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		Chapter 1

		

		The clipboard was unnecessary. I knew this. I knew it the way I knew my Year Four class would lose at least three jumpers before lunch on any given Wednesday, the way I knew my mum would ring at exactly half seven every Sunday evening, the way I knew that the little crease between my eyebrows when I concentrated made me look like a confused owl. The clipboard was unnecessary, and I had made it anyway, because I am Jessica Harrison and I cannot leave the house for a weekend away without a laminated checklist and at least two backup plans.

		Sleeping bags. Tick. Camping pillows, the inflatable kind that always deflate by 3am. Tick. Wellies. Tick. Sun cream, because you never know with the Yorkshire coast in June and I burn if someone so much as mentions the word ultraviolet. Tick. Three books, because what if I finished two and got bored. Tick. Charger. Tick. The nice underwear I'd bought specifically for this trip, tags still on, the pale blue set with the little lace trim that Dan probably wouldn't notice because Dan never noticed anything unless it was on a screen.

		Tick.

		I stood in my kitchen in pyjama bottoms covered in tiny foxes and a Leeds United shirt I'd stolen from my dad six years ago, pen between my teeth, glasses pushed up into the bird's nest of dark hair on top of my head. The morning light fell through the window above the sink and caught the steam rising from my second cup of tea. Friday. Beautiful, golden, school's out for summer Friday. Six glorious weeks stretched ahead like a promise, and this weekend, this one specific weekend I'd been looking forward to for two solid months, was finally here.

		The campsite near Whitby. The four of us. Me and Dan, Katie and Luke. A big tent, a cool box full of cheap wine, the sea, fish and chips, maybe a walk along the cliffs if the brothers could be prised away from whatever football was on their phones. It was going to be perfect. Or at least, it was going to be nice. Nice was fine. Nice was what I had with Dan. Eighteen months of nice.

		My phone buzzed on the worktop.

		I picked it up, expecting Katie. Katie always texted first thing on the morning of any plan, a burst of exclamation marks and emojis and ARE YOU EXCITED in capitals. But the name on the screen was Dan.

		Jess babe DON'T KILL ME

		My stomach did a small, cold flip.

		but me and Luke totally forgot Matty's stag is this weekend not next weekend

		I read it again.

		we're on the train to Amsterdam already

		Again.

		I'm so so sorry babe, make it up to you xxxxx

		The clipboard slipped from my fingers and clattered against the kitchen tiles. I read the text a fourth time, standing very still in a square of sunlight, and then I did something I did not expect.

		I laughed.

		Not a polite laugh. Not a disappointed, trying to be a good sport laugh. A proper laugh, full and loud and slightly unhinged, the kind that comes from somewhere below your ribs and shakes your whole body. I laughed until my eyes watered and my stomach hurt and I had to sit down, right there on the cold kitchen floor in my fox pyjamas, my back against the cupboard door.

		Two months. I had been looking forward to this for two months. I had bought new knickers. I had bought a new bikini. I had shaved my legs last night, which for me in term time is roughly equivalent to planning a military campaign. And Dan. Dan and his brother Luke, the pair of them, two grown men in their late twenties who apparently share one single brain cell between them and it was currently on a train to bloody Amsterdam for a stag do they'd known about since March.

		I wasn't angry. That was the strange thing. I sat on my kitchen floor and I was not angry. I was something else. Something lighter. Something that felt oddly like relief, and I pushed that thought away before I could look at it too closely.

		My thumb hovered over the keyboard. I typed It's fine, have fun x and then deleted it. Typed Are you actually kidding me and deleted that too. In the end I just locked the phone and set it face down on the floor beside me.

		Then I picked it up again and called Katie.

		She answered on the second ring. Her voice came through slightly muffled and breathless. "Jess! I'm literally just out the shower, give me two seconds, I'm dripping everywhere." A thump. A muffled swear. "Right. Right, go on. What's up? Why are you calling and not texting, that's very formal of you."

		"Dan's in Amsterdam."

		A pause. "What?"

		"Dan. And Luke. They forgot about Matty's stag. They're on the train. They're not coming."

		The pause that followed was long. I could hear water dripping. The hum of Katie's extractor fan. I knew this silence. I had been on the receiving end of Katie's silences for eighteen years. Since we were seven, since Mrs Pemberton sat us next to each other on the first day of Year Three and Katie turned to me with her missing front teeth and her tangled blonde ponytail and said Do you want to be my best friend? I've decided. I knew all of her silences. The thinking ones. The angry ones. The one that meant someone was about to have a very bad day.

		This one was the decision silence.

		"Sod them," Katie said.

		"Katie."

		"Sod both of them. Both of them, Jess. Two months we've been planning this. Two months."

		"I know, but."

		"No. No but. Listen to me. Do you want to go to Whitby this weekend?"

		I looked at my clipboard on the floor. My packed bags by the front door. The sunshine pouring through the window.

		"Yes," I said. "Yeah. I really do."

		"Then we're going. You and me. Done. Decision made." I heard the grin in her voice, that specific Katie grin that meant she'd set her mind to something and god help anyone who stood in the way. "Jess. Come on. You and me. A tent. Wine. The sea. Fish and chips. It'll be better without them."

		Something in my chest lifted. Rose up like a balloon on a string.

		"Won't it be weird? Just us two?"

		Katie laughed, and even through the phone, even tinny and small through the speaker, her laugh did something to me. It always had. "When has it ever been weird with us? Eighteen years, Jess. Name one time it was weird."

		I couldn't. She knew I couldn't.

		"Pick me up at one," she said. "I'll bring the prosecco. You bring the sensible stuff, the clipboard and the waterproofs and whatever else is on your little list. We'll be there by five. It's going to be brilliant."

		"Katie."

		"What?"

		I wanted to say something. I didn't know what. Thank you, maybe. Or I love you, the way I said it to her all the time, casual and easy, the way best friends do. But the words felt different this morning, heavier somehow, and I swallowed them back.

		"Bring two bottles," I said instead.

		She laughed again. "Bring three. See you at one, babe."

		The line went dead. I sat on my kitchen floor for another full minute, phone pressed to my chest, grinning at the ceiling like an idiot.

		Then I got up, picked up my clipboard, and added one more item to the list.

		Extra blanket.

		Because you never know, I told myself. In case it gets cold.

		That was what I told myself.

		

		***

		

		I spent the next two hours in a state of controlled frenzy that would have been familiar to anyone who had ever seen me prepare for a school trip. The bags were already packed, but I unpacked them and repacked them, swapping out the nice underwear set for a more comfortable bralette. Then swapping it back again. Then adding both, because why not, it was a holiday. I showered and shaved my legs again, even though I'd done them last night, because I'd missed a patch on my left ankle. I dried my hair properly rather than letting it air dry into the wild tangle it preferred, and then tied it up anyway because the car windows would be down. I put on the sundress. The green one with the tiny white flowers that Katie had told me once made me look like a character from a French film. I'd bought it the next day. I'd never told her that.

		My flat was small and familiar around me. A one bed above a charity shop on a side street in Headingley, full of books and plants and the kind of organised clutter that teachers accumulate. Stacks of marking on the dining table. A mug tree shaped like a cat. Fairy lights around the window that I left on all year round because they made the place feel less like the flat of a twenty five year old woman who lived alone.

		Dan had never moved in. We'd talked about it, once, vaguely, the way you talk about things you know won't happen. Eighteen months and his toothbrush still lived in his own bathroom across town. We were fine. We were nice. We had dinner twice a week and sex on Saturday mornings that lasted exactly as long as the football highlights on his phone and I had come once, one time, and it had been mostly accidental and slightly to the left of where I actually needed it.

		I texted him back while I was loading the car.

		Have fun. Be safe. See you next week.

		No kisses. He wouldn't notice.

		At quarter to one I pulled up outside Katie's building. She lived in a new build in Chapel Allerton, all clean lines and big windows, because Katie had the kind of job that paid properly and the kind of discipline that meant she actually saved. Her balcony had jasmine growing up it and a set of fairy lights that I pretended I hadn't copied. I texted her. I'm outside.

		Three minutes later the front door burst open and Katie appeared.

		My stomach did that thing again. The flip. The flutter. The small, treacherous squeeze that I had been ignoring for years, pushing down, explaining away, refusing to examine.

		She wore denim shorts cut off high on her thighs and a white vest top that showed the straps of a red bikini underneath. Her hair was down, honey blonde, falling past her shoulders in the kind of effortless waves that took her approximately forty five minutes to achieve. Sunglasses pushed up on her head. A tote bag over one shoulder. A cool bag in one hand. Trainers. Tanned legs that went on forever.

		Katie Hall. Five foot nine. Twenty five. My best friend since I was seven years old.

		She threw open the passenger door, tossed the cool bag onto the back seat, and dropped into the car beside me with the kind of physical confidence I had always envied. "Right. Amsterdam. Can you believe those two? Honestly, Jess, I think this is actually a sign."

		"A sign of what?"

		"A sign that we should have been doing this without them all along." She pulled the seatbelt across and turned to me, grinning. "I've got three bottles of prosecco, a bag of Haribo, and I made a playlist. Drive, woman. The sea is waiting."

		I drove.

		The sun sat high and hot through the windscreen and Katie's playlist was exactly what I needed. A mix of the songs we'd loved since sixth form, the ones that lived in a shared language only we understood. She sang along to every one, loudly and badly and with her whole body, and I watched her from the corner of my eye at every red light, every junction, every long straight stretch of the A64 where the flat farmland spread out on either side and the air through the open windows smelled of cut grass and summer.

		She caught me looking, once, somewhere past York. Turned her head and found my eyes on her. I looked back at the road. Felt heat creep up my neck.

		"What?" she said.

		"Nothing. Your singing is terrible."

		"Rude." She threw a Haribo at my head. "My singing is a gift."

		"A gift from Satan, maybe."

		"Drive faster. I want to see the sea."

		I drove faster. And the thing in my stomach, the flutter, the lift, the thing I would not name, grew bigger with every mile.

		

	
		Chapter 2

		

		The A171 wound over the moors and dropped toward the coast in a series of long, sweeping curves. I had always loved this road. The world opened up as you climbed, heather spreading purple and gold to every horizon, sheep dotting the landscape like dropped cotton wool. Then the descent, the first glimpse of blue between the hills, and Katie sitting up straighter in her seat the way she always did.

