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		Chapter 1

		

		The spreadsheet had seventeen rows of data and not one of them had changed since half twelve.

		Lindsey minimised it. Opened it again. The numbers sat there, patient and accusatory, same as they had been forty minutes ago when she'd last pretended to review them. The cursor blinked in cell D14. She could not, for the life of her, remember what D14 was supposed to contain.

		Her tea had gone cold on the coaster. The coaster was a freebie from a craft brewery in Headingley that she'd never been to, that Claire had brought home one evening along with a punnet of raspberries and a bag of Haribo and the declaration that she'd had the worst Tuesday of her life and needed the sofa immediately. That had been, what. November. Lindsey still used the coaster every day. She picked up the mug, took a sip of cold Yorkshire Tea, grimaced, set it back down on the little cardboard circle with its peeling edges.

		Outside, rain streaked the window of her bedroom in diagonal lines. March in Leeds. Grey sky pressed low over the rooftops of Headingley like a damp cloth. She could see the top of the Tesco Express from her desk if she craned her neck, and the bus stop where Claire caught the 56 every morning at quarter to eight, and the sad little tree on the pavement that had been losing the same three leaves since January.

		Her phone buzzed. A Teams notification from her manager. Hi Lindsey, just checking in on the Q4 figures when you get a sec x

		She typed Nearly there, just finalising! and then stared at the words for ten seconds before hitting send. She was not nearly there. She was not finalising anything. She was sitting at her desk in her pyjama bottoms and a faded Glastonbury t-shirt from 2019, feet tucked under her on the chair, doing nothing productive and thinking about flowers.

		Friday. It was Friday tomorrow. Tesco flowers day.

		The ritual had started two years ago, maybe longer. A Friday in winter, nothing special about it, except that she'd walked past the flower section on her way to the self-checkout and thought, nobody's bought me flowers in five years. And then, on a kind of grim autopilot, she'd picked up a bunch of yellow tulips and scanned them through with the rest of her shopping and carried them home and put them in the chipped ceramic jug that had been her grandmother's, and they'd sat on the kitchen counter looking cheerful and stupid and Lindsey had felt, for about eight minutes, like someone who had their life together.

		Claire had come home from work that evening and spotted them immediately.

		Aw, babe! You got us flowers!

		Us. Our flowers. In our kitchen.

		Lindsey had smiled and said just fancied something nice and Claire had leaned over to smell them, hip bumping the counter, and declared them gorgeous, and that had been that. Every other Friday since. Lindsey buying flowers for herself and arranging them in her dead grandmother's jug and letting Claire believe they were for both of them, because the fiction was better than the truth, and the truth was that Lindsey Miller, thirty-two years old, was a woman who had to buy her own flowers because nobody else on this earth was going to do it for her.

		She pushed her chair back from the desk. Stood. Stretched her arms above her head until her spine gave three sharp clicks. Her bedroom was small and tidy in the way of someone who doesn't own much. A double bed with a grey duvet cover, a bedside table with a book she'd been reading for six weeks, a mirror on the back of the door that she mostly avoided looking in. The walls were painted a pale sage green. She'd done them herself the first summer she moved in, with a roller she'd borrowed from her dad and a podcast about true crime playing on her phone while she painted.

		The flat was two bedrooms, one bathroom, a galley kitchen that two people could barely stand in without touching. A living room with a velvet sofa the colour of bruised plums that had come with the place and that neither of them could afford to replace, even now that it sagged badly on the left side and had a wine stain on the arm from their second Christmas together. Their second Christmas. Like a couple. Like it was theirs.

		Four years she'd lived here. Four years of a shared Tesco delivery every Wednesday evening. Four years of splitting council tax and water bills down the middle. Four years of borrowing each other's shampoo and accidentally wearing each other's socks and leaving notes on the fridge that said things like bought milk, you owe me 80p, love you x. Four years of a relationship that was, by every measure Lindsey could think of, the longest and most intimate of her adult life, except for the fact that it was not actually a relationship at all.

		She heard the kettle click in the kitchen. Then a cupboard opening. The clink of ceramic against the counter.

		Claire. Making tea. Or toast. Or both.

		Lindsey stood in her bedroom doorway and listened to the small domestic sounds filtering down the short hallway of their flat. The pad of bare feet on lino. A drawer sliding open, cutlery rattling. Radio 6 turned on low, the way Claire always had it when she was pottering. The clunk of the toaster being pushed down.

		She should go back to the spreadsheet. She should sit down at her desk and finish the work she was being paid to do and stop standing in her own doorway like someone waiting for permission to enter their own home.

		Her phone buzzed again. Becca, this time. A photo of her toddler covered in yoghurt, captioned help me.

		Lindsey smiled. Typed back three laughing emojis. Put the phone in her pocket.

		Becca lived in Didsbury now, an hour up the M62. Two kids under four. A husband who worked nights at the hospital. They managed a phone call every week or two, a visit every couple of months when the logistics aligned. Becca was the only person on earth who knew everything, or nearly everything, about what lived in the space between Lindsey and her flatmate. The only person Lindsey had ever said it out loud to. I think I'm in love with her, Bec. Eighteen months ago, on the phone, lying on this very bed, saying it into the ceiling like a confession. Becca hadn't been surprised. Becca had said I know, babe. I've known for ages. What are you going to do about it?

		And Lindsey had done nothing. Of course she had done nothing. Doing nothing was what Lindsey did best. It was her specialist subject. She could win Mastermind on it. Lindsey Miller, thirty-two, from Leeds, and her specialist subject is smiling and saying it's fine when it isn't and waiting for someone else to make the first move and never, ever, ever saying what she actually wants.

		Her mother, three hours north in a village near Thirsk, did not know. Her two older sisters did not know. Her dad, certainly, did not know. Nobody in her family had ever heard the word bisexual applied to Lindsey, because Lindsey had never applied it to them. Adam, her last boyfriend, five years gone now, had used her flat as a landing pad for eighteen months while he got his life together, then gotten his life together elsewhere, with a woman named Sophie who he'd married within ten months of moving out. Lindsey had found out about the engagement from Instagram. She'd been at work. She'd gone to the toilets and sat in a cubicle and stared at the photo of him down on one knee in a garden somewhere sunny and thought, very clearly, of course. Of course you did. Of course it was that easy for you.

		She was not bitter about Adam. Not anymore. She was bitter about the shape of herself that Adam had revealed. The shape that said: I will wait. I will be patient. I will be kind. I will be the soft place you land, and I will ask nothing in return, and I will call it love because I don't know what else to call it.

		Teachers had written very pleasant on her report cards. All of them. Every year. Lindsey is a very pleasant girl. She'd found the pile in a drawer at her parents' house last Christmas. Eleven years of very pleasant.

		She was very pleasant. She was very, very pleasant. She was so fucking pleasant she could scream.

		The toaster popped in the kitchen. She heard Claire's voice, muffled and melodic, singing along to whatever was on the radio. Something with a guitar. Claire couldn't sing. Not well. Not in tune. She sang all the time anyway.

		Lindsey looked at herself in the mirror on the back of her door. Pyjama bottoms. The Glastonbury shirt, soft from a hundred washes, a small hole near the collar. Hair in a clip that was losing the battle. No makeup. Shadows under her eyes from the four hours of sleep she'd managed, because she'd been awake until two listening to Claire come home from somewhere, listening to Claire brush her teeth through the wall, listening to Claire's bedroom door close, lying in the dark calculating the exact distance between their beds. Two walls. A hallway. Four metres, maybe five.

		The closest person to her in the entire world, sleeping four metres away, and Lindsey hadn't touched another human being in three weeks. Not counting the casual brushes of cohabitation, the accidental touches at the sink, the way Claire scooted past her in the kitchen with a hand on her hip that lasted half a second and burned for an hour. Not counting those. Those didn't count. Those were torture dressed up as friendship.

		She heard the front door open. Then close. The sound of keys being dropped in the bowl on the hallway shelf.

		Claire. Back from somewhere. Her run, probably. She ran three mornings a week, Tuesday, Thursday, Saturday, a loop through Hyde Park and up to Woodhouse Moor and back. Lindsey knew the route because Claire had shown her on Strava once, and because Lindsey had memorised it, and because sometimes on Claire's running mornings Lindsey stood at her bedroom window and watched for the dark ponytail bobbing past the bus stop on the way back, and felt like the most pathetic woman alive.

		Footsteps in the hall. The bathroom door opening and closing. The tap running.

		Lindsey looked at her reflection one more time. Pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. Took a breath that did nothing useful.

		Then she left her bedroom and walked down the hall toward the kitchen, because the kettle had boiled and her tea was cold and she wanted a fresh cup, and that was a perfectly normal reason to be in her own kitchen at half three on a Thursday afternoon, and it had nothing whatsoever to do with the woman currently washing her hands in their shared bathroom.

		She was filling the kettle when she heard the bathroom door open again. Steps in the hallway, light and quick.

		You're allowed to want things, Linds.

		Becca's voice in her head. She turned the tap off. Set the kettle on its base. Pressed the switch.

		The kettle began to heat. Lindsey stood in her kitchen and waited, and did not think about what she was waiting for, and did not admit to herself that she had come out here for a reason that had nothing to do with tea.

		

	
		Chapter 2

		

		Claire appeared in the kitchen doorway still glowing from the cold, cheeks flushed a raw pink, her dark ponytail stuck to the sides of her neck in damp tendrils. Earbuds dangling from one hand. Running tights that caught the light where they stretched tight across her thighs, the fabric clinging to the full shape of her, wet in patches from the rain. A cropped grey hoodie, unzipped, with nothing visible beneath it but the thin strap of a sports bra cutting across her collarbone.

		"Kettle on?"

		Lindsey nodded. "Just boiled."

		"You're a saint." Claire moved past her toward the cupboard, and as she did, her hand found the small of Lindsey's back. Fingers spread. A brief, warm pressure through the thin cotton of the Glastonbury shirt, and then gone. "I'm absolutely freezing. It's pissing it down out there."

		"I know. I can see." Lindsey kept her voice level. She opened the fridge. Took out the milk. Closed the fridge. Normal woman. Normal behaviour.

		Claire stretched up on her toes to reach the shelf where they kept the nicer mugs. The ones that weren't chipped. The movement lifted the hem of her hoodie and exposed a strip of stomach, pale and soft, a faint line of muscle definition she'd earned from the climbing wall. Lindsey looked at the milk.

		"I thought you weren't running today."

		"Changed my mind." Claire dropped back onto flat feet, mug in hand. The one with the cat on it. Her favourite. "Couldn't sit still. Too much energy. You know when you just have that buzzy thing and you need to move?"

		Lindsey did not know. Lindsey's excess energy went nowhere except inward, where it sat and festered and kept her awake at night. "Yeah, totally."

		"Plus I wanted to try that new route past the cricket ground." Claire leaned against the counter, facing Lindsey, peeling her hoodie off her shoulders. Underneath, the sports bra was black and sweat-damp and did very little to flatten anything. Her breasts sat full and heavy against the fabric, the outline of her nipples visible where the cold had made them peak. Lindsey poured milk into her mug. Concentrated on the pour. The exact colour of the tea. Not too light. Not too dark.

		"Was it good?"

		"Gorgeous. All that bit through the park, you know, past the bowling green? Really quiet. I had it to myself basically." Claire pulled the band from her hair and shook it loose. Dark waves, damp at the roots, spilling over her shoulders. "You should come with me sometime."

		"Maybe."

		"You always say maybe." Claire grinned. The grin that creased her whole face. The chipped front tooth that Lindsey had spent four years not staring at. A childhood bike accident, she'd been told once, the first month they'd moved in together. Claire had been nine. Had cried, apparently, not because of the tooth but because her knees were bloody and she'd torn her favourite jeans. Lindsey remembered the exact evening Claire had told her that story. Sitting on the sofa with their feet up, a Wednesday, nothing on the telly, just talking. Lindsey had stored it away in the same place she stored everything about Claire. The private archive. The mental museum. Alphabetised, cross-referenced, completely insane.

		"I'll come when it stops raining." This was a lie. Lindsey would never come. She could not run beside Claire and watch her move and keep her breathing even and make conversation at the same time. The multitasking required was beyond her.

		"It's Leeds, babe. It never stops raining." Claire picked up her mug and blew across the surface. Steam curled between them. She was standing close. Close enough that Lindsey could see the small freckle under her left eye, the one she'd never noticed until year two, when Claire had been lying on the sofa with her head in Lindsey's lap during a film and Lindsey had looked down and seen it and thought, oh, there's another thing I'll never stop noticing.

		"How's work?" Claire asked.

		"Boring. The usual."

		"You've been in your room all day."

		"I work from home, Claire. That's where my desk is."

		"I know, I know, I just." Claire waved a hand. Her nails were painted dark green, slightly chipped on the thumbs. "You're always in there. I feel like I barely see you on work days. We should get one of those long desk things. Set up in the living room together."

		"You work in an office."

		"Yeah but on my days off, I mean. We could do our own things but like." She gestured between them. "Together. In the same room."

		We could be together in the same room. We could exist in the same air. Lindsey took a sip of tea that was still too hot and felt it burn the roof of her mouth.

		"Sure. We could look into it."

		"Yay." Claire bumped her hip against Lindsey's. Stayed close after. "What do you want for tea tonight? I was thinking stir fry. Or that noodle thing."

		"Either's good."

		"You always say either's good. Pick one, you menace."

		"Noodles."

		"Noodles it is." Claire reached over and tucked a strand of Lindsey's hair back behind her ear. Her fingertips grazed the curve of Lindsey's ear and Lindsey's spine went straight and hot. Claire did not notice. Claire never noticed. Claire touched her like this all the time, the way you touch a sister, a friend, a piece of furniture you're fond of and pass every day without thinking. "You're looking all frazzled, babe. You okay?"

		Lindsey looked at her. At Claire. At the woman she'd lived with for four years and loved for four years and said nothing to for four years. Standing in their kitchen, smelling of rain and sweat and the coconut shampoo they shared, the one that sat in the shower between them, the one Lindsey used every morning knowing Claire had used it the night before, the one that smelled like Claire's hair on the pillow on the nights they fell asleep on the sofa and Lindsey could pretend, just for the span of a breath, that this was real.

		"I'm fine." The smile came easy. It always did. Thirty-two years of practice. "Just tired."

		"You work too hard." Claire said this with complete confidence, as though she knew the contents of Lindsey's days, when the truth was that Lindsey had accomplished almost nothing today except stare at cell D14 and think about her flatmate in running tights. "Right. I'm going to shower and then I'm making those noodles and you're going to sit on the sofa with me and watch something trashy and drink wine. Okay? Non-negotiable."

		"Okay."

		"Good." Claire kissed her on the cheek. Quick. Warm. A peck of lips against skin that lasted perhaps half a second and left a mark that Lindsey would feel for the rest of the evening. "Love you, flatmate."

		She padded out of the kitchen. Lindsey heard her bedroom door open and close. Music, muffled, from the other side. Claire changing out of her running gear.

		Lindsey stood at the kitchen counter with both hands wrapped around her mug. The tea was the right temperature now. She did not drink it. She stood very still and breathed, slowly, in and out, and let the shaking settle in her hands before it could reach her face.

		The dimple. She hadn't mentioned the dimple. It appeared on Claire's left cheek when she smiled wide enough, which was most of the time, because Claire smiled at everything. At Lindsey. At the cat that visited their back step. At the flowers in the jug every other Friday. A dimple that existed in exactly one place on one face in the entire world and that Lindsey could draw from memory in the dark.

		The floral tattoo. She hadn't mentioned that either. A climbing vine of wild roses that started just above Claire's right knee and spiralled up the outside of her thigh and disappeared under whatever she was wearing. Shorts. Skirts. Leggings, where it pressed against the fabric like a secret. Lindsey had seen bits of it, in four years of shared living, in the casual undress of a two-bed flat with one bathroom. Claire in towels. Claire in pants and a t-shirt on hot nights. Claire stretching on the living room floor before a run, shorts riding up, the petals edging into view like an invitation Lindsey could not accept.

