed a few other women before they’d got together back at uni, he’d seen it happen at least once when they were just friends, but he thought that that was the extent of it.

Of that crazy few weeks one Michaelmas term back in Oxford where Amy more than dabbled he knew nothing, and she fully intended to keep it that way forever… she worried, half seriously, that he might literally explode if he knew that she’d once slept with several other women.

She glanced over at the other table again briefly, seeing them excitedly engaged in conversation. They looked so happy, so content, she felt a pang of envy.

“So, all good?” she asked, changing subject. “With work I mean?”

“Yeah, sorry… I think we got there.”

“Good.”

They sat in silence while he looked at the dessert menu, then once they’d ordered he reached over and took her hand again.

“Speaking of big questions…” he said, nodding with his head towards the table with the engagement, and Amy felt her heart skip a beat, felt her breath catch, felt the rush of adrenaline.

Afterwards, she didn’t know what caused it… whether it was annoyance at him having stepped out twice to do work calls on this special occasion, or him having reminded Amy of his infidelity of eighteen months before, or the realisation that just moments ago he was pretty clearly getting turned on at the thought of the lesbian couple getting engaged.

Whatever it was, she felt herself freeze… inside she was pleading with him not to ask, realising that she might not say yes, terrified of the consequences if that happened because how could you both go back to the flat you shared, the bed you shared, the life you shared after saying no? Realising that she could find herself saying yes when she didn’t know if she meant it, which in many ways would be worse, because how do you unpick that?

Instead, like a deer in the headlights, she kept her expression fixed and simply looked at him, thinking not tonight, please not tonight.

“What would you think if…”

She held her breath, not daring to move. It felt as if the diners around them had vanished, just the two of them left in the room.

“… we got some pet fish?”

Amy felt herself breathe out before she’d even fully processed the question.

“Fish…?” she repeated, just about keeping her incredulity in check.

“Yeah, fish. They’re easy to look after so would fit with our busy lives and…” He carried on with what sounded like a pre-prepared pitch.

As she let his voice wash over her, the rest of the room coming back into focus, her first thought was that it was strange. Amy at the start of the night would have been disappointed with what he’d just asked… she’d built herself up in her head for a proposal after all, had even been imagining telling her parents and her best friends.

Now, though, she didn’t know what she was feeling.

Was it disappointment?

Or… was it relief?
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Beyond The Game

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


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


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


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


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


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

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

***

Coming Into The Light

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


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


Well, at least she thought they were.


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


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

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

***

Experimenting

Harriet and Zach have everything… a happy marriage, a life together in Sydney, a love that runs deep and strong.

But when Zach has a dream one night, a dream about Harriet with another man, it unleashes desires that neither of them knew they had, making them both ask the question about whether they have the courage to share their deepest selves with the person they love most.

Through encounters with other people and adventures beyond their wildest dreams, they learn that jealousy and desire can coexist, that trust can strengthen their relationship, and that love grows stronger when tested.

A high heat series about hotwives, bulls and polyamory, with Seasons 1 and 2 available now:

Complete Season 1

Partying (book 1 of season 2)

(if you are particularly interested in lesbian high heat romance, you may want to take a look at book 2 of season 2 in particular: Surprising)


About the author


What happens when you push a character past what they thought were their limits? What do they discover about themselves? What lines will they cross?

Camilla's shorts built a devoted following of readers who found answers to those questions: over half a million individual reads, averaging more than 15k reads per story and ratings of 4.8+/5 for her three most popular series of shorts.

Now she writes novels and novellas that let her show what comes next. The full transformation, not just the spark. Relationships that go deep. Tension that builds to something worth the wait. Characters who don't just glimpse who they could be... they become it.

Whether expanding popular series or exploring fresh ground, every story is designed to deliver.
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