		"There. There! Jess, look. The sea."

		"I can see it. I'm driving."

		"Pull over. Pull over, I want to take a photo."

		"Katie, we're in the middle of."

		"Pull over!"

		I pulled into a layby on the brow of the hill and Katie was out of the car before I'd fully stopped, phone already up, standing on the verge with her hair blowing sideways in the wind and the whole of the North Sea spread out below us, silver and vast. I watched her through the windscreen. The way she stood with her weight on one hip, chin tilted up. The length of her legs in those shorts. The strip of bare skin between the hem of her vest and the waistband of the denim.

		She turned. Grinned. Waved me out.

		"Come on. Come here. Selfie."

		I climbed out and stood next to her and she wrapped her arm around my shoulders, pulling me in close. I was so much shorter than her. My head fit in the curve of her neck. She smelled of coconut sun cream and the citrus perfume she always wore, the one I could identify in any crowd, any room, any blind lineup.

		"Smile," she said, and I did. She took three photos, checking each one, frowning at her hair in the first, satisfied with the third. I looked at myself on her screen. Small and dark haired next to her golden length. My glasses slightly crooked. My cheeks flushed pink from the wind.

		"Cute," Katie said, pocketing her phone. Then, to me. "You look cute."

		I looked away. Felt that word land in my chest like a stone dropped into still water. Ripples spreading outward.

		"Let's go," I said. "We'll miss check in."

		We didn't miss check in. We arrived at the campsite at quarter past four with the sun still high and warm, and it was more beautiful than the photos had promised. Perched on the clifftop above the old abbey, the pitches spread out across a wide, grassy headland. The sea was visible from almost everywhere. Blue grey and endless, stretching to a flat horizon, the sound of it a constant low roar beneath the wind and the cries of gulls circling overhead. The abbey ruins stood dark against the sky to the south, ancient and dramatic, the kind of thing that made you feel very small and very temporary.

		A cheerful woman in a fleece vest checked us in and pointed us toward pitch seventeen, a flat square of grass near the cliff edge with nothing between us and the drop but a low wooden fence and a sign that said CLIFF EDGE PLEASE TAKE CARE. Katie immediately walked to the fence and leaned over, looking down.

		"Katie. The sign."

		"I can see the sign, Jess. I can also see the most gorgeous beach. Look."

		I did not look. I stood by the car and gripped the tent bag and thought about structural erosion and how far a human body would fall before hitting water.

		"Right," Katie said, turning back with her hands on her hips. "Tent."

		This is where things went wrong. Or rather, this is where things went exactly the way you would expect them to go when two women who have never erected a tent in their lives attempt to erect a tent designed for four people using instructions printed in a font size apparently intended for ants.

		The tent was Dan's. Or rather, it had been Dan's dad's, and then Dan had inherited it in that vague way men inherit camping equipment, and it lived in the back of a cupboard and had last been used, by Dan's estimation, in roughly 2014. It was enormous when unrolled, a sprawling green nylon creature that seemed to have more poles than any structure should reasonably need.

		"This bit goes in that bit," Katie said, holding up two poles of different lengths.

		"Does it? The diagram shows."

		"The diagram shows nothing. The diagram was drawn by a sadist."

		"Just. Here. Slot that end into."

		"Which end?"

		"The silver end."

		"They're all silver!"

		We got one half of the frame up. I held it while Katie threaded the nylon over the top, and it looked promising for exactly four seconds before the entire thing collapsed sideways and buried Katie underneath a wave of green fabric. Her legs stuck out at one end, kicking.

		"Jess!"

		I was laughing too hard to help. I stood there with my hands on my knees, doubled over, tears streaming, and Katie's muffled swearing came through the nylon in increasingly creative combinations.

		"Jessica Louise Harrison, if you do not get this off me right now I swear to."

		"I'm coming, I'm coming, I just. Oh god. Oh, your face."

		"You can't SEE my face!"

		I pulled the fabric back and there she was, red cheeked and grass in her hair and glaring at me with those blue eyes, and I laughed harder.

		"I hate you," she said. But she was smiling. She was always smiling.

		We tried again. Collapsed it again. Got one pole stuck at an angle we could not fix. Katie sat on the ground with her legs stretched out and said, with great dignity, "I think this tent is broken."

		"It's not broken. We're just."

		"Incompetent?"

		"I was going to say learning."

		"Oi oi." A voice from behind us. We turned. A man, sixtyish, stocky, flat cap, the kind of weathered Yorkshire face that had seen every type of foolishness the world could offer. He was two pitches over, sitting in a camping chair with a mug of tea, and he'd clearly been watching us for some time. "D'you two lasses want a hand or shall I just keep enjoying the show?"

		"Oh god, yes please," Katie said immediately, all charm and gratitude, and the man heaved himself up and ambled over and had the tent up in approximately six minutes. He didn't even look at the instructions. He just held each pole and seemed to know instinctively where it went, the way old Yorkshire men seem to know instinctively how anything mechanical or structural works.

		"There y'are," he said, giving the final guy rope a tug. "Solid, that. Won't be going anywhere."

		"You're an angel," Katie said. "Honestly, an angel."

		He waved her off, embarrassed, and retreated back to his camping chair and his tea. We stood and admired our tent. It was enormous. Big enough for four, and now just for two. The inside was a wide, flat floor space with a separate pod for sleeping that would fit two side by side with room to spare. We unrolled the sleeping bags, tossed in the pillows, lined up our bags against one wall.

		"Done," Katie said, zipping the door shut. "We did it."

		"Malcolm did it."

		"Malcolm assisted. We did the emotional labour."

		I snorted. Katie produced the first bottle of prosecco from the cool bag with a flourish, along with two plastic champagne flutes she'd clearly bought specially. She popped the cork with a whoop that sent a gull screaming upward from the fence, poured two foaming glasses, and handed me one.

		"To us," she said, holding hers up. "To a weekend without useless men."

		"To us," I said.

		We clinked. The prosecco was cold and sharp and perfect, the bubbles fizzing against my tongue, and we sat down on the groundsheet in the doorway of the tent with our legs stretched out onto the grass and the sun warm on our bare shins and the sea glinting in the distance and the sky wide and endless overhead.

		I was happy. Properly, purely, deeply happy in a way I had not felt in months.

		Katie leaned sideways and bumped her shoulder against mine. "See? Told you. Better without them."

		"You were right."

		"I'm always right."

		She was. She usually was. I sipped my prosecco and watched the light catch in her hair, turning it to gold where it fell across her collarbone. The strap of her red bikini showed at the neckline of her vest. The curve of her neck into her shoulder.

		I looked away. Drank. Looked back.

		She caught me again.

		"What?" she said, smiling. Lazy. Warm.

		"Nothing." I smiled back. "Just. I'm glad we came."

		"Me too." She clinked her glass against mine again. "Me too, Jess."

		The prosecco ran dry before six and we opened the second bottle because it was, as Katie pointed out, categorically a holiday and the rules of a holiday state that drinking before dark is not only acceptable but mandatory. The sun moved lower over the sea, painting everything gold, and we sat in the tent doorway and talked in the easy, looping way we always talked. About school, about work, about the Year Four boy who had put a crayon up his nose last Tuesday and the dental patient who had bitten Katie last week. We talked about nothing and everything and the silences between were comfortable, warm, full of the kind of understanding that comes only from knowing someone for more than half your life.

		At half six I was pleasantly fuzzy around the edges and Katie was lying flat on the grass with her eyes closed and her arms stretched above her head, the hem of her vest riding up to show a strip of flat, tanned stomach.

		I looked at that strip of skin. At the faint blonde hairs catching the light. At the dip of her navel and the sharp line of her hip bone where it disappeared into her shorts.

		I looked for too long.

		I'd been doing this for years. Looking for too long and then looking away. Noticing things about Katie's body and then filing them somewhere deep and dark where I didn't have to think about what they meant. The shape of her mouth. The length of her eyelashes. The way water ran down her back when she got out of a pool. The specific, devastating thing she did with her arms when she stretched, all long limbs and unconscious grace.

		I was not. I did not.

		I told myself I did not.

		"Shall we go get food?" Katie said, eyes still closed. "I'm starving."

		"Yeah." I stood up too quickly. Head rush. "Yeah, let's go. Fish and chips?"

		She opened her eyes. Smiled up at me from the grass, squinting against the sun. Reached up a hand for me to pull her up.

		I took her hand. Her fingers wrapped around mine, warm and strong. I pulled. She rose. Stood too close for a moment, my hand still in hers, her face inches above mine because she was five inches taller and looking down at me with something in her expression I could not read.

		Then she let go. Turned away. Slid her feet into her trainers.

		"Come on then, shortarse. Fish and chips won't eat themselves."

		We walked toward the cliff path. The 199 steps down to Whitby lay ahead of us, winding between the headstones of the old churchyard, and the evening spread out golden and the sea hushed below and Katie's hand swung close to mine as we walked and I thought, very clearly and very deliberately.

		Stop it.

		Stop it, Jessica.

		She's your best friend.

		

	
		Chapter 3

		

		The 199 steps are famous for a reason. They wind down from the clifftop through the churchyard of St Mary's, ancient stone worn smooth by centuries of feet, the town of Whitby spreading out below in a tumble of red roofs and narrow streets. The harbour mouth opens to the sea. Boats bob at their moorings. The smell of frying fish and vinegar rises on the warm air.

		We went down hand in hand, because the steps were uneven and steep and because Katie grabbed my fingers on the third step and said "Don't let me fall in these shoes, Jess, I'll break my neck" and that was enough reason. That was the reason. I held her hand all the way down and my palm sweated against hers and I told myself it was the prosecco and the warmth and the exercise.

		The town was busy with the early summer crowd. Families trailing sandy children, couples eating ice cream, groups of teenagers clustered on the harbour wall. We joined the queue at the Magpie Cafe and Katie leaned against my shoulder while we waited, scrolling her phone, showing me photos of our tent that she'd posted on Instagram.

		"Eighty seven likes already," she said. "People love a campsite photo."

		"People love your face in a photo."

		She looked at me. Amused. "Jessica Harrison. Was that a compliment?"

		"An observation."

		"Hmm." She grinned and put her phone away and when the queue moved she kept her hand on the small of my back, steering me forward. Just a hand. Light. Casual. The warmth of her palm through the thin cotton of my dress.