		She knew Claire's coffee order. Oat flat white, one sugar. She knew Claire's cycle, synced to Lindsey's now, two years of cohabitation aligning their bodies without their permission. She knew Claire's dad was called Bill and lived in Harrogate and drove a silver Ford and called Claire petal on the phone. She knew Claire's boss was a woman named Samira who Claire either loved or hated depending on the day. She knew the names of Claire's exes. Danny. The first one. University. Liam, who she'd lived with for two years and who'd cried when she moved out. Ollie, the rebound who lasted three months. James, the most recent before the climbing guy, who'd been nice but boring and had a weird thing about her spending time with Lindsey, which had been the beginning of his end.

		She knew what song Claire sang in the shower. Dreams by Fleetwood Mac. Always the same one. She knew because she heard it through the wall, most mornings, the thin partition between their bathroom and Lindsey's bedroom carrying the melody like a gift Lindsey had never asked for and could not stop receiving.

		She had built something in her head. A whole architecture. A cathedral of accumulated detail, every conversation stored and sorted, every accidental touch catalogued, every babe and gorgeous and love you filed away in the private taxonomy of wanting. She knew this was not healthy. She knew this was not what normal flatmates did. She knew that if Claire could see inside her head, could read the index and the footnotes and the annotations Lindsey had written in the margins of four years of friendship, she would be frightened. Or flattered. Or both. Or she'd laugh and say babe, you absolute weirdo and hug Lindsey and not understand at all, because Claire did not live in the same building Lindsey had constructed, had never even seen the blueprints.

		From the other end of the hall, Claire's music changed. Something upbeat. The sound of drawers opening and closing. Claire picking out clothes for the evening. An evening on the sofa. Wine. Noodles. Claire's feet in her lap, probably. Claire's head on her shoulder, maybe. The casual, devastating closeness of a woman who loved Lindsey freely and completely and in every way except the one Lindsey actually needed.

		She drank her tea. It was cold again.

		She poured it down the sink and started a fresh one, and as she filled the kettle for the second time, she let herself rehearse the sentence. The one she'd been constructing for years. The one with all the scaffolding still showing.

		Claire, I need to tell you something.

		She said it in her head. Not out loud. Never out loud. She ran it through once, twice, three times, adjusting the inflection, imagining Claire's face on the other side of it. The confusion. The pity. The oh, babe that might follow, delivered with the same tenderness Claire used for everything, the tenderness that would somehow make it worse.

		The kettle clicked. Lindsey poured. Added milk. Wrapped her hands around the warmth.

		Not today. Not tonight. But soon. It had to be soon. She could not keep standing in this kitchen rehearsing words she never spoke, buying flowers for a woman who would never know they were for her, sleeping four metres from a body she could not touch and calling it home.

		Soon. She'd say it soon.

		She carried her tea back to her bedroom and sat at her desk and opened the spreadsheet and stared at cell D14 and did not type a single thing.

		

	
		Chapter 3

		

		The wine was Lindsey's fault. She'd opened the bottle while Claire was draining the noodles, just to have something in her hands, just to be doing something other than watching Claire move around their tiny kitchen in an oversized Leeds University sweatshirt and shorts that barely cleared her arse, the tattoo vine visible in its full glory from knee to the hem's edge.

		Now they were on the sofa. Three glasses in, possibly four. The bottle was on the coffee table with about two inches left, glowing golden in the light from the fairy lights. Claire had strung those up two Christmases ago and never taken them down. They looped along the picture rail of their living room, warm white, casting everything in a soft amber glow that made the flat look nicer than it was. Made everything look nicer than it was.

		On the television, something played. A dating show, one of the new ones. Neither of them was watching it. The volume was low enough that the voices from the screen blurred into ambient noise, a murmur of laughter and dramatic music underneath the real conversation, which was Claire talking about Samira's latest office crime and Lindsey half-listening, half-cataloguing.

		Claire's feet were in her lap.

		This was not new. This happened twice a week, three times. Claire would settle into the left corner of the velvet sofa, the corner that sagged, and draw her knees up, and then her legs would drift sideways, and Lindsey's lap was there, and Claire's feet would land, and that would be it. An hour. Two. The warm weight of Claire's heels on her thighs, the small involuntary flex of her toes when she laughed at something, the smooth skin of her ankles where Lindsey's hand rested. Because her hand always ended up resting there. On Claire's ankle. Her thumb against the bone. A touch so familiar it had stopped registering for Claire years ago and had never stopped registering for Lindsey. Not once.

		Tonight Lindsey's thumb traced a slow circle on the thin skin above Claire's ankle bone. Claire didn't notice. She was talking about work, about how Samira had scheduled a four o'clock meeting on a Friday and how the entire team had mutinied.

		"And Priya literally just stood up and said, 'I have a train at half four, Sam, this could have been an email.' Just like that. To her face. I thought I was going to die."

		"What did Samira do?"

		"Went bright red. Cancelled the meeting." Claire threw her head back and laughed, and the movement shifted her whole body on the sofa, and her sweatshirt rode up.

		Lindsey's eyes dropped. She couldn't help it. They fell like stones.

		A line of ink she hadn't seen before. Low. Very low. Across Claire's left hip, just above the waistband of her shorts. Dark, delicate, some kind of script. Lindsey couldn't read it from this angle, couldn't make out the words, but she could see the curl of letters against pale skin, disappearing under the elastic.

		She took a sip of wine. The glass was nearly empty but she tipped it back anyway, using the motion to cover whatever her face was doing. When she lowered the glass, Claire's sweatshirt had fallen back into place. The ink was hidden again.

		New. That was new. Or Lindsey had missed it, which seemed impossible, given the catalogue she maintained, but Claire wore high-waisted things, and Lindsey wasn't often at the right angle, and there it was. Another thing. Another stored image. Another brick in the architecture that would one day collapse under its own weight and kill her.

		"You okay?" Claire poked her with a toe. "You've gone quiet."

		"Listening."

		"You always go quiet when you've had wine."

		"I'm listening to you, Claire."

		"Listening to me bore you to death about work."

		"I'm not bored."

		Claire stretched, full-bodied, arms above her head, spine curving against the cushions. The sweatshirt rode up again. This time Lindsey forced her eyes to the television screen. A man in a tight shirt was saying something about his type on paper.

		"Come here." Claire patted the cushion beside her. "You're all the way over there."

		Lindsey was two feet away. This was not all the way over there. But she shuffled closer, because Claire wanted her closer, and what Claire wanted, Lindsey gave. She always gave. Her thumb found Claire's ankle again. Claire made a small satisfied sound and curled further into the corner, her body turning toward Lindsey's, knees now resting against Lindsey's hip.

		"I love this," Claire said.

		"What?"

		"This. Us. Thursday nights. Wine and telly and not having to be anywhere." She reached out and hooked her little finger around Lindsey's on the sofa arm. A tiny, casual connection. Pinkies linked. "You're my favourite person, you know that?"

		Lindsey's chest went tight. "You're drunk."

		"I'm tipsy. And you're my favourite person. Both can be true."

		The pinkies stayed linked. Three seconds. Five. Then Claire shifted to reach for her wine and the connection broke and Lindsey could breathe again.

		On the television, a woman in a gold dress was explaining that she'd never been in love. The camera held on her face while she said it.

		"Oh. Guess what." Claire tucked her feet more firmly into Lindsey's lap, her toes warm against Lindsey's thigh. "I didn't tell you. There's this guy at the climbing gym."

		Lindsey's stomach fell. Three floors. Through the sofa. Through the boards.

		"A guy."

		"He's called Robbie. He's been, like, not subtle." Claire rolled her eyes, but she was smiling. The dimple. "Asked me to spot him three times this week and he definitely doesn't need a spot. He's massive."

		"Right."

		"I might go for a drink with him. Haven't decided." Claire shrugged. "Could be nice. It's been ages since I went on a proper date."

		Five months, Lindsey thought. Five months since James. I know the exact number because I counted the days and each one felt like a reprieve.

		"You should go," Lindsey heard herself say. Her voice sounded right. It always sounded right. The very pleasant voice. The accommodating voice. The voice that said go, have fun, you deserve it while the rest of her screamed in a frequency only dogs could hear. "If he seems nice."

		"Yeah?"

		"Yeah. Why not."

		"I'll think about it." Claire smiled at her. Warm. Easy. The smile of a woman who had no idea what she'd just done. "What about you? When are we getting you out there? It's been, what, how long since Adam?"

		"Five years."

		"Five years, Linds. That's criminal. You're gorgeous. You could have anyone."

		I don't want anyone. I want you. I've only wanted you for four years. The year before that I was still learning your name.

		"I'm not really looking," Lindsey said.

		"You're never really looking. That's the problem." Claire squeezed her ankle with a warm hand. "We need to find you someone. Someone who deserves you."

		Lindsey finished her wine. Set the glass on the table. Let the conversation drift somewhere else. Let Claire talk about the climbing gym, about Robbie, about his shoulders, about the route she was projecting and almost had clean. Nodded. Smiled. Said the right things.

		Inside, something old and familiar settled over her. The particular flavour of resignation she'd been swallowing since she was eleven years old.

		Eleven. A sleepover at Katie Hartwell's house. Sleeping bags on the bedroom floor. Late enough that everyone else had fallen asleep. Lindsey awake, because Lindsey was always awake, because even then she'd had the insomniac's curse of a brain that would not stop tallying its own observations. Katie's older sister Lauren had come in to get something from the wardrobe. Fourteen, maybe fifteen, in a vest top and pyjama shorts, backlit by the landing light, and Lindsey had watched her reach up to the top shelf and seen the stretch of her body and the curve of her waist and felt something turn over in her chest. A key in a lock she hadn't known was there. A door that had opened and never closed again.

		She had not told anyone. Not then. Not for years. Not until Adam left and the empty space he'd occupied filled immediately and completely with the realisation that she'd never wanted him the way she wanted women. The way she wanted Claire. Had always wanted Claire, from the first viewing of this flat, when they'd both turned up at the same time and the letting agent had shown them round together and Claire had leaned against the kitchen counter and said well, this could work and looked at Lindsey with that grin and that tooth and Lindsey had known, with the devastating clarity of someone who has been doing this their whole life, that she was fucked.

		"Babe." Claire's voice. Close. "Earth to Lindsey."

		"Sorry. What?"

		"I said do you want the last of the bottle."

		"Go on then."

		Claire poured. Half a glass each. Settled back. Her head found Lindsey's shoulder, the way it often did by the end of an evening. The weight of her skull against the joint. Dark hair spilling across Lindsey's t-shirt. Warm.

		"I should go to bed," Claire murmured. She did not move.

		"Mm."

		"Should."

		"Mm."

		"Five more minutes."

		The television flickered. Outside, the rain had stopped. The flat was quiet except for the low voices from the screen and Claire's breathing against her shoulder, slowing, evening out. Not asleep. Nearly.

		Lindsey sat very still. She breathed through her mouth because Claire's hair was against her nose and it smelled of their shared shampoo and she could not withstand that and keep her composure simultaneously. Her hand rested on Claire's knee, where it had migrated in the last few minutes without conscious instruction. Claire's skin was warm. Soft. The fine hairs on her thigh caught the light.

		She likes me. She doesn't. She does. She calls me gorgeous. She calls everyone gorgeous. She linked pinkies with me. She does that with everyone. She's leaning on me. She'd lean on a lamp post if it was nearby. She said favourite person. Favourite. Person.

		The argument ran its loop. It had been running its loop for four years. Both sides had the same evidence. Both sides had the same conclusion, which was: Lindsey would never know, because Lindsey would never ask.

		"Right." Claire lifted her head. Blinked. "Bed. For real."

		"Okay."

		Claire unfolded herself from the sofa, all warm limbs and sleepy eyes and the sweatshirt falling off one shoulder. She stood. Stretched. Looked down at Lindsey still sitting there and smiled.

		"Night, darling."

		"Night."

		Claire bent down and kissed the top of her head. Lips in her hair. Gone before Lindsey could even register the warmth.

		She padded out of the living room. Down the hall. Lindsey heard her bedroom door close. The creak of the bed. Then silence.

		Lindsey sat on the sofa in the dark. The fairy lights were still on. The television had gone to standby. Claire's wine glass sat on the coffee table with a dark crescent of red still clinging to the inside, and Lindsey looked at it and thought about putting her mouth where Claire's mouth had been and knew she had lost her mind.

		She turned off the fairy lights. Went to the bathroom. Brushed her teeth. Washed her face. Looked at herself in the mirror above the sink, wet-faced, pink-eyed, pathetic.

		She said favourite person.

		She tells everyone they're her favourite.

		She kissed my head.

		She kisses everyone. She'd kiss the postman if he stood still long enough.

		Lindsey got into bed. Stared at the ceiling. Listened. Claire shifting on the other side of the wall. A cough. Silence. Then, after a while, the soft rhythmic sound of Claire's breathing evening into sleep.

		Four metres.

		Lindsey lay awake until the sky through her curtains went from black to navy to the first pale suggestion of grey. The whole night, running the numbers. Coming up with the same answer she always came up with.

		She likes me. She'll never like me. She touched my knee. She'll never touch me. She said darling. She calls everyone darling.

		At five she fell asleep. At seven her alarm went off and she got up and made tea and started her day as though nothing had happened, because nothing had. That was the whole point. Nothing ever happened. Nothing ever would.

		

	
		Chapter 4

		

		Sunday. Lindsey sat on her bed with her back against the headboard and her phone warm against her cheek and Becca's voice filling the silence of her bedroom with the particular kind of energy that only Becca could produce.

		"So he asked her to spot him."

		"Three times."

		"In one session."

		"Apparently."

		"And you said you should go for it."

		"What was I supposed to say?"

		"Literally anything else, Lindsey. Literally anything other than encouraging the woman you're in love with to date a man called Robbie who climbs walls for fun."

		Lindsey pulled at a loose thread on her duvet cover. "She's allowed to date people."

		"Course she is. And you're allowed to tell her how you feel before she dates someone who isn't you."

		"Becca."

		"Don't Becca me." There was the sound of something being wiped. A small voice in the background, indistinct. Then Becca again, slightly muffled. "Noah. Noah, put the cat down. Put him DOWN. Thank you." Then back, clear. "Sorry. Where was I."

		"Telling me I'm pathetic."

		"I'm not telling you you're pathetic. I'm telling you you're scared." A pause. "Which, by the way, you're allowed to be. But it's been four years."

		"I know how long it's been."

		"Four years of buying flowers and rehearsing sentences and listening to her through a wall. That's not living with someone, Linds. That's haunting them."

		Lindsey laughed despite herself. It came out thin. "Cheers."

		"You know what I mean." Becca's voice softened. "I'm not trying to be harsh. But I've been listening to you talk about this woman since 2020 and nothing has changed. Not one single thing. And it won't change, because you won't let it."

		"What if she says no."

		"Then she says no and you cry about it for a month and eventually you're okay."

		"What if she's straight."

		"Then she's straight and you find out and stop torturing yourself."

		"What if she's not straight but just doesn't." Lindsey swallowed. "Doesn't want me. Specifically."

		The line was quiet for a moment. In the background, the sounds of Becca's house. The low hum of something electrical. A child's laugh, distant.

		"Then at least you know," Becca said. "Then at least you can grieve it properly instead of living in this weird half-life where you're not her girlfriend and you're not moving on and you're not doing anything except waiting."

		"I'm not waiting."

		"What are you doing then?"

		Lindsey didn't answer. She could hear Claire in the kitchen. The clatter of plates. The radio.

		"You do this," Becca said. Gentle now. Careful. "You did it with Adam. You did it with that bloke at uni, what was his name. Tyler. You wait. You don't ask. You let things happen to you. And then when they don't happen the way you wanted, you act surprised, but you're not surprised, because you never actually tried. You never actually put yourself in a position where someone could say yes, because that also means they could say no, and you can't stand it. You'd rather have the question forever than risk getting the wrong answer."

		"That's not fair."

		"I know it's not. But is it wrong?"

		Lindsey pulled the thread harder. It unravelled another centimetre. The duvet cover was going to have a hole.

		"I just." She closed her eyes. "Where would I go. If she said no. This is my flat. This is my home. We have a shared Tesco order, Becca. We split the council tax. I can't just."

		"You can't just keep living four feet from a woman you're in love with and never telling her. That's the bit you can't do. The bit you're doing right now." A breath. "Look. I'm not saying it's easy. I'm saying you deserve to know. And she deserves to know. And whatever happens after that, at least it'll be real."

		Lindsey pressed the heel of her hand against her eye. Her throat was tight.

		"I'll tell her," she said. Quiet. "I will. Soon."

		"When."

		"I don't know. Next time it feels right. Next time we're." She trailed off. Next time they were alone. They were always alone. They lived together.

		"You're going to tell me that again in three months," Becca said. "And again in six months. And again at Christmas. And I'll still be here, and I'll still love you, and I'll still think you're the bravest and the stupidest person I know. But God, Lindsey, I want more for you than this. I want you to have a thing that's yours. Not a fantasy. Not a maybe. An actual thing."

		"I know."

		"You're allowed to want things." Becca's voice cracked, just slightly. "You've always been allowed. I don't know who told you you weren't, but they were wrong. You're allowed to walk into your own kitchen and say I love you to the person you love. You're allowed, Linds."

		Lindsey sat with that for a long time. The thread from her duvet cover was wrapped around her index finger, tight enough to turn the tip white.

		"What if I lose her?"

		"You don't have her," Becca said. Not cruel. Just true.

		They sat in silence for a moment. Then Becca said, "Right. I have to go. Noah's eaten something off the floor and I need to work out what it was. Call me when you've told her. Call me even if you haven't. I love you."

		"Love you too."

		"And Linds?"

		"Yeah?"

		"You're not hiding behind her. You're hiding behind yourself. The version of you that smiles and says it's fine. Ditch her. She's boring."

		Lindsey laughed. Properly this time. "Alright."

		"Alright. Talk soon."

		The line went dead. Lindsey sat on her bed and listened to the silence fill back in. Claire was still in the kitchen. She could hear the tap running. A cupboard closing. Then footsteps in the hall. Claire's bedroom door opening and shutting.

		Her phone lit up.

		babe come watch this clip omggg xx

		From Claire. Sent seven seconds ago. From the other end of the flat, where she was probably sitting on her bed, phone in hand, thinking of Lindsey, wanting Lindsey near her, the way she always wanted Lindsey near her, the way she always would, the way it would never, ever be enough.

		Lindsey typed coming xx and hit send before she'd finished reading the message.

		She swung her legs off the bed. Stood up. Checked her face in the mirror. Normal. Fine. Very pleasant.

		She walked down the hall and knocked on Claire's bedroom door, and when Claire called come in! Lindsey opened it and went in and sat on the edge of Claire's bed and watched whatever stupid clip Claire wanted to show her, and laughed in all the right places, and did not say anything.

		Not today. But soon.

		

	
		Chapter 5

		

		Monday.

		Lindsey woke to the alarm at half six. Too early. She'd set it the night before because of the ten o'clock video call, because she wanted to wash her hair and actually put something on her face that wasn't yesterday's leftover moisturiser and the faint suggestion of concealer. She wanted to look like a person who functioned. Who had slept.

		She had not slept well.

		Her bedroom was still dim, the curtains letting in a thin grey line of predawn. She lay for a moment, staring at the ceiling, running through the day in her head. Shower. Tea. Spreadsheet. Call. Lunch. More spreadsheet. An evening that would inevitably involve Claire.

		She pushed the duvet back. Swung her feet to the floor. Found her slippers by touch. Pulled a hoodie over her pyjama vest because the flat was cold in the mornings, the heating on a timer that never quite aligned with when anyone was actually awake.

		The hallway was dark. Both bedroom doors closed. She padded toward the bathroom.

		The door was not shut.

		Not open, either. Pushed to. The edge of it resting against the frame without latching, a gap of perhaps two inches where the lock hadn't caught. A sliver of warm air drifting out, steam-laced. The sound of water running. The extractor fan going, that rattle it made that they'd asked the landlord about twice and never followed up on.

		Claire was in there. Already up. Already showering.

		Lindsey's hand found the doorknob. She'd been about to push it open, the way she would on any other morning, because they shared a bathroom and sometimes you needed to pee while the other one was in the shower and they had a standing agreement about it. Just don't look, just be quick, it's fine, we're adults.

		Her hand stayed on the knob. She did not push.

		Through the gap, she could see. The bathroom was narrow. Toilet on the left, sink ahead, the shower on the right, enclosed in a glass screen that had been clear once and was now permanently fogged from limescale and steam. But not opaque. Not fully. Not in this light, with the overhead bulb on and the steam still building.

		Claire was a shape behind the glass. Lindsey could make out the lines of her. The arch of her arms as she reached up to work shampoo through her hair. The long curve of her spine. The swell of her hips.

		She should go back to her bedroom. She was standing in her own hallway in her slippers and her too-big hoodie, one hand on a doorknob she had not pushed, looking through a gap she had not intended to find, at a body she had no right to see.

		She did not go back to her bedroom.

		The glass screen ran from wall to wall but it was only half-height. Above it, steam curled and dispersed, and through the lower half Lindsey could see, with a clarity that felt surgical, the slice of Claire's body that the screen revealed. The dip between her shoulder blades. The narrowing at her waist. Below that, the full curve of her right arsecheek, round and smooth, water streaming down it in rivulets that caught the bathroom light. The tattoo, wet, vivid, the roses climbing her outer thigh.

		Lindsey's breath went thin.

		Claire turned slightly under the spray. Her face tipped up, eyes closed, mouth parted. Water ran down her jaw, her throat, her collarbones. Her hands moved through her hair, fingers spreading the shampoo, suds sliding down her arms. The movement lifted her breasts and Lindsey could see, through the glass, the side profile of one. Full. Heavy. The dark shadow of a nipple against the steamed panel.

		She should go. She should go right now. Back to her bedroom. Close the door. Pretend this didn't happen.

		She shifted her weight. The floorboard under her left foot groaned, barely audible over the water. Claire didn't react. Kept her face tipped up. Kept her eyes closed. The extractor fan covered everything.

		Another minute. That was all. One more minute and then she'd leave and this would never have happened and she would never think about it again.

		Claire rinsed. Turned fully, facing the shower head now, her back to the glass screen, and Lindsey had the full view. The whole length of her from behind. The wet tangle of dark hair down her back. The indent of her spine running like a river between the muscles of her shoulders. The generous width of her hips. Both arsecheeks, glistening, the water running in the crease between them. Her legs, long and strong from the running, the climbing, planted wide in the shower tray.

		Lindsey's thighs pressed together. She was wearing thin cotton shorts under the hoodie and she could feel herself. The heat. The pulse. The unmistakable wet gathering that she could not deny or rationalise or talk herself out of.

		Claire turned again. Quarter turn. Facing the side wall now, in profile, and Lindsey saw her properly. The breast in full, round and sitting naturally, the nipple peaked from the water temperature. The soft curve of her belly. The dark ink script across her hip that Lindsey had seen on the sofa and now saw in full, letters she still couldn't read from this distance. The dark patch of hair between her thighs, trimmed short, water running through it.

		Seven minutes. It had been seven minutes. Lindsey was counting. She was standing in her hallway with her hand on a doorknob, watching her flatmate shower through a two-inch gap, and it had been seven minutes, and she was so wet her shorts were clinging to her.

		Claire reached for the tap. Turned it. The water cut off. The sudden silence was deafening. Just the drip of the shower head. The rattle of the extractor fan. Lindsey's breathing, too loud in the hallway, and she stepped back. Fast. Bare feet on carpet. Silent. She retreated three steps, four, and then she was at her own bedroom door, and she opened it and slid through and closed it behind her and stood with her back against it, hands shaking.

		Her chest rose and fell. Rapid. Uncontrolled.

		From the bathroom, sounds. The shower screen sliding open. Claire stepping out. The towel rail creaking. A small hum. Dreams. Of course. Stevie Nicks through the wall, in Claire's off-key voice, casual and unbothered, a woman who had no idea she'd just been watched for seven minutes by her flatmate.

		Lindsey's hands trembled at her sides. She pressed them flat against the door behind her. Willed them still.

		She crossed to her bed. Sat on the edge. Her whole body was tight. Strung. The heat between her thighs was insistent, the ache of it deep and real and completely undeniable. She sat for ten seconds. Fifteen. Told herself she was a grown woman. Told herself she was not going to do this.

		She lay back.

		Her hand went down. Under the waistband of her shorts. Under the cotton of her knickers. And she found herself slick. Obscenely so. Her fingers slid the first time she touched, no friction, just wet heat and the swollen ridge of her clit already hard under her fingertip.

		She bit down on her lower lip. Through the wall, Claire was still humming. Still in the bathroom. Still drying herself off. Still naked.

		Lindsey pressed two fingers flat against her clit and began to rub. Tight circles. Fast. Not building up. No patience for building up. She was already so close it was embarrassing. Seven minutes of watching Claire's body behind glass and she was going to cum in thirty seconds like a teenager, on her own bed, in the grey morning light, while Claire sang Fleetwood Mac four metres away.

		She turned her face into her pillow. Mouth open against the fabric. Eyes squeezed shut. Behind her eyelids, Claire's back. Claire's arse. Claire's tits. The water running down her stomach. The dark hair between her legs. The way she'd tipped her face up to the spray with her lips parted.

		Lindsey's fingers worked faster. Her hips rocked up off the mattress, a small involuntary buck, the bedframe creaking once. She stilled. Went rigid. Listened.

		The humming continued. Unbroken.

		She pressed harder. Her fingers slipped and she adjusted, found the angle, the pressure, the spot that made her stomach clench. Her other hand fisted in the duvet. Her breathing was ragged against the pillowcase, small broken sounds she couldn't control, muffled by the fabric.

		She thought about Claire's mouth under the water. She thought about kneeling behind her in that shower. Pressing her mouth to the base of Claire's spine. Running her tongue up the groove of her back. Taking that full arsecheek in one hand. Spreading her. Hearing Claire moan in a way that had nothing to do with shampoo or hot water.

		Her orgasm gathered like a fist. She rubbed harder, faster, the heel of her palm grinding against herself, her clit swollen and slippery and aching, her cunt clenching on nothing, empty, wanting, needing something inside her that she wouldn't give herself because if she moved her hand to push fingers in she'd lose the rhythm on her clit and she needed to cum NOW.

		She came.

		Hard. Sudden. Her whole body locked, spine arching off the mattress, thighs clamped around her own wrist, a sound that was mostly air punched out of her and caught by the pillow. The orgasm pulsed through her in waves, one, two, three, four, each contraction tighter than the last, her fingers still pressed against herself, riding it, drawing it out, her mind full of nothing but Claire's body and Claire's voice and Claire's hands in her own hair and the water on her skin.

		When it finished, she lay boneless. Panting. Her hand still trapped between her thighs, sticky and wet, her shorts shoved halfway down. The pillow damp where she'd bitten it.

		From the bathroom, the sound of the door opening.

		"Bathroom's free, babe!" Claire's voice, bright and clear, carrying down the hall.

		Lindsey lay on her back and stared at the ceiling and felt the shame wash in like a tide. Hot. Total. The particular flavour of self-disgust that came with having just gotten yourself off to someone who trusted you. Someone who left the door unlocked because they lived with you and felt safe with you and had no reason not to.

		Her eyes burned. Not tears. Just the heat of it. The unbearable, stupid heat of wanting someone this much and having it turn into something she wasn't sure she could forgive herself for.

		She pulled her hand out of her shorts. Wiped it on the duvet. Rolled onto her side. Drew her knees up.

		Through the wall, Claire's bedroom door opened and closed. Drawers. Hangers. Getting dressed for work. A normal Monday.

		Lindsey lay curled on her mattress and let the shame settle, and underneath the shame, very small, very clear, a thought she could not argue with.

		I cannot keep doing this.

		

	
		Chapter 6

		

		The kitchen was too small. It had always been too small. Two people could not stand in it without touching. That was a fact of architecture. The galley layout. The narrow counter. The table pushed against the far wall that seated two if you didn't mind your chair being pressed against the radiator.

		Lindsey sat at that table. Her back against the warm metal. A mug of tea she had made with precise mechanical focus. Teabag. Water. Milk. Squeeze. Bin. Done. Easy. Normal. She could do normal things. She was a normal woman sitting at a normal table drinking normal tea.

		Claire was at the counter, back to her, spooning Weetabix into a bowl. She wore a yellow jumper with a wide neck that slipped off one shoulder. Her hair was still damp at the ends, darker where the water clung. She'd twisted it into a clip. One strand had escaped and hung against her neck.

		That neck. Lindsey had looked at that neck for seven minutes this morning from a hallway she should not have been standing in. She'd imagined her mouth on it. She'd cum imagining her mouth on it.

		She lifted her tea. Drank. The ceramic clinked against her teeth.

		"I'm thinking of doing a climbing session after work," Claire said, not turning around. She poured milk over the Weetabix. "You know if there's anything in the fridge for later? I cba to think about dinner."

		"There's that leftover chilli."

		"Oh amazing." Claire turned. Grinned. The dimple. The chipped tooth. The yellow jumper catching the grey light from the kitchen window and somehow making her look golden. "You're the best."

		"I just put it in the fridge, Claire."

		"Yeah and it's there and it's going to save my life at eight tonight when I'm absolutely knackered." She slid into the chair opposite. Their knees bumped under the table. Neither of them moved. "What have you got on today?"

		"The call at ten. Then just." Lindsey gestured vaguely. "Numbers."

		"Sounds thrilling."

		"It isn't."

		"You make it sound so exciting."

		"It is. I'm breathless with anticipation."

		Claire laughed. Mouth full of Weetabix. She covered her mouth with her hand and laughed through her fingers and Lindsey looked at her and thought, forty minutes ago I made myself cum thinking about you in the shower and now you're eating cereal two feet from me and I can still feel it between my thighs.

		She took another sip of tea. Focused on the warmth of it. The weight of the mug. Solid things. Real things.

		"You're quiet this morning," Claire said.

		"Am I?"

		"Yeah. More than usual." Claire's spoon paused midway between bowl and mouth. She tilted her head. Those dark eyes. Assessing. "You alright, babe?"

		Claire, I need to tell you something.

		The sentence was right there. Sitting behind her teeth. Five words. She'd said them in her head a thousand times. In the shower. On the bus. In bed at night. In the queue at Tesco. Standing at this very counter, this very table, this very chair.

		Claire, I need to tell you something.

		"I'm fine." The words came out in her small voice. The polite one. The twelve-year-old one. The one that had been saying I'm fine since primary school, since Adam, since every moment in her life when the truth would have been inconvenient or frightening or too much. "Just tired. Slept a bit weird."

		"Aw." Claire's face softened. Sympathy. Genuine. "Bad dreams?"

		"Something like that."

		"Have some of my Weetabix. There's loads."

		"I'm okay."

		"You sure? You've not eaten anything."

		"I'll have something later."

		Claire let it go. She went back to her cereal, chatting between mouthfuls about the climbing gym, about a new route she was projecting, about something Robbie had said in the group chat and whether it counted as flirting. Lindsey listened. Nodded. Made sounds in the right places. Her body sat at the table while her mind replayed the shower in bright, damning detail. The dip of Claire's spine. The water on her skin. The sound Lindsey had made into her own pillow.