		We carried our fish and chips in paper to a bench by the harbour. The chips were fat and golden and drenched in vinegar, the fish crisp and flaking white underneath the batter, and we ate with our fingers and watched the gulls wheel and scream overhead, brazen and aggressive, diving for scraps from tourists foolish enough to eat in the open.

		"Guard your chips," Katie said, hunching over her paper tray with exaggerated paranoia. "I once saw a seagull take an entire pasty out of a man's hand. He just stood there. Empty hand. Mouth open."

		"Traumatic for the man."

		"Life changing. He probably went vegetarian."

		I laughed. Salt on my lips. The taste of vinegar and the sea. Katie beside me on the bench, warm and solid, her bare thigh pressed against mine because the bench was small and she sat close. She always sat close to me. I had never asked why.

		We finished eating and screwed up the paper and found a bin. Then Katie bought two cans of gin and tonic from a harbour bar and we sat on the sea wall with our legs dangling over the edge, watching the light change on the water. Pink and gold and purple, the sun easing down toward the horizon behind us, the sky over the sea deepening from blue to violet.

		"Can I tell you something?" Katie said.

		I looked at her. She was staring out at the water, her profile sharp against the fading sky. The line of her nose. Her jaw. The curve of her lower lip.

		"Always."

		She took a sip of her gin. "Luke hasn't made me cum in nearly a year."

		I blinked. "What?"

		"A year, Jess. Eleven months, to be exact. I've been counting. Is that sad? That I've been counting?"

		"That's. Katie, that's."

		"It's not like he doesn't try. He does. He just." She waved a hand vaguely. "He's got no idea what he's doing. Never has, really. I've tried showing him, telling him, but he just does the same thing every time and then looks at me like a golden retriever expecting a treat and I fake it because it's easier than having the conversation again."

		I didn't know what to say. Sat there with my gin and tonic warming in my hand.

		"Eleven months is a long time," I managed.

		"It's a very long time." She turned to look at me. "What about you and Dan? And don't lie to me, Jess. I know when you lie."

		My cheeks burned. The gin. The sunset. The direct, steady weight of her blue eyes on my face.

		"I've. I've only come once. With Dan."

		"Once? In eighteen months?"

		"It was sort of. Accidental? He was doing something and I was already close from beforehand and it just. Happened. I don't think he even noticed."

		Katie stared at me. "Jessica."

		"What?"

		"That's criminal. That is actual criminal negligence."

		"It's not that bad. It's fine. I just." I looked down at my hands. "I don't know. Sex with Dan is just. It's fine. It's nice. It's over quickly."

		"Nice," Katie repeated. The word sounded like a verdict. "Sex shouldn't be nice, Jess. Nice is a cup of tea. Nice is a bath. Sex should be." She stopped. Looked back at the water. "Never mind."

		"What?"

		"Nothing."

		A silence. The sea below us, dark now, lapping against the harbour wall. A boat's light blinking somewhere out in the bay.

		"We're both settling, aren't we?" Katie said, quietly. "With them. Luke and Dan. We're both settling for nice."

		I wanted to disagree. I couldn't.

		"Maybe."

		She nodded. Drained her gin. Crushed the can in her fist.

		"We should have come on our own from the start," she said. "This whole trip. We didn't need them."

		"No," I said. "I don't think we did."

		She turned her head and smiled at me. Soft. A smile I'd seen a thousand times but which landed differently tonight, in this light, on this wall, with the sea below and the prosecco still warm in my blood. I leaned my head against her shoulder. Closed my eyes. Felt the solid warmth of her, the rise and fall of her breathing, the gin and citrus smell of her.

		"This is perfect," I murmured.

		Her hand found mine on the cold stone of the wall. Fingers interlocking. Squeezing once.

		"Yeah," she said. "It is."

		We sat like that for a long time. Until the sky went fully dark and the stars came out, one by one, over the North Sea. Until the cold crept in and we pressed closer together for warmth. Until I could feel her pulse in her wrist where it lay against mine, steady and sure.

		Then she squeezed my hand again and said, "Come on. The steps are going to be murder in the dark."

		We walked back up through the churchyard, arms linked, breath short from the climb, giggling at nothing. The graves stood pale and silent on either side of the path. Somewhere below, the sound of music from a pub. The clink of glasses. Laughter.

		Katie's arm was hooked through mine, her hip bumping against me with every step because of the height difference. She was warm. She was so warm. And her laugh, breathless from the climb, rang out in the dark air and settled somewhere inside my chest and stayed there.

		"Left here," I said, at the top, steering us toward the campsite gate.

		"I know where we're going."

		"You said that in York last year and we ended up in Harrogate."

		"That was a deliberate scenic detour."

		"That was you being too proud to check the satnav."

		She laughed. Pulled me closer. Her fingers tightened on my arm.

		We found our tent in the dark by the glow of its interior light, which I'd left on because I am the kind of person who thinks ahead and also the kind of person who is afraid of the dark but will never admit it. Malcolm from two pitches over was snoring audibly. The sea was a constant low sound beneath everything, timeless and steady.

		Katie unzipped the tent and crawled in first. I followed. We zipped the door shut behind us and the world shrank to the warm, golden space of our tent. Sleeping bags unrolled side by side. The lantern casting everything in soft amber.

		"I need the loo," Katie said. "And then I need more wine. In that order."

		"Torch is in my bag."

		She found it, disappeared into the dark outside, came back three minutes later with the third bottle of prosecco and her cheeks pink from the cold.

		"Right," she said, settling onto her sleeping bag cross legged, the bottle in her lap. "We are having a proper night in. None of this going to sleep at a sensible hour bollocks."

		"I never go to sleep at a sensible hour."

		"You went to bed at nine thirty last Tuesday. You told me."

		"That was a particularly hard day. Crayon. Nose. You weren't there."

		She grinned. Popped the cork. We hadn't even bothered with the plastic glasses this time. She took a swig straight from the bottle and passed it to me and I drank and passed it back and outside the wind picked up slightly, pressing the tent walls inward, and inside everything was warm and close and golden and it was just us, just us, the way it should have been from the start.

		

	
		Chapter 4

		

		The prosecco emptied by increments. We sat facing each other on our sleeping bags, cross legged, knees almost touching, the bottle passing between us. The lantern turned Katie's skin to gold. Shadows moved on the tent walls when the wind pressed against the nylon outside.

		"Truth or dare," Katie said.

		I groaned. "We're not fifteen."

		"We're also not dead. Truth or dare, Jess. Come on."

		I took a drink. The prosecco was warm now and too sweet but I barely tasted it. "Fine. Truth."

		"Boring. But fine." She tilted her head, thinking. "First proper kiss. Not a peck. First tongue."

		"Easy. Jake Whitworth. Year Nine disco. He tasted like Monster energy drink and it lasted about three seconds."

		"Jake Whitworth! Oh my god. He had that awful bowl cut."

		"He did. It was terrible. Your turn."

		Katie pointed at herself. "Truth."

		"Same question."

		"Mmm. Gemma Barker. Year Ten."

		I blinked. "Gemma Barker? The one who."

		"Played netball. Yeah." Katie shrugged, easy, unbothered. "We were at Hayley's party. Spin the bottle. Everyone was doing it."

		I filed this away in the place where I filed all Katie related information. Added it to the pile. Did not examine it too closely.

		"Your turn," she said. "Truth or dare."

		"Truth."

		"Still boring." She grinned. "Worst shag. Go."

		"Oh god." I covered my face. The prosecco made my cheeks burn. "Do you remember Connor? Second year of uni?"

		"Lanky Connor? The one who wore scarves indoors?"

		"That's him. He cried afterwards."

		Katie screamed with laughter. Fell sideways onto her sleeping bag. "He CRIED?"

		"Not like. Not properly cried. His eyes went wet. And then he said it was because it was so beautiful."

		"Was it? Beautiful?"

		"Katie. It lasted forty five seconds and he made a noise like a dying badger."

		She was crying now. Tears running down her face, mouth open, silent wheezing. I watched her laugh and drank more prosecco and felt lighter than I had in months.

		"Your turn," I said. "Truth."

		"Go on then."

		"Worst shag."

		She sobered slightly. Sat back up. Wiped her eyes. "Luke. Three weeks ago."

		That wasn't funny. The way she said it. Flat and honest and looking straight at me.

		"Katie."

		"He rolled over, did his thing, came, went to sleep. I lay there for about twenty minutes wondering if I should just do it myself next to him. I didn't. I went to the bathroom and sat on the toilet and nearly cried. That's the worst shag. Not because it was bad sex, but because I realised I didn't even care anymore."

		I reached out. Touched her knee. Her skin was warm under my hand, her bare thigh where it emerged from her shorts. She looked at my hand on her knee and then back at my face.

		"I'm sorry," I said.

		"Don't be." She shook herself slightly, like a dog after rain. Smiled. It was smaller than her normal smile but it was real. "It's fine. It's done. I'm here now. You're here." She put her hand over mine on her knee. Pressed once. "Your turn."

		"Truth."

		"Okay." Her eyes went sharp. Amused. Dangerous. "Weirdest place you've ever made yourself cum."

		Heat flooded my face. My neck. My chest.

		"Katie!"

		"You said truth. Answer the question."

		"I. The shower. Just. The shower."

		"The shower." She looked unimpressed. "That's it? Jess. The shower is not weird. The shower is, like, page one of the handbook."

		"Fine! Where's yours then?"

		"The gym changing rooms."

		"WHAT."

		"Steam room, technically. I was alone. It was late. It was right there." She grinned, shameless, her teeth white in the lantern light. "The steam made it. You know. Intense."

		I was blushing so hard my ears hurt. I took the bottle and drank deeply.

		"Right," she said. The game continued. The questions circled. Spiralled inward. Got closer to something I could feel approaching like weather.

		What's your biggest fantasy? Have you ever sent nudes? Do you ever think about someone else when you're with Dan?

		I answered them all. Breathless and pink and honest in a way the prosecco allowed. Yes, I think about someone else. No, I won't say who. Yes, I've sent nudes, once, to Dan, and he said nice and nothing else and I wanted to die.

		Katie answered hers with the same directness she brought to everything. Frank. Unashamed. Her eyes never leaving mine.

		The bottle was almost empty. The lantern flickered. The wind outside had dropped and the tent was very still, very warm, very close. We were leaning toward each other, knees pressed together now, my hand still on her thigh from where I'd put it earlier and never moved it.

		"Truth or dare," I said. My voice came out quieter than I meant it to.

		"Truth."

		My heart was in my throat. Hammering. Ridiculous. I could hear blood in my ears.

		"Have you ever fancied a girl?"

		The question hung in the air between us like smoke. Katie didn't move. Her eyes didn't leave mine. The lantern guttered and steadied. Outside, the sea. The constant, breathing sea.

		"Yeah," she said. Quiet. Careful. "Yeah, I have."

		I couldn't breathe. My lungs had stopped working.

		"Who?"

		A smile. Small. Scared. Not like Katie at all. Katie was never scared.

		"You know who, Jess."

		I did. I did know. I had always known, the way you know something you won't let yourself think about, the way you know the shape of a thing by the outline of the space around it.

		"Your turn," she said. Her voice shook. Just slightly. Just enough for me to notice.

		"Truth."

		"Same question."

		I looked at her. Katie Hall. Eighteen years. My best friend. My person. The one I called first. The one whose laugh lived in my chest. The one whose body I had looked at too long, too often, with too much focus to be anything other than what it was.

		"You," I said. The word came out like breath. Like something released. "It's you. It's always been you."

		Katie closed her eyes. Her hand found mine in the space between us and her fingers interlocked with mine and she squeezed so hard it hurt and I let her, I wanted her to, I wanted the bruise of it so I would know tomorrow that this had been real.

		"Jess," she whispered.

		"Yeah."

		She opened her eyes. In the golden light they were very blue and very bright and very close and she was leaning toward me, or I was leaning toward her, or we were both leaning and the space between us was shrinking, collapsing, becoming nothing.

		"Can I kiss you?" she said.

		"Yes."

		

	
		Chapter 5

		

		She kissed me.

		Her mouth found mine and the world stopped. Everything stopped. The wind outside. The sea. My heart. My breath. Everything paused and then restarted in a different rhythm, a different key, and I understood in that instant that every kiss before this one had been wrong. Every single one. Every fumble at a school disco, every drunken snog at uni, every closed mouth peck from Dan. Wrong. All of it. Because this. This was what a kiss was supposed to feel like.

		Soft. Her lips were so soft. Warm and yielding and tasting of prosecco and sea salt and something underneath that was just Katie, just her, and I made a sound into her mouth that I would have been embarrassed about if I had been capable of embarrassment, if I had been capable of anything beyond the press of her lips on mine.

		Her hand came up and cupped my jaw. Her fingers spread against my cheek, thumb brushing the corner of my mouth, and she tilted my head slightly, angled the kiss deeper. Not aggressive. Not hurried. Slow and deliberate, as if she had been thinking about exactly this, exactly this angle, exactly this pressure, for years.

		I kissed her back. My hand found the back of her neck, slid up into her hair, and the strands were silk between my fingers and she sighed into my mouth and the sound went straight through me like electricity. Like I'd been plugged into something. My skin lit up from the inside.

		We pulled apart. An inch. Maybe two. Our foreheads pressed together. I could feel her breath on my lips, fast and shallow. My glasses had fogged. I could barely see.

		"Oh," I said.

		"Yeah." Her voice was shaking. Actually shaking.

		"Oh god."

		"Yeah."

		I laughed. A short, wet, overwhelmed sound. Katie laughed too, breathless and high, and we were both laughing and neither of us pulled away and then she kissed me again and this time it was deeper, her tongue finding mine, careful and questioning, and I opened my mouth wider and let her in and my whole body caught fire.

		Her hand slid from my jaw to the back of my head, fingers tangling in my hair, pulling the elastic free so my dark hair fell loose around my shoulders. I gasped. She swallowed the sound. Kissed me harder. Her other hand found my waist, pulled me closer, and I went, I went willingly, shifting on my sleeping bag until my knees were either side of her crossed legs and I was half in her lap, looking down at her for once.

		She looked up at me. Blue eyes wide. Lips wet. Her chest rising and falling fast under her vest top. Her hands on my hips, fingers spread, holding me there.

		"Jess." My name in her mouth. Reverent. Awed.

		"I know."

		"How long?" she asked. "How long have you."

		"I don't know. Years. Since we were. God, Katie, I don't know. Maybe always."

		"Me too." Her thumbs pressed into my hip bones through the fabric of my dress. "Me too. Always. Since forever."

		"We're idiots."

		"Total idiots."

		I kissed her this time. I initiated it, leaned down and pressed my mouth to hers and felt her smile against my lips, felt her hands tighten on my hips, felt her pull me down closer until our bodies were pressed together from hip to chest and I could feel the heat of her through our clothes. The shape of her. Her breasts against mine, her stomach flat against my soft one, her thighs solid underneath me.

		I kissed her until I ran out of air. Until my jaw ached. Until my lips felt raw and swollen and perfect. We kissed and kissed and the lantern flickered and the tent was warm and close and the world outside stopped existing.

		"I'm shaking," I whispered against her mouth. "God. Feel me. I'm shaking."

		She took my hand and pressed it flat against her own chest. Under my palm, her heart hammered wild. Faster than anything I'd ever felt.

		"Me too," she said. "Fucking terrified, Jess."

		"Of what?"

		"That I'll wake up. That this isn't real."

		I bit her lower lip. Gentle. Enough to sting.

		"Real enough?"

		Her eyes went dark. Her fingers dug into my hips.

		"Do that again."

		I did. Bit her lip. Harder this time. She exhaled sharply through her nose and her hands moved, sliding from my hips to the backs of my thighs, pulling me tighter against her, and I could feel heat between us now, real heat, the kind that had nothing to do with the temperature inside the tent.

		"Jess," she said. Warning. Or asking. Or both.

		I put my hands on her face. Cupped her jaw. Tilted her head back. Looked down at her. The golden light caught the curve of her cheekbones, the hollow of her throat, the swell of her lower lip where I'd bitten it.

		"I've thought about this," I said. The words fell out before I could stop them. "I've thought about this for so long, Katie."

		"Tell me." Her voice was rough. "Tell me what you've thought about."

		"This. Just this. Kissing you." My thumbs traced her cheekbones. "Touching you. Being allowed to touch you."

		"You're allowed." She turned her head, pressed a kiss to my palm. "You've always been allowed. I just didn't know how to say it."

		We fell sideways. Lay facing each other on the sleeping bags, legs tangled, faces close enough to share breath. She tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. I traced the line of her collarbone with my fingertip. We kissed again. Slow. Deep. Learning the shape of each other's mouths.

		"What do we do?" I whispered. "About Dan. Luke. Everything."

		"Shh." She kissed the tip of my nose. My forehead. The bridge of my glasses. "Not tonight. Tonight is just this. Just us."

		"Just us."

		She smiled. The real one. The one that crinkled the corners of her eyes and showed the gap between her front teeth that she hated and I loved. The one that had been making my chest ache since I was fifteen years old and too afraid to ask why.

		"Come here," she said, and pulled me against her, and I went.

		

	
		Chapter 6

		

		I don't know who started it. I don't know who moved first. We were kissing and then we were more than kissing, and the line between the two dissolved like sugar in water.

		Her hand found the hem of my dress. Fingers on my bare thigh. A question.

		"Yeah," I breathed. "Yeah, yes."

		She slid higher. Her palm flat against my skin, warm and sure, moving up the outside of my thigh, over my hip. The dress bunched under her wrist. I felt the air on my stomach, my legs, and her hand kept moving, tracing the curve of my waist, my ribs, the underside of my breast through the thin cotton of my bralette.

		I whimpered. Actually whimpered. The sound shocked me. I'd never made that sound before. Not with Dan. Not alone. Never.

		"Off," Katie said. Tugging the dress. "Can I. Can we."

		I sat up. Pulled the dress over my head in one motion. Dropped it somewhere behind me. Sat there in my bralette and knickers in the lantern light and watched Katie's face and waited to feel self conscious, waited for the familiar shrinking feeling I always got when undressed in front of someone, and it didn't come. Because Katie was looking at me the way no one had ever looked at me. Like I was something rare. Something she'd been waiting to see.

		"God," she said. Quiet. "Jess. You're so."

		"Don't."

		"You are. You're beautiful."

		"Katie."

		"Shut up. Let me look at you."

		I let her look. Felt her eyes move over my skin like touch. My small breasts in the navy bralette. The soft curve of my stomach. The mole on my left hip she'd seen a thousand times in changing rooms but was seeing now, differently, as if for the first time.

		Then she sat up and pulled her vest over her head and the red bikini top underneath was tied in a bow at her back and she reached behind herself and pulled it loose and let it fall.

		Katie. Bare. Her breasts round and full and tipped pink, her nipples pebbling in the cooler air. Her waist narrowing. The flat plane of her stomach. I stared. Couldn't not. Couldn't look anywhere else.

		"Fair's fair," she said, and reached for me, and I went to her.

		Skin on skin. The shock of it. Her warmth against mine, her breasts pressing against my smaller ones, her stomach against my stomach, and she was pulling the bralette off me and I let her, helped her, and then there was nothing between us from the waist up and we fell together onto the sleeping bags and I had never felt anything like this. Never. Never in my life.

		Her mouth found my neck. My collarbone. The hollow of my throat. She kissed down, down, her lips tracing a line over my chest, and when her mouth closed over my nipple I arched off the sleeping bag and my hands went to her hair and I made a sound that came from somewhere primal and desperate inside me.

		"Good?" she murmured against my skin.

		"God. God, Katie. Don't stop."

		She didn't stop. She took her time. Moved between my breasts, licking, sucking, her tongue circling one nipple and then the other, and I was already wet, already aching, already burning between my legs and she had barely touched me.

		Her hand slid down my stomach. Found the waistband of my knickers. Paused.

		"Can I?"

		"Please. Please."

		She eased them down. I lifted my hips. Kicked them off. Lay bare on the sleeping bag in the golden light and Katie sat back on her heels and looked at me. All of me. Every part of me that no one had ever looked at with this kind of hunger.

		"Fuck," she whispered. "Jess."

		"Your turn." My voice didn't sound like mine. Deeper. Rougher. "Take yours off."