		I'm going to tell her. I'm going to tell her today. Right now. The window is open. She's sitting right there. She asked if I'm alright. I could say no. I could say actually, Claire, I need to. I have to.

		She opened her mouth.

		"Oh shit, is that the time?" Claire had looked at her phone. "Fuck. Fuck. I'm going to miss the bus." She stood. Bowl in hand. Crossed to the sink in three steps and dumped it. Grabbed her bag from the back of the chair. "Right. I'm going. I'll be back late, climbing after work. Chilli for dinner. You're the best."

		She crossed behind Lindsey's chair, and as she passed, she leaned down and pressed her mouth to the top of Lindsey's head. A kiss. A proper one, warm and firm, her lips against Lindsey's hair, her hand on Lindsey's shoulder for balance.

		"Love you, flatmate. Have a good day."

		And then she was gone. Front door opening, keys jangling, the sound of her shoes on the stairs two at a time, and the door pulling shut behind her.

		Lindsey sat at the kitchen table. Claire's bowl sat in the sink, unwashed, a ring of milk around the inside. The yellow jumper residue of her presence lingered in the kitchen like perfume.

		The top of Lindsey's head was warm. She could still feel the exact shape of Claire's mouth against her hair. The exact weight of her hand on her shoulder.

		She sat there for a long time. The tea went cold again. The radiator clicked behind her, cycling off. The flat was silent in that particular way it only ever was when Claire wasn't in it. Empty. Waiting.

		Not today. I'll tell her. Just not today.

		She carried her mug to the sink. Washed it. Washed Claire's bowl too, because she always did, because that was who she was. The one who cleaned up. The one who was pleasant. The one who held the door and never walked through it.

		She went back to her bedroom and opened the spreadsheet and stared at it and let another day begin.

		

	
		Chapter 7

		

		Claire was sitting at the kitchen table with a mirror propped against the fruit bowl. The good light came in from the window at this hour, apparently. Something about the angle.

		Lindsey stood in the doorway and watched her draw a black line along her upper lash line with the steady hand of someone who had done this ten thousand times. The liquid liner pen was poised, precise, Claire's mouth parted slightly in concentration, her eyes fixed on her own reflection.

		"Babe, perfect timing. Come here."

		Lindsey came. She leaned against the counter. Crossed her arms.

		"Which one?" Claire held up two tops. Left hand, a black thing, silky, low-cut. Right hand, a dark green thing, tighter, higher neck. Both still on hangers.

		Lindsey looked at the black one. Looked at the green one. Looked at Claire's face in the mirror, the liner perfect, the lashes dark, the skin glowing from something she'd put on it that caught the light.

		"Where are you going?"

		"Drinks with Robbie." Claire set the tops down on the table. Picked up a mascara. "I told you, didn't I? Last week. The climbing guy. He finally asked properly."

		She had told her. Lindsey remembered. She remembered everything.

		"The black one," Lindsey said.

		"Yeah?" Claire held it up against herself, the fabric draping over her chest, sheer enough that the outline of her bra showed through. "Not too much?"

		"No. It's lovely."

		"I want to look fit though. Not lovely. Lovely is what my nan says." Claire stood up and held the top against her body properly, looking down at herself. "I want to look like, you know. Like I'm up for it."

		"You look great in both."

		"Choose, Lindsey. Properly. Which one makes me look fitter."

		Lindsey looked at Claire standing there in her bra and her good jeans, bare-shouldered, waiting for an assessment, a verdict, a thing that Lindsey was uniquely unqualified to give because she thought Claire looked devastating in a bin bag and always had.

		"The black one," she said again. "It's sexier."

		"Sexy." Claire grinned. "Sold."

		She pulled it on over her head, right there in the kitchen. The fabric settled over her body, liquid and dark, the neckline falling open to show the line between her breasts, the material skimming her waist, her hips. She turned, slowly, arms slightly out.

		"Well?"

		"You look amazing."

		"Do I look like someone a man should be grateful to go on a date with?"

		You look like someone I want to push against this counter and kiss until neither of us can breathe. You look like someone I've been in love with for four years and seven months. You look like the reason I haven't been on a date in half a decade.

		"Absolutely."

		"Brilliant." Claire turned back to the mirror. Picked up a perfume. Spritzed her wrists, her neck. The kitchen filled with it. Something warm, slightly spicy, not her everyday scent. Her date scent.

		Lindsey watched her. The particular concentration of a woman getting ready for someone else. The way she checked her teeth in the mirror. The way she ran her fingers through her hair one more time, adjusting the wave. The black jeans that clung to her arse and her thighs. The small gold hoops she only wore on nights out.

		"Right." Claire straightened up. Shoved the makeup into her bag. Checked her phone. "He's meeting me at that place on Call Lane. The one with the good gin."

		"I know it."

		"Wish me luck?"

		"Good luck."

		"If he's boring I'm faking an emergency and coming home to you."

		"Fine."

		"And if he's fit I'm not coming home at all."

		She said it laughing. Said it the way you say things to your flatmate, your friend, the woman you live with and tell everything to. She said it with a wink and a shimmy of her shoulders and Lindsey's stomach turned over.

		"Have fun," Lindsey said. Her voice worked. It always worked.

		"Love you, babe." Claire grabbed her jacket. Kissed Lindsey on the cheek, quick, perfume cloud. And left.

		The front door closed. Lindsey stood in the kitchen and listened to Claire's footsteps on the stairs. Then the main door. Then nothing. Just the flat. Just herself.

		She looked at the kitchen table. Claire's mirror was still propped against the fruit bowl. A tissue with lip blot on it. A stray eyelash on the surface. The green top, rejected, still on its hanger over the back of a chair.

		Lindsey picked up the tissue. Looked at the lip mark. Pink, slightly off-centre where Claire had pressed and released. She held it for longer than was reasonable. Then dropped it in the bin.

		She filled the kettle. Turned it on. Stood at the counter and waited for it to boil and thought about Claire on Call Lane. Claire in that black top. Claire with her perfume on and her lashes dark and her body in those jeans, leaning across a bar toward a man Lindsey had never met and never wanted to meet.

		The kettle boiled. She didn't make tea. She stood there looking at the steam and didn't move.

		After a while she put pasta on. Water in the big saucepan. Salt. Lid on. She moved through the kitchen mechanically, the way she'd moved through decades of domestic tasks, the way she made things for one. One portion of spaghetti, snapped in half. A jar of sauce she'd bought on offer at Tesco. Grated cheese from the block in the fridge.

		She ate standing at the counter. Fork in hand. The radio on for the noise. Some comedy panel show she wasn't listening to. The flat was very quiet underneath it. The particular silence of a home with one person in it when it was built for two.

		On the fridge, held by a magnet that said Leeds in yellow letters, two photos. One of Lindsey with her sisters at her niece's christening two years ago. She was in the middle, arms around both of them, smiling, looking smaller than them somehow even though she was the same height. The other photo was Claire's. A cat. Ginger tabby, massive, sitting on a garden wall. Claire had been nine when she'd taken it. Her first cat. Marmalade. Dead now. But the photo stayed on the fridge, because Claire had put it there the day she moved in and never taken it down.

		Lindsey looked at the two photos side by side. Her family. Claire's cat. Magnetted together on a fridge in a flat they shared and didn't share and had made into something that was, somehow, the most real thing in either of their lives.

		She put her plate in the sink. Did not wash it. Did not wash Claire's bowl from this morning, still there, still unwashed, because Lindsey had left it for once, had told herself she did not have to always be the one who cleaned up.

		She turned off the radio.

		The flat pressed in. Quiet. Still. All the sounds she usually heard. Claire's music from her room. Claire's feet in the hall. Claire's voice, calling her babe, asking her things, filling the space. None of it. Just the fridge humming. The pipes ticking.

		She sat on the sofa. The velvet. The sagging left side that was Claire's side. She sat on it. Pulled her knees up. Pressed her face into the cushion where Claire always sat and breathed in and found nothing there, just the faint staleness of fabric, and felt stupid for trying.

		The tears came without warning. Not the polite kind. Not the single-tear-rolling-down-the-cheek kind. The ugly kind. The kind that contorted her face and made her gasp and dripped off her chin. She sat on the sofa in the dark with her face in her hands and cried in hard, wet, gulping sobs that shook her whole body. Snot and tears and the sound of herself that she would have been mortified for anyone to hear.

		Not just about Claire. About everything. About the shape of her life at thirty-two. About the years she'd wasted being pleasant. About Adam. About the way she'd sat in this flat for four years and called it love when what it actually was, was fear. About Becca, who was right. Who was always right. Who had told her she was hiding and Lindsey had said I know and done nothing about it because that was what she did. That was all she did.

		She cried until her head ached. Until her eyes were swollen and her chest hurt and the cushion under her face was wet. Then she sat up. Wiped her face with the back of her hand. Looked around the flat. At the fairy lights, off. At the wine stain on the sofa arm. At Claire's running shoes by the front door. At the jug on the kitchen counter, empty now, the flowers from last Friday already dead and thrown out. At the life she'd built around a woman who didn't know she was loved.

		She picked up her phone. Opened Becca's chat.

		I think I have to move out.

		Sent. Eleven thirty-two PM on a Friday night.

		Three dots appeared immediately. Becca, awake with the baby probably.

		What do you mean? Whats happened? Are you ok? xx

		Lindsey stared at the message. Started typing. Deleted it. Started again. Deleted again.

		She locked the phone. Put it face down on the sofa.

		She wasn't going to explain. Not tonight. She didn't have the words for it yet, and even if she did, she didn't have the energy. She was hollowed out. Empty.

		She went to bed. Eight thirty on a Friday. She lay in the dark with her eyes open and her body exhausted and listened. For the door. For the key. For Claire coming home.

		The flat stayed silent. Nine. Ten. Eleven. Midnight passed. One. Lindsey watched the numbers change on her phone. Each hour a small permission she hadn't given. Each hour Claire with someone else. Someone with hands and a body and an interest in Claire that wasn't hidden, wasn't secret, wasn't pathetic.

		At ten to three, a key in the lock.

		Lindsey held still. Eyes closed. Breathing steady. Playing sleep.

		The door opened. Closed. Softly. Claire's shoes being toed off. Her bag set down. Footsteps, quiet. Down the hall. Past Lindsey's door. Her own door opening.

		Alone. She was alone. The footsteps were solo. No second voice. No low masculine murmur. Just Claire, back from wherever she'd been, coming home at three in the morning, alone.

		Lindsey released a breath she hadn't known she was holding. Rolled onto her side. Pressed her face into the pillow.

		She slept, finally. At four. With the knowledge that Claire was home and alone and twenty feet away, and that this was the most she was allowed to have, and that she could not keep living on it.

		

	
		Chapter 8

		

		Two weeks. Fourteen days. Lindsey counted them the way prisoners scratched marks on walls.

		It started small. She began eating dinner at her desk on Monday. Just the once, just because she had work to finish, she told herself, spooning cold leftover rice into her mouth at seven PM while her spreadsheet glowed on the screen and Claire's cooking sounds drifted under the door. The noodles. The ones Claire had promised. Garlic and soy sauce and the sizzle of vegetables in the wok they'd bought together at Ikea. The flat filled with it and Lindsey sat at her desk and swallowed rice that tasted of nothing and told herself she was busy.

		She went to the gym on Tuesday at lunchtime instead of Thursday evening. Claire went Thursdays. They'd overlapped before, months ago, spotted each other across the weights section, Claire waving in her shorts and tank top, sweaty and grinning and mouthing fancy seeing you here across a row of treadmills. Lindsey couldn't. Not now. Not with the shower still burned into her memory, not with the knowledge of what she'd done afterwards.

		Wednesday she closed her bedroom door at half seven. Normally it stayed open. An unspoken agreement, all four years. Doors open meant available, meant come in, meant shout through, meant the flat was a shared space and both of them moved through it freely. Lindsey's door closed meant something, and she knew Claire would notice, and she closed it anyway.

		Thursday. Friday. The next Monday. Each day a small withdrawal. A tiny theft of herself back from the shared project of their life. Dinner at her desk. Door closed. Early nights. The gym at different times. Texting back in twenty minutes instead of twenty seconds. Choosing haha instead of the three-line responses she usually wrote.

		She told herself she was doing the healthy thing. Boundaries. Distance. The things Becca would tell her a therapist would recommend, if she ever saw a therapist, which she didn't, because the waiting list was eight months and she couldn't afford private and she'd put her name down twice and never followed up either time.

		She was a thirty-two-year-old woman. Not a teenager. She was going to get over this. She was going to stop standing in hallways. Stop cataloguing. Stop building the cathedral, brick by brick, out of casual touches and borrowed shampoo and the sound of Claire singing through a wall.

		She was going to be fine.

		She ate dinner in her bedroom for the first time since she'd moved in. Sat on her bed with a plate on her knees and the smell of whatever Claire was cooking leaking in under her door. Something with garlic. Something good. Something that would have a second plate waiting on the counter for her, covered in foil, because Claire always made enough for two and Lindsey had never once in four years not been there to eat it.

		Her phone lit up. Claire's name.

		I made extra if you want some? Its thai green xx

		Lindsey typed eaten already but thank you! x and pressed send and looked at the message and hated every word of it. The exclamation mark. The hollow cheerfulness. The x, singular, when she usually sent two.

		She put the plate on her bedside table. Half the food still on it. She wasn't hungry. She hadn't been properly hungry for a week. The hollow feeling in her chest left no room for appetite.

		On Tuesday night, half ten, she downloaded a dating app. Sat in bed with it open. The setup process. Name. Age. Location. Photos. She scrolled through her camera roll looking for a picture of herself that wasn't terrible and found three, all from over a year ago, all taken by Claire. Claire's arm around her in one. Claire's laughter in the background of another, caught mid-frame, a blur of dark hair at the edge.

		She deleted the app before she finished the profile. Set her phone face-down on the bedside table. Stared at the ceiling.

		What am I doing.

		Not a question. A statement. Delivered to the dark of her own room, at an hour when Claire was in the living room watching something, probably wondering why Lindsey wasn't there.

		Wednesday evening she had a video call with her mother. Half an hour that became forty minutes, then nearly an hour, Lindsey's laptop propped on her desk, her mother's face filling the screen. The kitchen in Thirsk. The familiar wallpaper behind her. Her dad's mug on the counter. Her mother talked about the garden. About the bulbs she'd put in last autumn that were finally coming through. About the cat from two doors down that kept coming in through the cat flap. About Lindsey's sister's new job. About the village fete being moved to June instead of May.

		Lindsey listened. Let the voice fill her room. Did not tell her mother any of it. Not about Claire. Not about the move-out text she'd sent Becca and never explained. Not about the dating app. Not about the hallway, the shower, the orgasm on her own bed with her face in a pillow. She sat and nodded and said mm and oh that's nice and tell dad I said hi and her mother said are you alright, love? You look peaky and Lindsey said fine, just busy with work and her mother accepted it, because Lindsey's mother had always accepted it, because Lindsey had never given her reason not to.

		Very pleasant girl. Very quiet. Very easy. Never any trouble.

		Thursday. Second Thursday of the withdrawal. Lindsey was in her bedroom at eight, door closed, laptop open on a drama she wasn't watching, when her phone buzzed.

		Babe are you ok? Have I done something? Why are you hiding from me in my own house you weirdo x

		From Claire. In the living room. Twenty feet away.

		Lindsey read the message. Read it again. Her eyes burned. She sat on her bed with her phone in her hand and her knees drawn up and the laptop playing something with quiet dialogue she couldn't hear over the rushing in her ears.

		She should answer. She needed to answer. If she didn't answer, Claire would come to the door. Claire would knock. Claire would push the door open with that face, the concerned one, the babe what's wrong one, and Lindsey would have to look at her and the whole project would collapse.