		She stood, half crouched in the low tent ceiling. Unzipped her shorts. Pushed them down with her knickers in one movement. Stepped out of them. Stood there.

		I looked up at her. Long legs. Narrow hips. The neat triangle of dark gold between her thighs. Her breasts swaying slightly as she moved. She was golden in the lantern light, all of her, and I wanted to put my mouth on every inch.

		She dropped to her knees between my legs. Leaned over me. Kissed me. I tasted prosecco and desire and I wrapped my arms around her neck and pulled her down onto me and the full length of our bodies pressed together, naked, nothing between us, skin sliding on skin, and I could have wept from how good it felt. How right.

		"I don't." I broke the kiss. Gasping. "I've never done this. With a girl. I don't know how to."

		"Neither have I." She kissed my jaw. My ear. "We'll figure it out."

		"Yeah?"

		"Yeah." She kissed down my neck again. Lower. Across my chest. Down my stomach. Her mouth moved in a line, deliberate, and I realized where she was going and my whole body went rigid with anticipation.

		"Katie. You don't have to."

		"I want to." She looked up at me from the plane of my stomach, chin resting there, her blue eyes enormous in the low light. "I've thought about this. Specifically this. A lot."

		"Oh god."

		"Is that okay?"

		"Yes. Fuck. Yes."

		She smiled. Pressed a kiss to my hip bone. Then lower. The crease of my thigh. I was trembling. My hands fisted in the sleeping bag. She settled between my legs, her shoulders nudging my thighs wider, and I felt her breath on me first. Warm. Close. Then the first touch of her tongue.

		I came apart.

		Not from the physical sensation alone, though that was devastating in its precision. It was the fact of it. Katie. Her mouth on me. Her tongue sliding through me, finding the places that mattered, with a gentleness and an attention that no one had ever given me. She licked me slowly, experimenting, learning the shape of me, and when she found my clit and closed her lips around it and sucked gently I nearly left my own body.

		"Oh FUCK." Too loud. Way too loud. My hand slammed over my own mouth but she reached up and pulled it away.

		"No. I want to hear you."

		"People will."

		"I don't care. Let me hear you."

		She went back. Licked me in long, flat strokes that made my thighs shake. Then focused. Tight circles with the point of her tongue on my clit. Then softer. Then harder. She read my body with terrifying accuracy. Every gasp, every whimper, every roll of my hips. She followed them. Adjusted. Found the rhythm I needed and held it.

		I came.

		The orgasm hit me like a wall. Like something falling. Like every orgasm I'd ever tried to have with Dan's hurried fingers and given up on. It rolled through me from my core outward, my back bowing off the sleeping bag, my hands in Katie's hair, pulling, and the sound I made was loud, too loud, a raw broken shout that I felt in my chest.

		"Oh god. Oh god oh god oh god. Katie. KATIE."

		She held me through it. Mouth softening, tongue gentling, easing me down, and when the aftershocks faded and I lay boneless and panting and blinking at the tent ceiling she pressed one last soft kiss between my legs and crawled up my body and I grabbed her face and kissed her and tasted myself on her mouth and made another sound, small and wrecked and grateful.

		"Was that." She pulled back. Searched my face. "Was that okay?"

		I was crying. I hadn't noticed until that moment. Tears sliding from the corners of my eyes into my hair. Not sad tears. Not pain. Something else. Relief. Joy. The feeling of something locked inside me finally opening.

		"Jess? Jess, are you okay, did I."

		"I'm fine." I laughed. Wet and shaky. "I'm so fine. That was. Katie, that was the best. The best thing anyone has ever. Oh my god."

		She grinned. Relieved and proud and glowing. "Yeah?"

		"My legs don't work."

		"Good." She kissed me again, soft, gentle. "Good."

		I held her face. Wiped my eyes with the back of my hand. Looked at her.

		"My turn," I said.

		"Jess, you don't have to."

		"Shut up. My turn."

		I rolled her. She went easily, landing on her back with her hair fanned around her head like a golden halo, and she was grinning up at me with an expression I had never seen on her face before. Open. Vulnerable. Waiting.

		I kissed her mouth. Her jaw. Her throat. I went slowly because I was terrified and because I wanted to remember every second. The salt taste of her skin. The way she hummed when I kissed below her ear. The sharp intake of breath when my mouth found her nipple.

		I spent time there. Kissing. Licking. Feeling the weight of her breast in my hand, so different from my own. Fuller. Heavier. Her nipple hard against my tongue, and the sounds she made, small and desperate and breathy, drove me lower.

		Down her stomach. The muscles clenching under my lips. Her hands found my hair and she didn't push, didn't guide, just held on. I kissed her hip bones. The insides of her thighs. Soft skin. Goosebumps rising.

		Then I was there. Between her legs. Looking at her. The pink of her, slick and swollen, and my mouth went dry and my heart was hammering so hard I could feel it in my teeth.

		"You okay?" she whispered. Looking down at me. Her eyes were huge.

		"Yeah." I breathed. "Just. Tell me if I do it wrong."

		"You won't."

		I kissed her. Tentative. A press of closed lips against her cunt. She exhaled sharply. I opened my mouth. Tasted her. Salt and heat and something musky and uniquely Katie, and the strangeness of it lasted exactly one second before it became the only thing I ever wanted to do.

		I licked her the way she'd licked me. Long, slow, exploring. She was so wet. My chin slipped against her, my lips glossy with it, and when my tongue found her clit she gasped and her thighs clamped against my ears and I took that as direction.

		I focused. Learned. She helped me with small sounds, there, and yes, and fuck, right there, and I listened, I listened the way I listen to my Year Four kids when they're trying to explain something they don't have words for yet. I read her body. The lift of her hips. The way her fingers tightened in my hair when I did something right.

		I found it. The rhythm. The pressure. And I held it, steady, consistent, my tongue working her clit in firm, tight strokes, and Katie's back arched and her mouth fell open and she made a sound that was halfway between a moan and a scream and her hand slammed down on the sleeping bag beside her.

		"Jess. Jess, I'm. I'm going to. Oh fuck. Fuck, Jess, don't stop, don't stop don't stop don't."

		I didn't stop. Kept going. Kept the same rhythm, the same pressure, even when her hips bucked and her thighs shook and her hand fisted in my hair so tight it hurt. She came against my mouth. I felt it. The pulse of her. The spasm. Her whole body pulling tight like a bowstring and then releasing, releasing, a long shuddering exhale and my name, my name, Jess, over and over like a prayer.

		I stayed. Gentled my tongue. Kissed her softly as she came down, the way she'd done for me. When I looked up, her arm was thrown over her eyes and her chest was heaving and she was making small, involuntary sounds on each exhale.

		I crawled up beside her. Lay down. Pulled the sleeping bag over both of us. She found me with her hands, pulled me close, pressed her face into my neck.

		"Eleven months," she said, against my throat. Muffled. "Eleven months, Jess. And you just. First try."

		"Was it good?"

		She laughed. Breathless and disbelieving. "Was it good. Was it GOOD." She pulled back. Looked at me. Her eyes were wet. "That's the first real orgasm I've had with another person in nearly a year."

		"I'm sorry."

		"Don't you dare apologise. That was." She kissed me. Hard. "That was everything."

		We lay tangled together in the unzipped sleeping bag, naked, warm, skin to skin. Her leg between mine. My head on her chest. Her heartbeat under my ear, slowing gradually from its wild gallop.

		"Why didn't we do this five years ago?" I whispered.

		Her hand stroked my hair. Lazy. Tender. "Because we're idiots."

		"Both of us?"

		"Both of us. Total idiots."

		I smiled against her skin. Pressed a kiss to the swell of her breast. Felt her fingers trace patterns on my bare back.

		Outside, the sea breathed. In and out. In and out. Somewhere, the distant call of a gull. The tent walls rustled in the wind.

		I fell asleep with Katie's arms around me and her heartbeat in my ear and for the first time in months, maybe years, maybe ever, I felt like I was exactly where I was supposed to be.

		

	
		Chapter 7

		

		I woke to grey light and the sound of the sea and the extraordinary, overwhelming awareness of another body pressed against mine.

		My eyes opened. The tent. The sleeping bag. A tangle of limbs. Katie's arm heavy across my waist, her breath warm and slow against the back of my neck. We had shifted in the night, spooned together, my back against her front, her knees tucked behind mine. Naked. Both of us still naked.

		I lay very still.

		The fear came first. A cold, creeping thing that started in my chest and spread outward. Had we really. Did we actually. Last night, in the lantern light, had that been real or had I dreamed it in the way I'd dreamed it before, waking guilty and flushed in my own bed in Leeds with the phantom taste of something I would not name on my lips.

		Then Katie moved. Her arm tightened around my waist. Her hips pressed closer. A small, unconscious sigh escaped her, warm against my shoulder.

		Real. It was real.

		I lay there and let it settle. Let the reality of it land in my body, in my bones. Katie. My Katie. We had kissed. We had more than kissed. We had undressed each other in the dark and put our mouths on each other and come apart on each other's tongues and fallen asleep wrapped around each other and it was morning now and it was real and she was here, warm and alive and breathing against me, and I had never been this happy or this frightened in my life.

		I eased over onto my other side. Careful not to wake her. Faced her.

		Katie asleep was a different creature from Katie awake. Softer. Younger. Her face slack and unguarded, her lips slightly parted, a faint smudge of mascara beneath her eyes. Her hair spread across the inflatable pillow in a tangled mess of gold. One arm under her head. The sleeping bag had slipped to her waist in the night and her breasts were bare, rising and falling gently with each breath. Small pink marks on her neck where my mouth had been. Where I had put them. Where I had marked her.

		I watched her for a long time. Minutes. Five. Ten. The light in the tent grew gradually brighter, grey turning to pearl, then to the soft warm gold of early morning. I watched her and I let myself think the thought I had been pushing away for years.

		I am in love with her.

		Not just attracted. Not just curious. Not just whatever convenient label I had been using to dismiss the fluttering, the looking, the ache. In love. Properly, deeply, devastatingly in love with my best friend.

		It should have been terrifying. It was, a little. But mostly it was the thing that puzzle piece sound, that final click, the settling of something into place that had been misaligned for too long.