		Just been swamped with work stuff. Sorry! Everything's fine, I'm just knackered. Bed soon xx

		Sent. The lies came so easily. They always had. A lifetime of practice. Small, neat, pleasant lies that nobody ever questioned because Lindsey Miller didn't cause problems. Lindsey Miller was fine. Lindsey Miller was tired. Lindsey Miller just needed an early night.

		Three dots. Claire typing.

		Ok well I miss your face. Come watch telly with me tomorrow? I'll make popcorn xx

		Deal xx

		She locked her phone. Held it against her chest. The screen went dark.

		She slid off the bed. Onto the floor. Her back against the frame, her knees up, her face in her hands. She cried. Quietly, this time. Not the gulping, violent sobs of Friday night on the sofa. A slow, leaking thing, tears running down her face and dripping off her jaw onto her knees, silent except for the occasional shuddering inhale she couldn't suppress.

		She cried for a long time. Until the tears ran out and her face was tight with salt and her eyes ached. Then she sat on her bedroom floor and listened to the flat. Claire's television, muffled. A laugh track. The occasional sound of Claire moving, shifting, living her life on the other side of a wall that might as well have been the width of an ocean.

		That night, in bed, in the dark, Lindsey spoke to the ceiling. Her voice barely audible. Just for herself. A promise, or a prayer, or a dare.

		"If she knocks. If she comes to my door. I'll tell her. If she just knocks. I'll say it."

		She closed her eyes. Waited for sleep. It came slowly, and badly, and in the morning she woke with a headache and the feeling of having decided something, even if she wasn't sure what.

		

	
		Chapter 9

		

		Nine days.

		Nine days of closed doors and early dinners and excuse-text replies and the slow, terrible work of trying to love someone less when they lived in the next room. Nine days of not properly looking at Claire, of arranging her gaze somewhere slightly to the left, of focusing on the fridge or the toaster or the floor whenever Claire spoke to her, because if she looked directly at her she would either kiss her or cry.

		Nine days, and then, on a Tuesday, a knock.

		Lindsey was on her bed. Half nine in the evening. Laptop open. A documentary about something she'd chosen for the narration, the calm male voice filling the silence of her room. She was in pyjamas. Old joggers, a jumper that was too warm for the flat but that she wore like armour anyway, thick socks. She had been, if she was being precise about it, staring at the same paragraph of a book for twenty minutes without reading a single word.

		The knock. Three quick taps. Claire's rhythm.

		Lindsey looked at the door. Her chest seized.

		If she knocks. I'll tell her.

		"Linds?" Muffled, through the wood. Then Claire's voice again, louder. "Can I come in, babe?"

		Lindsey looked down at herself. At the joggers with the hole in the knee. At the book she wasn't reading. At her own hands, which had started shaking the second she heard the knock.

		"Yeah." Her voice worked. Barely. "Come in."

		The door opened. Claire stood in the frame, illuminated by the hallway light behind her. Joggers. An old hoodie, faded maroon, too big for her, the sleeves covering her hands. Hair piled on top of her head in a messy bun. No makeup. Her eyes were pink.

		She was holding a bottle of wine.

		"I need you." She said it without preamble. "I really need my friend and you've been hiding from me for a fortnight and I'm sick of it and I don't know what I've done but please can you just let me sit with you for an hour because I'm having the shittest week."

		Her voice cracked on the last word. Not dramatically. Just a small fracture in the vowel that told Lindsey more than the words did.

		Lindsey moved her laptop off her legs. Made space. "Come here."

		Claire crossed the room. She didn't sit on the edge of the bed. She climbed onto it, shoes already off, and tucked herself cross-legged at the foot, facing Lindsey, the wine bottle between them like an offering or a shield. Her eyes were red-rimmed. She'd been crying. Before the knock. Before she'd come.

		"What happened?" Lindsey asked.

		"Robbie."

		"The climbing guy."

		"The climbing guy." Claire unscrewed the wine cap. Poured into the mug on Lindsey's bedside table, the one that had held tea four hours ago. Took a swig from the bottle. "He's. Yeah. Done."

		"He dumped you?"

		"Sort of. I don't know. It was." She waved the bottle. "Mutual. That thing where someone says it's mutual but actually they just stopped replying for three days and then finally texted back saying sorry been busy, I think we want different things and you know what he means is he got what he wanted and now he's bored."

		"I'm sorry."

		"Don't be sorry. He was." Claire took another drink. Her eyes landed on Lindsey's. Stayed there. "He was fine. He was nice enough. Just. God. They're all the same, Linds. Every single one."

		"They're not all the same."

		"They are though." Claire's voice went flat. "They're all exactly the same. Three dates. Bit of chat. Bit of flirting. And then." She dropped her gaze to the duvet. Picked at a loose thread with one finger. "And then it's shit. It's always shit."

		Lindsey watched her. The pink eyes. The bunched shoulders. The way she was curling in on herself on the bed, smaller than usual, the confidence stripped away.

		"Claire."

		"Don't say I deserve better. I know I deserve better. Everyone deserves better. That doesn't help when you're lying in someone's bed at one in the morning and they've rolled over and fallen asleep and you're just." She stopped. Drank again. "Lying there."

		Lindsey didn't speak. She waited.

		"He was bad at it," Claire said. Quieter now. Looking at the bottle. "They're all bad at it. Every single one. For years. I've been with. God, how many." She counted on her fingers. "Five. This year. Or since James, I mean. Five blokes. And not one of them." She laughed. The sound had no humour in it. "Not once."

		"Not once what?"

		Claire met her eyes. Her face did something complicated. Embarrassment. Defiance. A flicker of shame she was trying to wrestle into anger.

		"I haven't cum. With someone. In." She counted again. Stopped. "Over a year. Maybe two. I've lost track."

		Lindsey's whole body went still.

		"Not once," Claire repeated. "Not with a single one of them. I fake it every time. Every time, Linds. They get themselves off and ask if I came and I say yes and they believe me and they go to sleep and I lie there and I want to scream."

		"Claire."

		"Three minutes." She held up three fingers. "That's what Robbie lasted. Three. He finished on my stomach without even asking. Rolled off. Said that was great, babe." Her voice cracked again. "And I said yeah, it was. Because I always say that. Because apparently that's all I'm allowed."

		She wasn't crying. She was close, but she was holding it, jaw tight, eyes bright.

		"I'm starting to think it's me," she said. So quiet Lindsey could barely hear it. "I'm starting to think there's something wrong with me. Like, physically. Like my body doesn't work the way it's supposed to."

		"There's nothing wrong with you."

		"You don't know that."

		"I do know that."

		"How could you possibly know that."

		Because I've thought about making you cum every single day for four years. Because I've imagined it in more detail than any fantasy I've ever had. Because I watched you shower a week and a half ago and got myself off in under three minutes and if I could do that just from looking at you, there is nothing, nothing, nothing wrong with your body.

		Lindsey swallowed. "I just. I know you, Claire. And I know that's not. You're not broken."

		"Feels broken." Claire pulled the sleeve of her hoodie over her hand. Pressed it against her eye. "Feels like everyone else just knows how to do this and I'm the only one who can't get there."

		"You can get there on your own."

		Claire's eyes snapped to hers. "How do you know that?"

		"I." Heat. Everywhere. "I just assumed. I mean. Can't you?"

		"Yeah. Course. On my own I'm fine. Ten minutes. Easy." Claire shrugged, like it was nothing, like she was discussing the bus timetable. "But with someone else? With a person in the room, touching me? Nothing. Zero. Dead from the waist down."

		"That's not a you problem," Lindsey said. Her voice had steadied. This was real. This was a conversation she could have. This she could be truthful about. "That's a them problem. That's five men who didn't take the time to learn what you need."

		"Maybe I don't know what I need."

		"Maybe they never asked."

		Claire was quiet for a moment. Then she laughed again, softer this time. Almost real. "No," she said. "No, they never asked. Not one of them."

		She poured more wine into Lindsey's mug. Handed it to her. Took a drink from the bottle. They drank in silence for a moment.

		"God, I'm sorry," Claire said eventually. "I didn't come in here to dump all my sex problems on you. I'm just. I'm drunk and sad and you've been hiding from me and I missed you."

		"I missed you too."

		"Then stop hiding." Claire reached across the bed and took Lindsey's hand. Threaded their fingers together. Held on. "Whatever I did, I'm sorry. I don't know what it was. But I'm sorry."

		"You didn't do anything."

		"Then why." Claire squeezed her hand. "Why have you been in here with the door shut for two weeks? Why haven't you eaten with me? Why won't you look at me, Linds?"

		Because if I look at you I'll see the shower. Because if I sit with you I'll smell you. Because you are the most beautiful person I've ever seen and you are in my bed right now telling me nobody has made you cum in a year and I want to fix that so badly it's making my hands shake.

		"I've just been. In my head. About stuff."

		"What stuff?"

		"I don't want to talk about it."

		"Okay." Claire didn't push. She never pushed. She laid her head back against the headboard. Their hands still linked between them. "Okay. But you don't get to hide from me anymore. Deal?"

		"Deal."

		"Promise."

		"I promise."

		Claire smiled. The small one. Tired, grateful, relieved. She tilted sideways, slowly, until her head rested on Lindsey's shoulder. The weight of her. The warmth.

		"You're so good," she murmured. "You're the best person I know. I don't know what I'd do without living with you."

		Lindsey closed her eyes. Claire's head on her shoulder. Claire's hand in hers. Claire's hair against her jaw. The smell of wine and Claire's shampoo, which was also Lindsey's shampoo, and the specific scent that was just Claire underneath it all.

		"You'd be fine," Lindsey said.

		"I wouldn't." Claire pressed closer. "I'd be lost without you. You know that."

		Lindsey knew nothing. She knew everything. She knew that Claire was warm against her side and that the bottle was nearly empty and that the bedroom door was open and the hallway light was on and she had promised herself, on this very bed, nine days ago, that if Claire knocked she would tell her.

		She hadn't told her. The words sat in her throat, huge and stuck, and Claire was soft and sad and drunk and it wasn't the right time, it was never the right time, and Lindsey was doing it again. Waiting. Being pleasant. Being the soft place to land.

		But the night wasn't over yet.

		

	
		Chapter 10

		

		They stayed that way for a long time. Wine-warm. Close. Claire's head on Lindsey's shoulder, her breathing slowing, her body growing heavier with each passing minute. The flat was quiet around them. The documentary had ended. Lindsey's laptop had gone to screensaver, casting a faint blue glow that shifted every few seconds.

		Claire's thumb moved lazily against Lindsey's palm. Back and forth. A small, sleepy gesture.

		"I just want someone who actually wants to do it for me," Claire said. Her voice was low, murmured into the fabric of Lindsey's jumper. "You know? Who actually cares. Who isn't just. Ticking a box."

		Lindsey didn't speak. She was holding very still. The way you hold still when a bird lands near you and you don't want to frighten it away.

		"Someone who'd actually look at me and think, yeah. Her. I want to make her feel good." Claire shifted. Nuzzled closer. "Not some abstract woman. Me specifically. Is that too much to ask?"

		"No," Lindsey said. Her voice came out rough.

		"It shouldn't be, right? It shouldn't be some massive ask to want someone who actually gives a shit about whether I enjoy it."

		"It shouldn't be."

		"I'm so tired of lying there afterwards and just. Feeling nothing." Claire's breath was warm against her neck. "I'm so tired of being the one who does all the work and gets nothing back."

		Lindsey's heart was beating so hard she was certain Claire could feel it. The thud of it against her ribs, against her shoulder where Claire was pressed. The blood rushing in her ears. Four years. Four years of this. Four years of watching Claire touch her casually and call her gorgeous and make her dinner and fall asleep on her shoulder and never, not once, not ever, looking at Lindsey the way Lindsey looked at her.

		"Then let me."

		She said it. She heard herself say it. Two words that left her mouth before her brain had approved them, before the pleasant-girl filter could catch them, before the part of her that had spent thirty-two years swallowing her own wants could reach up and shove them back down.

		The silence that followed was the loudest thing Lindsey had ever heard.

		Claire didn't move. For three seconds, four, five, she lay against Lindsey's shoulder and didn't move and didn't breathe and Lindsey thought, I've ruined it, I've ruined everything, I need to take it back, I need to laugh and say I'm joking, I need to

		Claire lifted her head.

		She looked at Lindsey. Her face was very close. The pink eyes. The bare skin. The strand of hair falling from her bun. She looked at Lindsey and her expression was something Lindsey had never seen before. Confusion. Real confusion. Not the surface kind, not the wait what did you say kind. The deep kind. The recalculation kind.

		"What?"

		Lindsey's face was on fire. Her whole body, on fire. She could feel the blush spreading from her chest up her throat to her cheeks. She was shaking. She was actually shaking.

		"Claire." Her voice was barely there. "Let me. I've been. I've been trying to tell you for four years."

		Claire stared at her.

		The seconds stretched. Lindsey watched her face and saw it change, saw the confusion deepen and then crack open and something else come flooding through. A replay. She was replaying something. Lindsey could see it happening. The flicker of Claire's eyes, left to right, searching her own memory, running back through conversations and touches and evenings on the sofa and hands held and foreheads kissed and four years of babe and gorgeous and favourite person and and and and.

		"You're." Claire's mouth opened. Closed. Opened again. "You're not joking."

		Lindsey shook her head.

		"Lindsey."

		"Yeah."

		"Four years."

		"Yeah."

		"FOUR. You've been." Claire sat up fully. Pulled her hand back. Not in disgust. In shock. Her eyes were wide, her mouth open, her face cycling through emotions too fast for Lindsey to catalogue. "You've been. In this flat. With me. For four YEARS. And you."

		"Yeah."

		"I didn't." Claire pressed both hands to her face. Her voice came through her fingers, muffled, high. "I had no idea. Lindsey. I had no fucking idea."

		"I know."

		"Four years." Claire dropped her hands. Looked at Lindsey. A kind of wonder on her face now, dawning, spreading. "The flowers. Every Friday."

		"For you," Lindsey whispered. "They were always for you."

		"The sofa. Your feet in my lap. The. When I come home from runs and you're just. In the kitchen. Every time. You're always in the kitchen when I get back."

		"I know."

		"The hiding. The two weeks. The door closed. That was because of me. Because I was talking about Robbie."

		Lindsey's throat closed. She nodded.

		And then Claire laughed. Not at her. Not cruel. A laugh of pure, helpless disbelief. A laugh that bent her forward at the waist and came out of her in a rush of air and sound, half gasp, half giggle.

		"Oh my God." She straightened. Her face had changed again. Something Lindsey had never seen on it. Something focused. Direct. A quality in her eyes that was new, completely new, that made Lindsey's stomach drop and her thighs press together under the duvet.

		"Four years," Claire said again. But her voice was different now. Lower. Considering.

		"If you want me to stop. If you want me to." Lindsey's voice was barely a thread. "I understand if."

		"Show me."

		Lindsey stopped.

		"Show me," Claire said again. Leaned in. Close. Too close. Closer than the sofa, closer than the kitchen, closer than she'd ever been. Her face inches from Lindsey's. Her breath warm, wine-sweet. "You've been thinking about this for four years. Show me what you've been thinking about."

		Lindsey kissed her.

		Small. Soft. The lightest press of mouth against mouth, barely there, a question shaped like a touch. Her lips against Claire's. Claire's lips. Claire's actual lips that Lindsey had stared at over breakfast and across the sofa and in the dark of the living room for fourteen hundred days.

		Claire didn't pull away. Her mouth softened. Opened. The tiniest parting, the faintest invitation, and Lindsey pressed in, pressed closer, and the kiss went from a question to an answer.

		Claire's hand came up to the side of Lindsey's jaw. Her fingers. Against Lindsey's skin. Holding her there.