		Katie's eyes opened. Slowly. Unfocused. She blinked. Found my face inches from hers. And she smiled. A small, sleepy, private smile that I had never seen before, that was different from any of her other smiles, that was just for me, just for this moment, just for the two of us in this tent on this clifftop on this morning after the world changed.

		"Hi," she murmured.

		"Hi."

		"You're staring at me."

		"I know."

		She reached out. Her fingertips brushed my cheek. Tucked a strand of dark hair behind my ear. "Was it real?"

		"It was real."

		"Good." She closed her eyes again. Smiled wider. "I was worried I'd dreamed it. I've dreamed it before."

		My heart clenched. "You have?"

		"Mm. Loads of times." Her eyes stayed closed. Her voice still thick with sleep. "But this is better. You're here."

		I kissed her. Soft. Morning breath and all. She kissed me back, lazy and warm, and then pulled away with a scrunch of her nose.

		"Tea," she said. "I need tea before I can be a functioning human."

		"Romantic."

		"I'll be romantic after caffeine."

		I laughed and sat up and the cold hit my bare skin immediately. The tent was warmer than outside but not by much, not this early. I scrambled for my clothes, found Katie's vest top instead, pulled it on. It was too long, falling to mid thigh, and smelled of her perfume.

		"That's mine," she said.

		"I know."

		She grinned. Reached for my dress from last night and pulled it on, and it was too short on her, riding up her thighs, the neckline gaping because my chest was smaller than hers. She looked ridiculous. She looked incredible.

		I dug out the camping stove and the kettle and the tea bags, and Katie found the milk from the cool bag, and I set everything up just inside the tent door while she unzipped the front flap and the morning flooded in. The sea. Vast and grey blue in the early light. The sky clear and pale, streaked with pink near the horizon. The grass wet with dew. The air cold and salt sharp and clean.

		I made tea. Badly. The camping stove took forever and the kettle whistled at a pitch that could wake the dead and I burned my thumb on the metal rim and Katie kissed it better with a seriousness that made me laugh.

		We carried our mugs outside. Katie grabbed the blanket from the tent and wrapped it around both of our shoulders, and we sat on the damp grass at the edge of the cliff, the wooden fence between us and the drop, and drank terrible tea and watched the sun come up over the North Sea.

		It came slowly. A brightening. A warming. The pink intensified to gold, then blazed into orange at the horizon line where sea met sky, and then the edge of the sun appeared, a sliver of fire, growing, spreading, spilling light across the water until the whole sea was molten.

		"So," Katie said.

		I looked at her. Her profile against the sunrise. Orange light catching her cheekbone, her nose, the soft curve of her mouth.

		"So."

		"What happens now?"

		I wrapped both hands around my mug. The warmth seeped into my cold fingers. "I don't know."

		"Do you. Do you regret it?"

		"No." Fast. Certain. "No. Do you?"

		"God, no." She turned to me. Her eyes were very blue in the morning light. "Not a single second of it."

		"Okay."

		"I want to keep doing this," she said. "Whatever this is. I want to keep doing it."

		"Me too."

		"We have to tell them. Luke and Dan."

		"I know. Not today, though."

		"No." She smiled. Shifted closer. Her shoulder pressed against mine under the blanket. "Not today. Today is ours."

		"Today is ours," I echoed.

		She rested her head on top of mine. I rested mine on her shoulder. We sat like that and watched the sun finish rising, the light turning from orange to gold to the bright, clean yellow of a summer morning, and we didn't talk about Monday. We didn't talk about what it would mean, telling people, changing everything. We just sat together in the blanket in the dew and the salt air and the new light of a day that was entirely, completely, only ours.

		My tea went cold. I didn't care. Katie's hand found mine under the blanket. Her thumb traced circles on my palm.

		"Breakfast?" she said eventually.

		"In a bit."

		"Lazy."

		"It's early. We're on holiday."

		She kissed the top of my head. "Okay. In a bit."

		I closed my eyes. Let the sun warm my face. Let her hand hold mine. Let myself be, for the first time in my life, exactly where I wanted to be.

		

	
		Chapter 8

		

		We found the cove by accident. Or rather, Katie found it, because Katie has the instincts of a mountain goat and the spatial awareness of a woman who has spent half her life navigating hiking trails in inappropriate footwear.

		"There's a path," she said, leaning over the cliff fence.

		"There's a suggestion of a path. That is not a path."

		"It goes down to a beach. Look."

		I looked. A narrow track wound between gorse bushes down the cliff face to a strip of sand maybe fifty metres wide, tucked between two outcrops of dark rock. Empty. No one on it. The sea rolled in calm and turquoise, sheltered from the wind by the headlands on either side.

		"Katie, that's vertical."

		"It's not vertical. It's. Steep."

		"We'll die."

		"We won't die." She grabbed my hand. "Come on. Live a little."

		We didn't die. We half walked, half slid down the narrow path, me gripping Katie's hand so hard my knuckles went white, her laughing and pulling me along, and when we reached the bottom and my feet hit flat sand I stood there panting with my hands on my knees and glared at her.

		"Never again."

		"You loved it."

		"I'm writing my will when we get back."

		The cove was sheltered and warm. The cliffs blocked the wind and the sun bounced off the dark rock and heated the sand, and within ten minutes I had kicked off my shoes and spread out our towels and Katie was stripping off her shorts and top to reveal the red bikini underneath.

		I tried not to stare.

		Failed immediately.

		The bikini was small. Two triangles of red fabric held together with string. Her breasts filled the cups, the fabric straining slightly, the inner curve visible above and below. The bottoms sat low on her hips, tied at the sides, the strings trailing against her tanned skin. Her stomach was flat, her waist narrow, flaring to hips that were round and firm. The gap between her thighs where the light showed through.

		I'd seen Katie in a bikini a hundred times. On holiday. By the pool. At the gym. I'd seen her in less, now. I'd seen all of her. But in the daylight, in the sunshine, with the sea behind her and her body bronze and bare and beautiful.

		"You're staring," she said.

		"I'm. The view."

		"The view is behind you, Jess."

		"I know what I said."

		She grinned. Walked toward me. Put her hands on the hem of my t shirt and pulled upward. "Off. Come on. Swimming."

		"It'll be freezing."

		"Don't care. Off."

		I let her undress me. Let her pull the t shirt over my head, let her fingers brush my stomach as she did, let her eyes travel over the blue one piece I'd packed. It was modest. High cut at the neck, lower at the back. I'd bought it for Dan and now I was wearing it for Katie and I wished, briefly, that I'd brought the bikini instead. Something smaller. Something that showed more.

		"You look gorgeous," Katie said, reading my face with the accuracy of eighteen years. "Stop."

		"I didn't say anything."

		"You were thinking it. Stop thinking it. You're stunning."

		She took my hand and pulled me toward the water. We ran in together, shrieking at the cold, the North Sea in June which is not warm no matter what the tourist board says. The water hit my shins, my thighs, my waist. Katie plunged in headfirst, surfacing three metres out with her hair slicked back and water streaming down her face.

		"Come ON, Jess!"

		"It's FREEZING."

		"You get used to it!"

		"You absolutely do NOT."

		I went in. Slowly. Gasping. The cold squeezed my lungs and made my skin tighten and burn. But Katie was there, treading water, laughing at me, her shoulders golden above the dark surface, and I swam to her because I would always swim to her.

		Chest deep. The water slapping between us. Our feet not touching the bottom. Her eyes very blue against the blue of the sea and the sky.

		She pulled me close. Her hands on my waist under the water, fingers gripping the wet fabric of my swimming costume. Our legs kicked together, tangling, and she kissed me with saltwater on both our lips and the sea rocking us gently and the sun hot on my scalp and it was the best kiss of my life until the next one. Until the one after that.

		"I could stay here forever," I said against her mouth.

		"You'd get very wrinkly."

		"Worth it."

		She laughed. Kissed me again. Her hands wandered under the water where no one could see, sliding down my back to my arse, squeezing through the thin fabric of the costume. I gasped. She grinned. Kissed my jaw. My neck. Bit the salt skin below my ear.

		"Not here," I managed.

		"Why not?"

		"Dog walkers. Families."

		"It's deserted."

		"Someone could come down the."

		A distant bark. We both looked toward the shore. A figure, far off, throwing a stick for a spaniel on the rocks at the far end of the cove.

		"Fine," Katie said. Kissed me once more. "Later."

		"Later."

		We swam for twenty minutes until the cold was too much. Stumbled back to shore blue lipped and shivering and wrapped ourselves in towels and lay on the warm sand and the sun baked the cold from our bones. I lay on my back. Katie lay on her front beside me, chin on her folded arms, squinting against the light.

		"Sun cream," she said. "My back."

		She handed me the bottle. Sat up and turned, pulling her wet hair over one shoulder. The strings of her bikini top crisscrossed her back, and I undid them. Casual. So she wouldn't get tan lines.

		"Jess!"

		"What? You need cream on your back. The strings are in the way."

		"Such a gentleman."

		I squeezed cream into my palm. Pressed both hands to her shoulders. Her skin was warm from the sun and slightly gritty with sand and she was so smooth under my fingers. I worked the cream in slowly. Down her shoulder blades. Along her spine. Each vertebra under my thumbs. The narrowing of her waist. The flare of her hips. Lower.

		"Jess." Her voice had changed.

		"Mm?"

		"You've been doing my lower back for about three minutes."

		"Have I?"

		"You don't need that much sun cream on my lower back."

		"Better safe than sorry." My thumbs pressed in. Into the dimples above her bikini bottoms. The muscle there. She exhaled.

		"If you keep doing that I'm going to need you to finish what you've started."

		My hands stilled. My heart thumped. The dog walker was still visible at the far end of the cove, and two more figures had appeared on the rocks. Not close. But there.

		"When we get back to the tent," I said. My voice came out lower than I intended. "I'm going to."

		"Going to what?"

		I leaned forward. Put my mouth against her ear. Felt her shiver despite the heat.

		"I'm going to take this bikini off you," I said. "And I'm going to make you cum so hard you forget your own name."

		Katie turned her head. Her eyes were dark. Her lips parted.

		"Then stop rubbing my back and pack up the towels, Jessica."

		I packed up the towels. We climbed the cliff path in half the time it had taken to go down. We practically ran across the campsite to our tent. The zip stuck. Katie swore at it. My hands were shaking too badly to help.