		They kissed. Slow. Careful at first, learning the shape of each other, the tilt, the angle. Then deeper. Claire's mouth opening wider, her tongue touching Lindsey's lower lip, and Lindsey made a sound. A small, broken sound she couldn't contain, couldn't swallow, couldn't take back.

		Claire pulled back. Half an inch. Her eyes were dark. Her breathing unsteady.

		"Oh," she said. Quiet. "Oh. That's."

		"Yeah."

		"That's really." Her tongue touched her lower lip. Tasting. "Lindsey. Why didn't you. Four years."

		"I was scared."

		"Of what?"

		"Of this." Of losing you. Of wanting too much. Of you saying you're straight and me having to brush my teeth next to you in the morning knowing you didn't want me.

		Claire's hand was still on her jaw. Her thumb traced Lindsey's cheekbone. Her eyes searched Lindsey's face with an intensity that made it hard to breathe.

		"I'm not." Claire started. Stopped. Started again. "I've never. With a woman. But I. God, Lindsey, I think maybe I've been so stupid. I think maybe I've been so fucking stupid for so long."

		"You haven't."

		"The flowers," Claire said again. "The kitchen. The way you. Oh God, the way you look at me sometimes. I thought that was just. How you are. I thought everyone looked at people like that."

		"They don't."

		"No." Claire's voice cracked. "No, they don't." Her thumb moved again. Lindsey's cheekbone. Her jaw. The corner of her mouth. "Kiss me again."

		Lindsey kissed her again.

		This time it was not small. This time it was four years of wanting poured into a single point of contact. Lindsey kissed her deep and sure and Claire kissed her back, mouth open, hand sliding from jaw to the back of her neck, fingers in Lindsey's hair, pulling her closer, tighter, and the sound Claire made against her mouth was the sound of a door opening for the first time in a very long time.

		They stayed like that. On Lindsey's bed. Kissing. For minutes that felt like hours, hours that felt like minutes. The flat disappeared around them. The hallway light. The blue screensaver. The wine bottle tipped on the duvet. All of it gone, replaced by the fact of Claire's mouth and Claire's hands and Claire's body turned toward her on the bed, warm and alive and wanting.

		When they broke apart again, they were both breathing hard. Claire's lips were wet, swollen. Her cheeks flushed. Her eyes completely black.

		"Get me out of these clothes." Her voice was rough. Unsteady. "Babe. Please. Right now."

		

	
		Chapter 11

		

		Claire's back against the headboard. Lindsey's hands on her shoulders. The kiss pushed Claire backward and Claire went willingly, her spine finding the wood, her head tipping back, her mouth open under Lindsey's.

		Lindsey kissed her like she was making up for lost time. Like every kiss she'd swallowed over four years was being given back in a single night. She kissed Claire's mouth, her jaw, the corner of her lips where the smile always started, the soft spot below her ear where her pulse was going fast. Fast. Fast.

		Claire's hands fisted in Lindsey's jumper. "Off. Get this off."

		Lindsey pulled back long enough to drag the jumper over her head. Underneath, a vest. No bra. She'd been in pyjamas. She'd been in bed. She hadn't planned for this.

		Claire's eyes dropped to her chest. The thin cotton. What was visible through it. She looked and then looked up at Lindsey's face and the hunger on her features was something Lindsey had never seen, not from anyone, not in her entire life.

		"Your turn," Lindsey said. Her voice didn't sound like hers. Lower. Rougher. Certain.

		She took the hem of Claire's hoodie. Lifted. Claire raised her arms and the maroon fabric came up and off and dropped to the floor and Claire was bare underneath. No bra. No vest. Nothing. Just skin.

		Lindsey looked at her.

		Claire's tits. Full and soft and heavy and natural, the way they'd been behind the shower glass, except now they were here. Now they were three inches away. Now Lindsey could see every detail. The pink of her nipples, small and peaked from the cold or the arousal or both. The pale softness of the skin above them. The way they sat against Claire's chest, moving with her breath, which was coming fast.

		"Fuck." Lindsey's voice cracked. "Fuck, Claire. You're so fucking beautiful."

		"Yeah?" Claire's voice was uncertain. Shy. Different from any voice Lindsey had ever heard from her.

		"Do you know how long I've wanted to see you like this? Properly? Not through." She caught herself. Swallowed the words.

		"Not through what?"

		"Nothing. Come here."

		Lindsey leaned forward and kissed her collarbone. Her sternum. The soft slope of her left breast, kissing her way down with open mouth, tongue flat against the warm skin, and Claire's breath hitched above her, caught in her throat like a bubble.

		She took Claire's nipple in her mouth. Gentle. A soft suck. The bud of it against her tongue, drawing it in, flicking the tip. Claire made a sound. High and sharp and cut off, like she'd bitten down on it. Her hand flew to the back of Lindsey's head.

		"Oh. Oh God."

		Lindsey sucked harder. Let her teeth graze, just barely, the edge of it. Claire jerked underneath her. Both hands in Lindsey's hair now, gripping, pulling, holding her there.

		"Don't stop. Don't you dare stop."

		Lindsey moved to the other breast. Kissed across, mouth wet, leaving a trail on Claire's skin. Took the second nipple. Sucked it to a stiff point and then released it and blew cool air across the wet skin and watched Claire's whole body shiver.

		"You're sensitive here," Lindsey murmured against her chest.

		"I. Yes. I didn't." Claire's hips shifted on the bed. Restless. "I didn't know I was. Nobody ever. They don't usually."

		"I know." Lindsey kissed between her breasts. Up her throat. Found her mouth again. Kissed her with her hand spanning Claire's ribs, thumb brushing the underside of one breast. "I know they don't. I will."

		She pressed Claire back against the headboard. Trailed both hands down Claire's sides. Ribs. Waist. The flare of her hips above the waistband of her joggers. Her thumbs found the elastic. Hooked under it.

		"Can I?"

		Claire nodded. Lifted her hips.

		Lindsey peeled the joggers down. Slowly. Over Claire's thighs, her knees, her ankles. Gone. Dropped to the floor. And underneath, knickers. Black. Lace. A scrap of fabric that wasn't hiding anything, that was soaked through at the front, visibly wet, the lace darkened with it.

		Lindsey's breath left her in a rush.

		She ran one fingertip down the front of them. The wet lace. The heat underneath. Claire's hips jolted off the mattress and a sound came out of her that wasn't a word.

		"Jesus, Claire." Lindsey pressed her finger flat against the soaked fabric. Rubbed, once. Felt the shape of her through the lace. "You're. Look at you."

		"I know." Claire's voice was shaking. "I know. I've been. Since you kissed me. Since before you kissed me. Since you said let me. I've been. Fuck, Lindsey, look what you've done to me."

		Lindsey looked. She looked at the wet black lace between Claire's thighs and she thought about every evening on the sofa, every morning in the kitchen, every brush of Claire's hand against her back. She thought about four years of wanting and here it was. The evidence of it, mirrored. Dark and wet and real.

		She slid off the bed. Stood. Knelt on the floor at the foot of it. The carpet under her bare knees.

		Claire propped herself up on her elbows and looked down at Lindsey kneeling between her legs and her face did something that made Lindsey's chest crack wide open.

		"Oh God," Claire whispered. "You're going to."

		"I'm going to." Lindsey hooked her fingers into the waistband of Claire's knickers. Pulled, slowly. Down over her hips. Down her thighs. She kissed Claire's left thigh as the skin appeared. Kissed the right. Found the tattoo. The roses. The vine that climbed from knee to hip, each petal inked in fine detail, and Lindsey pressed her mouth to the lowest bloom and kissed it like she was greeting something she'd wanted to touch for years. Because she had.

		"Every time you wore shorts." Lindsey kissed the next petal. Higher. Claire's thigh trembled. "Every time this was showing. I couldn't stop looking."

		"I know." Claire's voice was high, tight. "I mean. I didn't know. But I. God. Lindsey."

		The knickers reached Claire's ankles. Lindsey slid them off. Dropped them.

		Claire was naked.

		Naked on Lindsey's bed, in Lindsey's room, in the bedroom that Claire had never been inside until tonight. Spread across the grey duvet. Flushed from her chest to her cheeks. Her tits rising and falling with each breath. The dark ink at her hip, the script Lindsey could now read, close enough to see the words: be soft. Two words, inked in small cursive letters across her hipbone.

		Be soft.

		Below that, the dark hair between her thighs, trimmed neat, and below that, the pink swell of her, glistening. Wet. Open. Lindsey looked up the length of her body from her knees on the floor and her vision swam with it. The reality of it. After so long. After so many nights lying in this bed imagining exactly this.

		"I've wanted this for so long," Lindsey said. Her voice was ruined. Barely there. "I've wanted to do this to you for so fucking long. I'm not going to rush a single second of it."

		Claire's head fell back against the headboard. Her thighs opened wider. An invitation. A surrender. Both.

		"Then don't," she whispered. "Take whatever you want."

		

	
		Chapter 12

		

		Lindsey started with her thighs.

		She pressed her mouth to the inside of Claire's left thigh, three inches above the knee. Soft skin. Warm. She could feel the muscle underneath, taut from running, from climbing, trembling faintly under her lips. She kissed with open mouth. Tongue flat. Tasting. Salt from sweat and the faint ghost of whatever moisturiser Claire used, something unscented, practical, and underneath that, just skin. Just Claire's skin.

		She moved higher. Slow. Kiss by kiss. Inch by inch. The skin grew softer as she climbed, that tender place where thigh meets hip, where the flesh gives when you press. She pressed. Bit down gently and Claire flinched, a quick intake of breath, fingers tightening in the duvet.

		"Okay?"

		"Yes. God, yes."

		Lindsey bit harder. Sucked. Left a mark. A small bruise blooming on the pale inside of Claire's thigh, just below the line where the tattoo petals crept in from the outside. A private mark. Nobody would see it. Nobody except the two of them.

		She moved to the right thigh. Kissed the outside first, the tattoo, every petal she could reach, tracing the vine with her tongue from mid-thigh upward. The ink was smooth under her mouth, same as the rest of Claire's skin, nothing raised, nothing textured, but Lindsey kissed each flower individually because she had imagined this. This specifically. Kneeling at the foot of a bed with her mouth on Claire's thigh, the roses wet under her lips.

		"Linds." Claire's voice was strained. "Linds, please."

		"Not yet."

		She kissed the inside of the right thigh. Slower. Drawing it out. She could smell her now. Claire, aroused, close. A sharp, warm scent that made Lindsey's mouth water. She breathed it in and let her exhale ghost over Claire's cunt and Claire's hips lurched.

		"Please."

		Lindsey placed her hands flat on Claire's hipbones. Held her down. Not hard. Just firm enough to keep her still. She looked up the length of Claire's body and saw Claire looking back down at her, propped on her elbows, lips parted, chest heaving, eyes so dark they were almost black.

		"I've got you," Lindsey said. "Lie back."

		Claire lay back. Her head dropped to the mattress. Her hands released the duvet and found Lindsey's hair instead, fingers threading through, resting, not pulling. Waiting.

		Lindsey lowered her mouth.

		One long, slow stroke. Base to tip. The flat of her tongue dragged from the very bottom of Claire's slit, through the wet folds, up over the swollen bud of her clit. One pass. One taste.

		Claire's whole body bucked against the mattress. Her thighs snapped wider and then tried to close and then opened again, shaking. A sound tore from her throat. Not a word. Not a moan. Something raw and shocked, like she'd touched something electric.

		"Oh. Oh fuck. Oh fuck, Lindsey."

		Lindsey pressed her mouth fully against her. Opened her up. Licked into her with a flat, broad tongue, tasting properly now, and Claire was soaking. Dripping. The taste of her coated Lindsey's lips, her chin, sharp and clean and perfect, and Lindsey hummed against her and the vibration made Claire cry out.

		"You taste incredible." Lindsey said it against her cunt. The words vibrating against her flesh. "Exactly like I thought you would. Fuck, Claire. You're soaking."

		"I. I can't. Oh my God."

		Lindsey found her rhythm. Long, flat strokes. Broad. Wet. Covering everything. She licked Claire from opening to clit and back again, slow and thorough, learning her. The geography of her. Which side made her twitch. Which pressure made her gasp. The clit, small and hard under its hood, swelling further each time Lindsey's tongue passed over it.

		She circled it. Tight, small circles with the tip of her tongue. Claire's thighs began to shake.

		"Oh God. Oh God, right there. Right there. Don't stop. Don't."

		Lindsey stopped.

		Claire made a sound of protest. A whimper that was almost a sob. Her hips chased Lindsey's mouth and found nothing. Lindsey had pulled back, just barely, her lips hovering a centimetre above, her breath warm on the wet, swollen flesh.

		"Lindsey. Please. What are you."

		"Shh." Lindsey kissed her inner thigh. Soft. Apologetic. "I'm going to make this last. Okay? I'm not rushing this."

		"I'm going to die."

		"You won't die." Lindsey smiled against her skin. "Trust me."

		She went back. Different angle. Lower. Her tongue pushing inside Claire, past the slick entrance, and Claire gasped, her back lifting off the bed. Lindsey fucked her with her tongue, shallow thrusts that gathered wetness and spread it, and then dragged back up to her clit and circled again, faster this time, firmer.

		Claire's fingers tightened in her hair. Her breathing was ragged, fragmented, broken into small desperate sounds on each exhale. "Ah. Ah. Fuck. Fuck, that's. You're so."

		Lindsey built her up again. Steady. Relentless. Long licks that covered everything, interspersed with the tight focused circles on her clit that made Claire's legs shake. She felt it building. Felt Claire's body gathering toward it, the tension in her thighs, the way her hips rocked against Lindsey's mouth with increasing urgency.

		Close. Very close.

		Lindsey pulled off.

		"No!" Claire's head came up. Her face was flushed dark red, her mouth open, her eyes wild. "No, don't. I was. Fuck, Lindsey, I was right there."

		"I know." Lindsey kissed her thigh. Sucked gently. "I know you were."

		"Why did you."

		"Because I want to hear you beg me."

		The words hung in the air. Claire stared at her. Her chest heaving. Then something shifted in her expression. The confusion dissolved. What replaced it was something naked and desperate and unashamed.

		"Please." No hesitation. "Please, babe. Please let me cum. Please. I need it. I need you to. God, Lindsey, please."

		Lindsey felt it in her own body. A pulse of heat between her own thighs, a clench of her own cunt, at the sound of Claire's voice saying please in that broken, begging way.

		She went back. Built her again. Faster this time. Tongue firm on Claire's clit, the rhythm she'd learned already, the one that made Claire's legs shake, and she held it. Held it steady. Didn't waver.

		Claire's begging dissolved into incoherent sound. "Please please please please."

		Lindsey slid one finger inside her. Easy. Claire was so wet it met no resistance, just silky heat clenching around her immediately. She curled it forward, searching, pressing against the front wall, and found the spot that made Claire's voice go up an octave.

		"There. There. Oh God. Oh God. Right there. Don't stop. Don't. Please. Please."

		Lindsey added a second finger. Curled both. Worked them in a slow rhythm while her tongue stayed flat and firm against Claire's clit. Both at once. Pressure building from inside and outside and Claire was shaking all over now, her thighs clamped around Lindsey's head, her fingers white-knuckled in Lindsey's hair, pulling, not caring if it hurt.

		"I'm. Lindsey. I'm going to. Oh fuck. Oh fuck. FUCK."

		Claire came.

		The orgasm ripped through her body. Lindsey felt it in the sudden vice-grip of her cunt around her fingers, the rhythmic clenching that came in waves, in the way Claire's thighs locked tight around her head, in the sound that poured out of her. Long. Loud. Broken. Not a moan. Not a scream. Something between both, a sound pulled from somewhere deep, somewhere years in the making, a sound Lindsey was certain Claire had never made for anyone else.