		We fell inside. The afternoon sun had turned the tent into a greenhouse, warm and golden and private, and Katie was already pulling the strings of her bikini, shrugging it off her shoulders, and I was already on her, my mouth on her skin, her neck, her chest, her breasts, and she was laughing and gasping and pulling at my swimming costume and saying, "Off, off, get this off."

		I pulled it down. Over my hips, my legs, kicked it away. Naked. Both of us. In the middle of a Saturday afternoon, in a tent on a clifftop, with the sun pouring through the green nylon and turning everything the colour of deep water.

		

	
		Chapter 9

		

		I pushed her down. Flat on her back. Her hair spread beneath her, darker now, still damp from the sea and tangled with salt. I knelt between her legs and looked at her and she looked up at me and neither of us was scared anymore. Not like last night. Last night had been trembling and tentative and terrifyingly new. This was something else. This was hunger.

		"Tell me what you want," I said.

		Her eyebrows lifted. "Since when are you bold?"

		"Since about six hours ago."

		She grinned. Reached up and hooked a hand behind my neck and pulled me down until my mouth was on hers. The kiss was different from last night's. Harder. Hungrier. Her teeth caught my lower lip and I groaned and felt her smile against my mouth.

		"I want your mouth," she said. "Like last night."

		"Where?"

		"You know where."

		"Tell me."

		Her eyes went dark. "Between my legs, Jess. I want your tongue on my pussy."

		The word shot through me. Hearing Katie say it. Katie, who I'd sat next to in every class for seven years, who I'd shared lunch with every day since Year Three, who had braided my hair at sleepovers and held my hand at funerals and driven me home drunk from parties. That Katie. Saying that.

		"Say it again."

		"Make me."

		I kissed down her body. Faster than last night. Surer. Her chest, her stomach, her hips. She spread her legs wide for me and I settled between them and I could see how wet she was, glistening in the green gold light, swollen and flushed and wanting.

		I licked her. One long, slow stroke from bottom to top. She moaned. I did it again. And again. Taking my time, tasting her properly, learning what I'd only begun to learn last night. The folds of her. The silk of her. The hard bud of her clit and the way her whole body jolted when I touched it directly.

		I used my fingers this time. Slid two inside her while my tongue worked her clit, and Katie's reaction was immediate. Her back lifted off the sleeping bag. Her hand slammed into my hair. Her thighs clamped.

		"Fuck. Oh fuck. Jess, your fingers."

		I curled them. Found the spot. I knew where it was on myself. I'd spent enough lonely nights in my Leeds flat to know exactly what that angle needed to be, and when I found it in Katie her whole body seized.

		"There. Right there. Oh god, right there, don't move, don't."

		I held still. Let her grind down on my fingers. My tongue kept its rhythm on her clit, steady, firm, relentless. She was making sounds I'd never heard her make. Not the polite, controlled Katie of everyday life. Raw sounds. Animal sounds. Moans that came from deep in her chest and got higher and more desperate as she got closer.

		"Jess. Jess I'm close. I'm so close. Fuck, don't stop."

		I didn't stop. My jaw ached and my tongue burned and my fingers were cramping and I didn't care, I didn't stop, because she was there, right there, and I wanted to give her this, wanted to give her what Luke never could, what no man had given her in eleven months.

		She came. Hard. Her body clenched around my fingers and her hips bucked up and she cried out, a sharp, broken sound, and I felt the pulse of her orgasm against my tongue and kept going, gentler now, riding her through it, until she pushed my head away with a shaking hand.

		"Stop. Fuck. Stop. Too much."

		I pulled back. Wiped my chin with the back of my hand. Crawled up beside her. She was boneless. Limp. Her eyes closed, her chest heaving, a sheen of sweat across her collarbones.

		"Good?" I asked, which was an understatement and I knew it.

		"I can't feel my legs."

		"Good."

		She opened one eye. Looked at me. "Your turn."

		"I can wait."

		"No." She rolled. Fast. I was on my back before I could react, Katie hovering over me, her hair falling like a curtain around both our faces. "No, you can't."

		She kissed me. Tasted herself on my mouth and hummed her approval. Then she was moving, sliding down my body, but she didn't go straight between my legs. She stopped at my breasts. Spent time there. Licking. Sucking. Rolling one nipple between her fingers while her mouth worked the other, and by the time she moved lower I was already writhing, already soaked, already making the desperate sounds I never used to make.

		Her hand slid between my thighs. Two fingers, finding me open and slick, pushing inside.

		"Oh." My head fell back. "Oh god."

		She fucked me with her fingers. Slow at first, then faster, deeper, her palm grinding against my clit with each thrust. Her mouth on my neck, biting, sucking, her voice in my ear.

		"You're so wet, Jess. Fuck, you're dripping."

		"Don't stop."

		"I'm not stopping." Her fingers curled inside me and I gasped, my nails digging into her shoulders. "You feel amazing. You're so tight around my fingers."

		Her voice. Her voice. I was going to cum from her voice alone. The filthy, wonderful, devastating sound of Katie talking to me while she fucked me with her hand.

		"Harder," I said.

		She went harder. Faster. Her wrist pistoning, her fingers hitting that spot inside me that made stars burst behind my closed eyes. My hips rolled to meet her, chasing, reaching, and it was building, building, a wave rising in my core that got bigger with every thrust.

		"Come on, Jess." Her mouth on my ear. Hot breath. "Cum for me."

		I came. Harder than last night. Harder than anything in my life. My whole body locked and released and locked again, pulsing around her fingers, my mouth open in a silent scream that became a scream, a real scream, her name torn from somewhere in my chest.

		She held me. Kept her fingers inside as I clenched and released, clenched and released. Kissed my temple. My cheek. The corner of my mouth.

		"Again?" she asked.

		"I. What?"

		"You're still clenching. I can feel you. Again?"

		"Can I?"

		She moved her thumb. Pressed it against my clit. Circled.

		"Oh FUCK."

		"Yeah. You can."

		The second orgasm hit faster. Sharper. A bright, electric thing that ripped through me and left me shaking, and Katie held me and whispered sweet, filthy things in my ear and I came and came and the afternoon sun poured through the tent and the sea crashed distantly and I had never known my body could do this. That I was capable of this. That anyone could make me feel this way.

		We lay together afterwards. Sweating. Tangled. Her head on my chest, my fingers trailing patterns on her damp back.

		"Three," I said, eventually.

		"Three what?"

		"Three orgasms in less than twenty four hours. With Dan I had one in eighteen months."

		Katie lifted her head. Grinned. "Jess. I hate to break this to you. But Dan is shit in bed."

		"I know that now." I laughed. "I very much know that now."

		She kissed my collarbone. Settled back against me.

		"We should probably eat something at some point," she murmured.

		"In a bit."

		"You always say that."

		"I always mean it."

		Her hand traced down my stomach. Lower. A fingertip brushing my inner thigh, feather light.

		"In a bit," she agreed.

		It was not a bit. It was another hour, and another orgasm each, before we put clothes on and stumbled out into the late afternoon sun on shaking legs to find food.

		

	
		Chapter 10

		

		We went to Whitby for dinner. A pub on the harbour with sticky tables and a menu of things in batter and chips with everything and a pint of something local and golden that tasted like summer. We sat opposite each other in a booth and Katie played footsie with me under the table and I blushed every time her toes found my calf and she grinned because she knew, she always knew, what she was doing to me.

		"Stop it," I hissed, as her foot slid higher up my shin.

		"Stop what?" Innocent. Butter wouldn't melt.

		"Your foot."

		"I don't know what you're talking about."

		"Katie."

		Her toes pressed into my inner thigh. Under the table. In a pub. In public. I choked on my pint.

		"Drink up," she said, eyes sparkling over the rim of her own glass. "We've got places to be."

		We had two pints each. Shared a plate of chips. Katie reached across the table and wiped ketchup from the corner of my mouth with her thumb and then licked her thumb clean and I watched her do it with my heart in my throat and my knickers ruined and the desperate, aching need to get back to the tent drowning out everything else.

		"I want to go back," I said.

		"To the campsite?"

		"To the tent."

		She put money on the table. Didn't even count it. Grabbed my hand. "Let's go."

		We half walked, half ran up the 199 steps. Katie took them two at a time and I scrambled after her, breathless and laughing and my thighs burning, and by the time we reached the clifftop and the campsite gate we were both panting and giddy and she pressed me against the fence post and kissed me there, in the open, in the dark, with the lights of other tents glowing nearby and her hands cupping my face and her body pressing mine against the wood.

		"Someone might see," I gasped.

		"I don't care."

		"Katie."

		"I want you." Her mouth on my neck. "Now. I want you now."

		"Tent. Tent."

		We made it to the tent. Barely. The zip was open before we fell inside, Katie pulling me down on top of her, our mouths fused, our hands everywhere. I could taste beer on her tongue. She tasted of salt and hops and desire, and I pushed her down and straddled her hips and pulled my top off and she looked up at me with those blue eyes gone black in the dim light and said, "I'm going to make you scream tonight."

		"I'll be quiet."

		"No." She sat up beneath me, her face level with my bare chest. "You won't."

		She wasn't wrong.

		I don't know what changed. The confidence of a day together, maybe. The beer loosening something in both of us. The fact that we had spent every waking minute since sunrise either touching each other or wanting to, and the wanting had built to something enormous and insistent that refused to be gentle or quiet or careful.

		Katie put her mouth on my breasts and I whimpered. She pushed my shorts down and her fingers found me wet through my knickers and I moaned. She pulled the knickers aside and slid inside me and I cried out, loud, my head thrown back.

		"That's it," she said, mouth on my throat. "That's what I want to hear."

		She flipped us. Put me on my back and pushed my legs apart and buried her face between my thighs and I was loud. Louder than I'd ever been. The beer and the confidence and the fact that every time I made a sound Katie moaned against me like my voice was turning her on, like hearing me was as good as being touched.

		"Oh god. Katie. Oh fuck, right there. Right there right there right."

		I could hear myself. I knew I was being loud. I knew the tent walls were thin and Malcolm was two pitches over and there were families and couples and normal people who didn't spend Saturday evenings with their best friend's tongue on their clit. I knew all of this and I didn't care, couldn't care, because Katie was doing something with her mouth that should have been illegal and my body was climbing toward a peak that felt like it might actually kill me.