		"Lindsey. Lindsey. Oh fuck. Lindsey."

		Her name. In that voice. On those lips. Sobbed, not said. And again. And again. Her whole body arching off the mattress, spine bowed, stomach clenched, shaking and shaking and clenching around Lindsey's fingers while Lindsey held steady, held her tongue flat against her clit, stayed with her, rode it out with her.

		It went on. Ten seconds. Twenty. Each wave cresting and rolling into the next, and Lindsey gentled her but didn't stop, softened the pressure but kept the rhythm, drawing it out, extending it, because she could feel Claire wasn't finished yet, could feel the aftershocks still pulsing.

		When it finally, finally eased, Claire collapsed. Flat on the mattress. Boneless. Her thighs fell open. Her hands released Lindsey's hair. Her whole body went slack, a single continuous exhale, like a string cut.

		Lindsey pressed one last soft kiss to her clit and Claire jerked, oversensitive, a tiny whimper. Then Lindsey lifted her head. Her face was wet. Her chin, her lips, her cheeks. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and looked up at Claire.

		Claire was crying. And laughing. Both at once. Her eyes wet, her mouth open, her chest heaving with something that was half giggle and half sob. She reached down and grabbed Lindsey's shoulders and hauled her upward, up the bed, up her body, and Lindsey went willingly, crawling up between her legs, hands braced on either side of her.

		Claire pulled Lindsey's mouth down onto hers. Kissed her hard. Deep. Tasting herself on Lindsey's lips, on her tongue. The kiss was wet and messy and fierce, all tongue and teeth and the salt of tears and the taste of her own body between them.

		"Fuck." Claire gasped against her mouth. "Fuck. Lindsey."

		"Yeah?"

		"Do that again." Her hands on Lindsey's face. Her eyes huge. "Do that again. Please do that again."

		

	
		Chapter 13

		

		Lindsey settled back between her thighs.

		The second time was different. Claire's body had changed. The first orgasm had unlocked something, undone some internal clenching, some holding-on that Lindsey hadn't even noticed until it was gone. Now Claire was open. Loose. Her legs fell apart with no resistance, her hips rolling softly against the mattress, her body still twitching with the aftershocks of what had just happened.

		Lindsey placed her mouth against Claire's inner thigh and kissed, gently, and felt the muscle jump under her lips. Oversensitive. All of her, overwired.

		"I'm going to go slow," Lindsey murmured against her skin.

		"Okay." Claire's voice was small. Wrecked.

		Lindsey kissed her way up. Softer this time. No teeth. No marks. Just mouth. Tongue. Breath. She reached the crease of Claire's thigh and licked along it, tasting salt and the slickness that had spread, and Claire's hips lifted off the mattress in a slow, liquid roll.

		She put her mouth on her.

		The lightest possible touch. Just her lips resting against Claire's cunt. The warmth of it. The taste already on her mouth from before. She didn't move. Just held still and breathed and let Claire feel her there.

		Claire's hand found her head. Not gripping. Resting. Fingers spread in Lindsey's hair, cradling her skull.

		Lindsey licked. One stroke. Feather-light. Just the tip of her tongue, barely parting the folds.

		Claire cried out. Her whole body jolted, tried to twist sideways, too sensitive, too much, too soon.

		Lindsey's hands found her hips. Held her. Firm. Pressed her flat to the mattress.

		"No, sweetheart." Quiet. Steady. "You're going to give me another one. I'm not done with you yet."

		The sound Claire made was not language. It was something pre-verbal, something ripped from the base of her spine, half protest and half surrender. Her hips stilled under Lindsey's hands. Her thighs quivered against Lindsey's cheeks.

		Lindsey began again. So slowly. The broad flat of her tongue, almost no pressure, just the warmth and the wet of it against Claire's cunt. Long passes that covered everything without focusing anywhere, spreading the sensation wide and diffuse, not enough to build on, just enough to keep her there. In it. Present.

		Claire melted. Lindsey felt it happen. The resistance going out of her muscles one by one. Her thighs relaxing against the sheets. Her hips settling into a rhythm that matched Lindsey's tongue, a slow, unconscious rocking, like a tide.

		"Babe." Claire's voice was a thread. "Babe. That's. Oh my God."

		Lindsey stayed where she was. Didn't change pace. Didn't chase. Just licked her, slow and wet and thorough, learning new things. The left side of Claire's clit was more sensitive than the right. Pressure from below, tongue pushing up, made her moan louder than pressure from above. When Lindsey dipped lower, tongue circling her opening, the sound Claire made was lower, rawer.

		Minutes passed. Five. Ten. The bedroom was warm. Lindsey's knees ached against the floor and she didn't care. Her jaw was working steadily and she didn't care. Claire was making a continuous low sound, a kind of hum that rose and fell with Lindsey's rhythm, punctuated by gasps when Lindsey's tongue found a particular spot.

		Lindsey focused on her clit. Tight circles again. Gentle. Building. Claire's hips lifted off the mattress, pressing up into her mouth, and Lindsey let her, let Claire grind against her tongue, chase the friction, take what she needed.

		"Oh God. Oh God. Lindsey. Oh my fucking God."

		Lindsey kept going. Varied the pattern. Circles, then flat licks, then a gentle suck that pulled Claire's clit between her lips and held it. Released. Sucked again. Pulled off and let the cold air hit it, watched Claire's cunt clench on nothing, the pink flesh glistening and swollen and twitching.

		"Please." Claire's voice broke on the word.

		Lindsey slid one finger inside her. Claire groaned, low and deep, her back arching. The second followed easily. Claire was drenched, wetter than before, impossibly slick, Lindsey's fingers gliding in and out with a sound that was obscene in the quiet bedroom.

		She curled them. Found the spot again. Pressed.

		"Babe. Babe. Oh my. That's. Fuck."

		She fucked her slow. In and out, the wet sound of it filling the room, and each time she pushed in she curled forward and pressed, and each time she pulled back she felt Claire clench around her, trying to keep her in.

		"Can you take another?"

		"What?"

		"Another finger." Lindsey pressed a third against her entrance. Just the tip. Waiting. "Can you take it?"

		Claire's hips pushed down onto her hand. Answer enough. Lindsey slid the third inside and Claire whimpered, stretched wider, full, her body opening around Lindsey's fingers.

		"That's it." Lindsey murmured it against her cunt. "You're taking that so well. Look at you. Look how good you are at this."

		"Linds."

		"You're not broken, sweetheart." She fucked her deeper. Curled all three fingers. Pressed. "You're not broken at all. You've just been with the wrong fucking people."

		Claire sobbed. A real sob, chest heaving, tears sliding from the corners of her eyes into her hair. Not sad tears. Release tears. The tears of a woman hearing something she'd needed to hear for years, with three fingers inside her and a mouth on her clit, being taken apart in the most thorough and devastating way possible.

		Lindsey put her tongue back on her. Firm now. Focused. She was done teasing. Done drawing it out. She wanted Claire to cum. Wanted to feel it again. Wanted the sound of it. The taste.

		Her tongue worked Claire's clit in steady, fast circles. Her fingers thrust in and out, deep, curling on each inward stroke. The dual sensation, the relentlessness of it, and Claire was climbing. Lindsey could feel it, the way her body gathered, the way her breathing went short and sharp.

		"I'm. Oh God. I'm going to. I can't."

		"You can."

		"It's. It's too much. It's."

		"Give it to me. Let go. I've got you."

		Claire's body locked. Spine curved. Stomach hollowed. Her fingers twisted in the sheets so hard Lindsey heard fabric tear. And then the orgasm broke through her like a wave, and this one was wetter, properly wet, a rush of fluid around Lindsey's fingers that soaked her hand, her wrist, the duvet beneath them. Claire gushed against her mouth and Lindsey licked through it, tasting the sharp salt rush of it, her own chin dripping, the sheets dark underneath.

		The sound Claire made this time was quieter but deeper. A long, guttural moan that came from somewhere below her diaphragm, sustained and broken only by the involuntary hitching of her breath as each wave pulsed through her. Her thighs clamped and released, clamped and released. Her cunt gripped Lindsey's fingers in rhythmic spasms.

		Lindsey stayed with her. Gentled her tongue to barely-there strokes. Kept her fingers still inside, just present, just filling her, letting her clench around something solid as the aftershocks rolled.

		When Claire finally went limp, Lindsey pulled her fingers free, slowly, carefully. Looked at them. Slick and shining. She wiped her mouth on her forearm. Looked up the length of Claire's body.

		Claire was destroyed. Flat on the mattress. Eyes closed. Chest heaving. The flush extended from her cheeks down her throat, across her chest, to her belly. Tears tracked into her hairline. She was smiling. A dazed, loose, broken smile.

		Lindsey crawled up her body. Hovered above her on hands and knees. Looked down at her face.

		"You're a good girl," she said. Soft. Without thinking about it.

		Claire's eyes flew open. Something passed through her expression that Lindsey couldn't immediately name. Surprise. Recognition. A kind of clicking into place, like a puzzle piece she'd been holding wrong for years and had just flipped the right way. Her lips parted. Her cheeks went darker.

		"Oh," Claire whispered.

		Lindsey filed it away. Would come back to it. Would test it again later, when Claire was less overwhelmed and more able to articulate what that reaction meant. But she knew. She saw it. Something had just woken up in Claire that Claire hadn't known was there.

		Claire reached up and grabbed Lindsey's hair. Both hands. Pulled her down. Kissed her fierce and messy, all tongue, tasting herself.

		"Now you." Claire's hands were already moving, pushing at Lindsey's vest, trying to get underneath it. "Now I want you. Right now."

		

	
		Chapter 14

		

		Claire rolled her.

		It was surprisingly strong, the way she did it. Both hands on Lindsey's shoulders, a twist of her hips, and Lindsey was on her back and Claire was above her, straddling her thighs, naked and flushed and wet and looking down at her with an expression Lindsey had never seen on her face in four years of close observation.

		Intent. Pure and focused. The look of someone who had just received something extraordinary and was determined to return it.

		"Off." Claire grabbed the hem of Lindsey's vest. "Now."

		Lindsey let her pull it off. Lifted her arms. The fabric went over her head and then she was bare from the waist up, her breasts exposed, nipples already hard from the cold air and the arousal that had been building for the last forty-five minutes of having her mouth on Claire's cunt.

		Claire looked at her. Her eyes moved slowly. Taking inventory.

		"You've been hiding these from me." She placed her palms flat on Lindsey's chest. Cupped her breasts. Tested the weight of them. "In this flat. In all your giant jumpers and your stupid Glastonbury t-shirt."

		"They're not." Lindsey's breath caught as Claire's thumbs found her nipples. "They're not that impressive."

		"Shut up." Claire pinched. Gently. Then harder. Lindsey gasped. "They're perfect. Don't argue with me."

		Claire lowered her head. Took Lindsey's left nipple in her mouth and sucked. Hard. No hesitation. No tentative first-time softness. She sucked like she meant it, like she was hungry for it, and Lindsey arched off the bed with a sound she couldn't control.

		"There she is." Claire lifted her mouth. Grinned. The dimple. "Tell me what you like."

		Lindsey was panting. Her hands were by her sides, fisted in the duvet, her whole body vibrating. "I. What?"

		"What you like. In bed. With someone. Tell me." Claire's hand slid down Lindsey's stomach. Over her navel. Along the waistband of her joggers. Not going under. Waiting. "I've never done this with a woman. I don't know what to do. So tell me."

		"You're doing fine."

		"I want to do more than fine. I want to do what you did to me." Claire's fingers played with the elastic. Tugging it. Releasing it. "Tell me what you need, Linds."

		Lindsey looked up at her. At Claire, naked, on top of her, in her own bed. The reality of it. The impossibility of it becoming possible, right now, in real time.

		"I like." She swallowed. Honesty. Becca's voice in her head: you're allowed to want things. "I like my hair pulled. A bit of roughness. Being told. What to do."

		"Yeah?"

		"Yeah. And." She looked away. The ceiling. The wall. Anywhere but Claire's face. "Being told I'm good."

		Claire was quiet for a beat. Then her hand came up and took Lindsey's chin. Turned her face back. Made her look.

		"Lindsey Miller." Claire's voice was low. Controlled. Something in it that Lindsey had never heard before, not in four years, not in any context. A thread of steel running through the sunshine. "I can absolutely do that."

		She kissed her. Biting. Teeth on Lindsey's lower lip, pulling, releasing. Then she kissed down Lindsey's throat, her collarbone, back to her tits, and this time she wasn't gentle. She sucked bruises into the soft skin above her nipples. Left teeth marks. Marked her. Lindsey writhed underneath her and couldn't get her hips still, couldn't stop the rolling, grinding motion against nothing, against the mattress, desperate for friction.

		"Stay still." Claire's hand pressed flat on her stomach. Held her down.

		Lindsey went still. The instruction settled into her body like a command coded into her spine. She lay flat and trembled and waited.

		"Good." Claire kissed lower. Navel. Hipbone. The indent where muscle met pelvis. "That's good. Stay just like that."

		She hooked her fingers into Lindsey's joggers. Pulled them down. Lindsey lifted her hips to let them go, and the knickers came with them, and then she was naked too and Claire was looking at her from the foot of the bed, the same way Lindsey had looked at Claire earlier. Reverent. Hungry.

		"Christ." Claire's voice was barely audible. "Christ, Lindsey. Has it been like this for me the whole time?"

		"What?"

		"This." Claire placed her hand between Lindsey's thighs. Not inside. Just flat against her mound, her fingers pressing lightly against the wet heat of her. Lindsey's hips jolted against the pressure and Claire's eyes went wide. "You're. Linds, you're absolutely dripping."

		"I just spent forty-five minutes eating you out. What did you expect?"

		Claire's face split in a grin. Wicked. Delighted. "Was it like this on the sofa? When my feet were in your lap?"

		Lindsey closed her eyes.

		"It was. Oh my God." Claire's fingers slid lower, parting her, just barely, just enough to feel the slickness, and Lindsey's breath punched out of her. "Was it like this in the kitchen? When I came in from my run?"

		"Claire."

		"Was it like this when I came out the bathroom in a towel last Sunday and stood in the hallway talking to you for ten minutes with just a towel on?"

		Lindsey made a sound that was halfway between a laugh and a groan. Mortification and arousal twisting together into something that burned.

		"You absolute slut." Claire said it with such glee, such genuine affection, that the word landed like a kiss. "In our flat. In our kitchen. Getting wet over me while I was making toast."

		"Are you going to keep talking or are you going to touch me."

		Claire laughed. Then her expression shifted. The playfulness was still there but underneath it, something serious. Focus. Determination.

		"I want to go down on you," she said. "I've never. I don't know if I'll be. But I want to."

		"Claire, you don't have to."

		"I want to." She was already moving lower, settling between Lindsey's thighs the way Lindsey had settled between hers. Her face inches from Lindsey's cunt. Her breath warm on wet skin. "Tell me if I'm doing it wrong."

		"You won't do it wr—"

		Claire licked her.

		Long. Slow. Bottom to top, the same stroke Lindsey had given her, and Lindsey's back bowed off the bed and whatever she'd been about to say turned into a sound that was mostly vowels.

		Claire licked her again. Slower. Experimenting. Her tongue flat and broad, then pointed and probing, then flat again. Searching.

		"Like this?" She circled Lindsey's clit with the tip of her tongue. "Or. Here?"

		"There." Lindsey's voice was wrecked. "There. Keep doing that."

		Claire kept doing that. She was clumsy in places. Her rhythm wasn't steady yet, not the way Lindsey's had been, not practiced. But her enthusiasm compensated for everything. She licked and sucked and tested and whenever she hit the right spot Lindsey gasped or moaned and Claire filed it away, came back to it, repeated it.

		"Am I." Claire lifted her mouth for a second. Her chin was wet. She looked up Lindsey's body with bright, eager eyes. "Is this okay?"

		"It's more than okay. God. Don't stop."

		Claire grinned against her cunt and went back to it. Found the rhythm. Long licks, then tight circles, then a gentle suck on her clit that made Lindsey's toes curl. Not perfect. Not practiced. But real. Present. A woman who was paying attention, who was listening to Lindsey's body, who was learning in real time what made her shake and what made her moan and what made her say fuck in a voice she barely recognized.

		She built toward it slowly. Claire's mouth on her, patient, eager, working through the awkwardness into something that started to feel genuinely good, genuinely right. Lindsey's hand found Claire's head and she gripped without thinking, pulling her closer, grinding against her face, and Claire let her. Moaned against her. The vibration of it hit Lindsey's clit and she jerked.

		"Babe." She was close. She could feel it. The gathering heat, the tension winding through her thighs. "I'm. I'm close."

		Claire lifted her mouth just long enough to speak. Her voice was rough, her eyes dark, and the words that came out of her were not sunshine-Claire, not best-friend-Claire, not the woman who called everyone babe and gorgeous without thinking about it.

		"Be a good girl and cum for me, babe."

		Lindsey shattered.

		The orgasm hit her hard and fast and all at once. Her spine curved up off the mattress, her thighs locked around Claire's head, her hand fisted in Claire's hair and pulled, hard, and the sound that came out of her was loud and broken and Claire's name, over and over, into the dark of her own bedroom. Her cunt pulsed against Claire's mouth, against her tongue that kept working, kept circling, kept drawing the orgasm out and out until Lindsey thought she would split apart with it.

		When it was over she lay gasping. Shaking. Her vision blurred at the edges. Her body wrung out, every muscle that had been holding tense for weeks, for years, finally released.

		Claire crawled up her body. Lay on top of her, full weight, warm and sticky and pressed skin to skin from thigh to chest. Lindsey wrapped her arms around her. Buried her face in Claire's neck.

		She cried.

		Not the way she'd cried on the sofa after Claire's date. Not anger-crying. Not loneliness-crying. Just crying. The quiet, overwhelmed kind. Tears sliding into Claire's hair, into the join of her neck and shoulder.

		Claire held her. Didn't speak. Just wrapped her arms around Lindsey and held her there, in the bed Claire had walked past every single morning for four years without ever once being inside it, and let her cry until the tears ran dry and the shaking stopped and all that was left was the two of them, tangled together, breathing.

		"Four years," Claire whispered into her temple. "You stupid, beautiful idiot. Four years."

		Lindsey laughed. Wet. Rough. "I know."

		"I'm never letting you hide from me again."

		"Okay."

		"I mean it."

		"I know."

		They lay there. Not moving. Breathing together. And for the first time in five years, Lindsey's body did not feel like a cage she was living inside. It felt like a place someone wanted to be.

		

	
		Chapter 15

		

		Sometime past two in the morning, they found themselves in the kitchen.

		Not by plan. By necessity. The water glasses in Lindsey's bedroom were both empty and they'd been sweating and crying and kissing and the thirst was physical, urgent, the kind that made Claire sit up in bed and say I need water or I'm going to die with the dramatic conviction of someone who genuinely believed it.

		They padded down the hall naked. Lindsey first, then Claire, whose hand found the small of Lindsey's back and stayed there the whole way. The kitchen lino was cold under bare feet. Lindsey filled two glasses from the tap and handed one back and they stood in the dark, the only light the orange glow from the street lamp outside the window, drinking water and looking at each other.

		Claire was leaning against the counter. The same spot she always stood. But naked, now. Her body loose and easy in the half-light, the curve of her hip against the edge of the worktop, the tattoo visible even in the orange dimness. She drank her water and watched Lindsey over the rim and her expression was something Lindsey had never been on the receiving end of. The way you look at someone you've just discovered. Someone who surprises you.

		"We should eat something," Claire said.

		"It's two in the morning."

		"I've just had three orgasms. My body needs sugar."

		"Fair."

		Claire found the biscuits. The Hobnobs, in the cupboard above the kettle, half a packet left. She opened them and took one and held the packet out to Lindsey and they ate Hobnobs in the dark at two fifteen in the morning, naked in their own kitchen, and something about it was so normal, so mundane, that it made the extraordinary thing that had just happened feel, paradoxically, more real.

		"Sofa," Claire said around a mouthful of biscuit.

		They moved to the living room. The velvet sofa. Claire sat first, pulling Lindsey down after her, pulling Lindsey onto her lap. Lindsey went. Her thighs on either side of Claire's. Face to face. Skin to skin. The velvet was cold against her knees and then warm. Claire's hands rested on her hips.

		"Tell me something," Claire said.

		"What?"

		"When did you know. The first time. When did you look at me and think."

		"The viewing." Lindsey's hands rested on Claire's shoulders. Her thumbs traced the lines of her collarbones. "This flat. Four years ago. You were leaning against that counter and you said well, this could work and I thought, oh. Oh, I'm in trouble."

		"The viewing. Lindsey, that was the first time we met."

		"I know."

		"I was wearing a raincoat and my hair was a mess and I'd just come from the gym."

		"I know."

		Claire's head fell back against the sofa. She stared up at Lindsey with something like wonder. Her thumbs rubbed circles on Lindsey's hipbones.

		"Four years," she said again. "You sat next to me on this sofa for four years. Every night."

		"Most nights."

		"And you wanted me. The whole time."

		"Every second."

		"And I." Claire's expression flickered. Something close to guilt. "I was talking to you about blokes. About Robbie. About my sex life. While you."

		"While I was dying, yeah." Lindsey smiled. It came easy, for once. "Pretty much."

		"I'm so sorry."

		"Don't be. You didn't know."

		"I should have known. Some of it was." Claire shook her head. "Linds, looking back, some of it was so obvious. The flowers. The way you always. The way you looked at me sometimes and I thought it was just. I don't know. I thought that's how women are with each other. Close. Intense."

		"It's not."

		"No." Claire pulled her closer. Their foreheads touched. "It's really not."

		They sat like that, forehead to forehead, breathing each other's air. Claire's hands drifted. Down Lindsey's sides. Up again. Over her ribs. Across her stomach. Slow circles. Lower with each pass.

		"I can't stop touching you," Claire murmured.

		"Then don't."

		Claire's fingers found the crease of Lindsey's thigh. Traced it. Moved inward. Lindsey's breath stuttered. She was still swollen from before. Still sensitive. Still, somehow, wanting.

		"Here?"

		"Anywhere."

		Claire's hand slid between them. Her fingers parted Lindsey's folds and found her wet, still, or again, and Lindsey's forehead dropped to Claire's shoulder.

		"Jesus." Claire's voice was low. "Already?"

		"It's you. It's always been you."

		Claire began to touch her. Not the urgency of earlier. Not the eagerness to prove herself. Just slow, intimate exploration. Her fingers learning the shape of Lindsey's cunt the way she'd learn a new climbing route. Mapping holds. Finding grips. Testing what bore weight.

		She circled Lindsey's clit with two fingers, gentle, and Lindsey rocked against her hand on her lap on the sofa they'd shared for four years. The velvet beneath them. The fairy lights off. The flat quiet and dark and theirs.

		"Like this?" Claire asked against her ear.

		"Yeah. Yeah, like that."

		She rode Claire's hand slowly. Grinding forward on each pass, taking the friction she needed against Claire's fingers. Claire watched her face. Studied it. Adjusted her angle, her pressure, based on the sounds Lindsey made. Learning.

		It built slowly. Not the sharp, fast orgasm of earlier. Something longer. Deeper. A low tide of warmth spreading from her centre outward, through her belly, her thighs, her chest. She rocked against Claire's hand and Claire held her, free arm wrapped around her back, mouth against her throat, whispering things. Small things. Sweet things.

		"You're so beautiful. Look at you. God, Lindsey, look at you."

		"Claire."

		"I've got you. I'm here. Take your time."

		"I'm. I'm going to."

		"Good. Good. Cum for me. I want to feel it."

		Lindsey came apart. Slowly, this time. In waves. Rolling through her in long, melting pulses that went on and on, her hips grinding through each one, her body clenching in rhythmic squeezes against Claire's fingers. She pressed her face into Claire's neck and let the sound out, a long, low moan that was half sigh, half release, and Claire's arms tightened around her.

		When it was done she slumped. Full weight against Claire. Her face in Claire's hair. Her body limp and warm and done.

		Claire held her. Stroked her back. Long, slow passes of her palm down the length of Lindsey's spine.

		"Let's go back to bed," Claire said eventually.

		They went back. Lindsey's bed. The sheets were ruined, twisted and damp, but neither of them cared. They crawled in and tangled together. Legs overlapping. Lindsey's head on Claire's chest. Claire's fingers in Lindsey's hair.

		Quiet. Long quiet. The flat settling around them. The pipes. The fridge. A car passing outside on the wet road.

		"I've never cum on someone else's mouth before tonight," Claire said. Her voice was thick with sleep. "Never. Not once. I thought my body just. Couldn't."

		Lindsey's arm tightened around her waist.

		"There's nothing wrong with you," she said. "There never was."

		"I know that now." Claire's fingers moved in her hair. Slow. Gentle. "Because of you."

		More silence. The good kind. The kind that doesn't need filling.

		"Do I have to go back to my room?" Claire asked. Very quiet.

		Lindsey laughed. Pulled her tighter. "No. Not tonight. Not any night."

		"Okay." Claire pressed a kiss to the top of her head. "Okay. Good."

		They fell asleep. Not slowly, for once. Not with hours of lying awake and counting the distance and rehearsing sentences that would never be said. They fell asleep fast, the way people do when they've run out of tension, when the body that's been braced for years finally exhales. Claire's breath against Lindsey's temple, warm and even. Lindsey's arm across Claire's ribs, holding. Held.

		For the first time in five years, Lindsey did not lie awake afterwards. She dropped straight into sleep. Deep and blank and dreamless. And in the morning, when she opened her eyes, Claire was still there. In her bed. In her room. Breathing softly. Real.

		

	
		Chapter 16

		

		Six weeks later.

		Lindsey opened her bedroom door on a Sunday morning and stood for a moment in the hallway, blinking. She was wearing one of Claire's t-shirts. A faded purple one that said I Climbed That with a chalk-bag graphic on the front. It smelled of Claire's deodorant and Lindsey's laundry detergent and neither of them could tell whose wardrobe anything belonged to anymore.

		She padded toward the kitchen. Bare feet on the carpet. Past Claire's bedroom, the door open. Inside, a desk that had arrived from Ikea three weeks ago, flat-packed, assembled on the living room floor with two Allen keys and a bottle of wine and an argument about which panel was the back. The bed in there hadn't been slept in since the third night. It was covered in Claire's climbing gear now. Ropes. Chalk bags. A harness slung over the headboard like modern art.

		Claire's clothes had migrated across the hallway in stages. First the pyjamas, left in Lindsey's drawer after the first weekend. Then the work clothes, one blouse at a time. Then the jumpers. The running gear. The bras, appearing in Lindsey's laundry basket without ceremony. Claire's toothbrush had moved to Lindsey's holder by the sink on day nine. Her phone charger lived on Lindsey's bedside table. Her pillow was on the left side of Lindsey's bed because Claire liked the left and Lindsey liked the right and it had taken them approximately one conversation to establish this, which was four years later than it should have been.

		Lindsey reached the kitchen.

		Claire was at the counter, kettle clicking behind her, wearing one of Lindsey's old t-shirts that said Visit Yorkshire in a font that had been ironic when Lindsey bought it at a charity shop in 2017 and was now just faded. No bra underneath. Her dark hair was loose and messy from sleep, pushed back from her face with one of Lindsey's clips.

		She was arranging flowers in the chipped ceramic jug.

		Yellow tulips. The same kind Lindsey had been buying herself every other Friday for two years. Except these had not come from Lindsey. These had been sitting on the kitchen counter when Lindsey had stumbled out for water at two in the morning last night, with a Post-it note in Claire's handwriting stuck to the cellophane: For my favourite person. Because it's Friday. And because I love you. C x

		Lindsey had stood in the dark kitchen reading that Post-it and cried. Just a bit. Just the good kind.

		Now Claire was putting them in water, arranging stems with the focused attention she gave to everything she decided to care about, and she heard Lindsey's bare feet and looked up.

		"Morning, gorgeous."

		The dimple. The chipped tooth. The smile that Lindsey had spent four years thinking was directed at everyone and had turned out, in the end, to have always had her name on it. Claire just hadn't read the label.

		Lindsey crossed the kitchen. Two steps in the tiny galley space. Her hand found Claire's hip. The tattoo warm under her palm through the thin cotton. She kissed her at the kettle. Slow. Easy. Morning breath and yesterday's mascara and none of it mattering. The kiss of someone who was staying. Who got to stay.

		The kettle clicked off behind them.

		Claire's hand came up to Lindsey's jaw. Held her in the kiss for an extra second. Two. Then let her go with a small, satisfied sound.

		"Tea?"

		"Please."

		Claire turned to make it. Lindsey leaned against the counter and watched her. The familiar movements. The particular way Claire reached for mugs, the stretch of her body, the shirt riding up to show a strip of bare hip. The same and different. Everything the same and everything different.

		She thought about the phone call to Becca. Three weeks ago. Forty minutes. Lindsey crying so hard she could barely speak and Becca saying I KNEW IT, I FUCKING KNEW IT, OH MY GOD LINDSEY and then crying too, and then both of them laughing, and then Becca demanding every detail and Lindsey giving her most of them and Becca saying I cannot believe you ate her out on a Tuesday night and didn't tell me until Thursday and Lindsey saying I was busy and Becca saying I BET you were.

		She thought about the phone call to her mother. Last Sunday. The one she'd rehearsed for a week, driving herself mad with scripts and contingencies, and then Claire had sat beside her on the sofa and held her hand and Lindsey had just said it. Mum, I'm seeing someone. It's Claire. My flatmate. We're together. And her mother had been quiet for five seconds, maybe six, and then said oh love. Of course. Well, bring her up at Easter. Your sisters will want to meet her properly. She can have your bed, can't she? You two can share. Said so simply. So easily. Like it was obvious. Like it had always been obvious.

		She thought about the walk in Roundhay Park. The second weekend. Their first proper date, if you could call it that when you'd already lived together for four years and shared every meal and seen each other cry and sick and furious and boring and beautiful. They'd held hands on the path around the lake and it had felt so new and so familiar at the same time that they'd had to stop on a bench just to sit and grin at each other, stupid with it, unable to stop touching.

		She thought about the fact that she had not bought herself flowers since the night Claire knocked on her bedroom door.

		"Here." Claire handed her a mug. The cat one. Lindsey's mug now, by silent agreement, because Claire had given it to her, because Claire gave her things all the time now, small things, important things. A mug. A toothbrush holder. A side of the bed. A life.

		"Thank you."

		Claire leaned back against the opposite counter, mirroring Lindsey, their bare knees almost touching in the narrow galley. She sipped her tea. Looked at Lindsey over the rim.

		"What are you thinking?"

		Lindsey looked at her. At Claire. At the woman she loved, standing in their kitchen, in their flat, wearing her shirt, drinking from the mug that matched hers on the shelf, with the flowers she'd bought standing in the jug on the counter between them. The jug that had been Lindsey's grandmother's. The flowers that were, finally, actually for her.

		"Nothing," she said. And meant it. For the first time in four years, she was not rehearsing. Not calculating. Not waiting for permission. Not holding her breath.

		The kettle sat cooling on its base. The flat was quiet. Morning light through the kitchen window, grey and soft, making everything silver.

		She looked at Claire and thought: this is it. I get to keep this. I never even had to leave the flat.

		Claire caught the expression on her face. Tilted her head. That look. The one that used to be curiosity and was now recognition.

		"Come here," Claire said.

		Lindsey went.
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