		"I'm. Oh god. I'm going to."

		Katie lifted her head. Grinned. "Not yet."

		"What?"

		"Not yet." She blew gently. Cool air on hot, swollen flesh. I twitched. Moaned.

		"Katie. Please."

		"I want you louder first."

		"I can't be."

		"You can." She licked me. One slow, torturous stripe. "Say my name."

		"Katie."

		"Louder."

		"Katie."

		"LOUDER."

		"KATIE."

		"Good girl." And she dove back in, tongue working fast and hard and precise, and I screamed. I actually screamed. My back arched and my hands fisted in her hair and the sound that came out of me was raw and primal and probably carried across three postcodes.

		The tent shook.

		A sharp rap on the fabric. Firm. No nonsense.

		We froze.

		"Excuse me!" A voice. Female. Yorkshire. Deeply unamused. "Girls! It's half nine and there are families here! Whatever you're up to in there, keep it DOWN. Please."

		Silence. Complete, mortified silence. My hands still in Katie's hair. Katie's face still between my legs. Neither of us breathing.

		Footsteps retreating. Sensible shoes on grass. A muttered "Honestly" that faded into the distance.

		Katie's shoulders shook. Against my inner thighs, I felt it. The vibration.

		She lifted her head. Looked at me.

		I looked at her.

		We dissolved.

		Silent, hysterical, body shaking laughter. Katie pressing her face into my hip, her whole body convulsing with it, tears streaming. Me with both hands clamped over my mouth, wheezing, my stomach muscles cramping from the effort of not making a sound.

		"Oh my god," I whispered. "Oh my GOD."

		"We're. We're being reported." Katie could barely get the words out. "To the campsite. Management."

		"We're going to be thrown out."

		"Evicted for excessive lesbian activity."

		"Katie!" I hit her shoulder. She was shaking against me, crying with laughter, her face wet where it pressed against my skin.

		"The look on your face." She wiped her eyes. "Jess. Your face."

		"I was CLOSE."

		"I know! I was RIGHT THERE."

		We stared at each other. Still naked. Still entwined. Still flushed and wanting. The laughter faded. What remained underneath was the heat. Still burning.

		"Do you think she's gone?" I whispered.

		Katie tilted her head. Listened. Silence outside. Just the sea and the wind.

		She looked back at me. That look. The one that made my insides liquefy.

		"Pillow," she said. "Bite the pillow."

		"You can't be serious."

		"Deadly serious." She pushed me down again. Settled back between my thighs. Looked up at me from beneath her eyelashes with an expression that was pure, filthy intent. "I'm not leaving you like this. I'm going to finish what I started. And you're going to bite the fucking pillow."

		I grabbed the pillow. Pressed it over my face.

		"Good girl," Katie murmured. And then her mouth was on me again.

		She was gentler this time, but no less relentless. Long, soft licks that built slowly, slowly, each one lighting me up from the inside. I breathed into the pillow. Felt my thighs tremble. Felt the wave building again, rising, and I bit down on the foam as it crested, bit hard enough to leave marks in the fabric, and came in a long, shuddering, silent spasm that arched my back off the ground and left me seeing white.

		Katie eased me through it. Kissed my inner thigh. Crawled up and removed the pillow from my face and found me red cheeked and teary and grinning.

		"We're going to hell," I whispered.

		"Worth it." She kissed my nose. "Your turn to be quiet."

		"What?"

		She lay back. Spread her legs. Raised an eyebrow.

		"No chance am I leaving you unsatisfied," I said. "But I cannot physically."

		"Use your hands." She took my wrist. Guided my hand between her legs. "I want to watch your face while you make me cum."

		My mouth went dry.

		I touched her. Felt how wet she was. Slick and hot and swollen. My fingers found her clit and she hissed, her head falling back, and I watched her the way she'd told me to. Watched the way her lips parted. The way her brow furrowed. The way her hips rocked against my hand, chasing the pressure.

		"Inside," she breathed. "Fingers inside."

		I slid two fingers into her. Felt her clench around me. Used my thumb on her clit while I moved inside her, slow and deep, and Katie pressed her own hand over her mouth and screwed her eyes shut and her free hand gripped my wrist and held me there, held me exactly there.

		"Faster."

		Faster. My wrist working, thumb circling, fingers curling.

		"Fuck. Jess. Fuck."

		I watched her cum. Watched the wave take her. Her body pulled tight, her thighs clamping around my hand, her muffled cry behind her own palm. I felt her pulse around my fingers, rhythmic, strong, and I kept going until she went limp and pushed my hand away.

		"Enough." Gasping. "Enough."

		I lay down beside her. We were both sweating. Both breathing hard. The tent smelled of sex and salt and warm nylon.

		"If that woman reports us," Katie said, staring at the tent ceiling, "I'm blaming you."

		"ME?"

		"You're the screamer, Jess. I didn't know that about you."

		"I didn't know that about me either!"

		She turned her head. Smiled. Soft now. Tender. Reached out and pushed sweat damp hair from my forehead.

		"New things," she said.

		"New things."

		We cleaned up with baby wipes. Got into pyjamas. Zipped the sleeping bags together into one big blanket, because there was no point pretending we would sleep apart. Katie spooned behind me, her arm heavy over my waist, her knees tucked behind mine, her breath settling into the slow rhythm of approaching sleep.

		"Jess?"

		"Mm."

		"I'm so glad Dan went to Amsterdam."

		I smiled in the dark. Pressed back against her warmth. "Me too."

		"Best weekend of my life."

		"Same."

		"I love you." She said it quiet. Into my hair. Like it was easy. Like it was obvious. Like it was something she'd been saying all along in every language except this one.

		My throat tightened. My eyes burned.

		"I love you too."

		Her arm tightened. She pressed a kiss to the back of my neck. And we slept.

		

	
		Chapter 11

		

		I woke to Katie's mouth on my shoulder. Soft, slow kisses trailing along the curve of muscle there, her body warm and drowsy behind mine.

		"Morning," she murmured against my skin.

		"It's early."

		"I know." Another kiss. Lower. My shoulder blade. "I woke up and you were here and I wanted to kiss you."

		"So you did."

		"So I did."

		I rolled over to face her. Sleepy. Warm. Her eyes were heavy lidded and soft and her hair was a disaster and she was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen in my life. I kissed her. Morning breath, unbrushed teeth, neither of us caring.

		"What time do we need to leave?" she asked.

		"Checkout's eleven."

		"That's ages."

		"It's half nine already."

		"Then we have an hour and a half." She grinned. Slid her hand down my stomach and under the waistband of my pyjama bottoms. "Plenty of time."

		I caught her wrist. Held it still.

		"Wait."

		"What?"

		"I just. I want to look at you." I searched her face. Memorised it. The way she looked right now, in this moment, in this tent, on this Sunday morning. Her blue eyes. Her golden hair on the white pillow. The bruise I'd left on her neck, purple and perfect. The crease of the sleeping bag pressed into her cheek. "I want to remember this."

		Her expression softened. Her hand came up and cupped my face and she looked at me with something so naked and overwhelming that I had to close my eyes against it.

		"You'll remember," she said. "I promise. You'll remember."

		I opened my eyes. "Okay."

		"Okay?"

		I let go of her wrist. "Okay."

		She smiled. Kissed me. And her hand continued its journey south and the last morning in the tent was slow and sweet and unhurried. No urgency. No desperation. Just her fingers inside me and my fingers inside her and our mouths together and the soft sounds we made and the last of the morning light turning everything gold.

		

		***

		

		We packed up the tent. Badly, in reverse, with the same level of incompetence we'd displayed putting it up. It wouldn't fit back in the bag no matter how many times we rolled it or how much weight Katie sat on it or how creatively I swore.

		"Just stuff it in," Katie said, sitting on the ground with her legs spread and the tent bag between them. "Push. Push harder."

		"There's a joke in that."

		"There absolutely is. Push HARDER."

		We got it in. Just. The zip strained ominously but held, and we threw it in the boot of my car alongside the cool bag and the sleeping bags and the debris of a weekend that had changed everything.

		The campsite was quiet in the Sunday morning warmth. Families packing up. A dog barking somewhere. The smell of bacon from someone's camping stove. Malcolm, two pitches over, gave us a cheerful wave as we carried the last bags past.

		"Enjoy your weekend, did you, lasses?"

		"Very much, thank you," Katie said, with such perfect innocence that I choked.

		We walked one last time to the cliff edge. Stood at the fence, shoulders touching, and looked out at the sea. It was blue today, properly blue, the sun high and warm and the horizon sharp and clear.

		"I don't want to leave," I said.

		"I know."

		"Everything changes when we get back."

		"Yeah." Katie took my hand. Laced our fingers together. "But changes aren't bad. This isn't bad. This is. Jess, this is the best thing that's ever happened to me."

		I squeezed her hand. "To me too."

		"So we go home. And we deal with it. Dan and Luke and. Everything. Together."

		"Together."

		She turned to me. Put both hands on my face. Kissed me in the open, on the clifftop, in the sunshine, with the sea spread out behind her and the wind pulling at her hair and not caring, not caring at all, who might see.

		"Let's go," she said.

		I drove. The North Yorkshire moors spread out golden and green around us, and the radio played softly, and Katie put her hand on my thigh and left it there. A warm, steady weight. An anchor. A promise.

		We didn't talk much. We didn't need to. The silence was full, rich, the kind of silence that only exists between two people who know each other so well that words become optional. Eighteen years of knowing each other. Eighteen years of building something that had finally, finally, given itself a name.

		

	
		Chapter 12

		

		The outskirts of Leeds appeared in stages. The farmland gave way to housing estates, then industrial parks, then the familiar sprawl of the city, and with every mile I felt the weekend recede slightly. Not the feeling of it. That stayed, solid and warm in my chest. But the separation from the real world, the bubble of the tent and the clifftop and the sea, that was thinning.

		"I'm going to text Luke tonight," Katie said, somewhere past Wetherby. "Tell him we need to talk."

		"Tonight?"

		"No point putting it off." She turned her head, looked at me. "Are you going to tell Dan?"

		"Yeah. Tomorrow. Face to face."

		"Do you want me there?"

		"Would you?"

		"I'll be wherever you need me."

		I reached down. Took her hand from my thigh. Lifted it. Kissed her knuckles. She smiled. Turned back to the window.

		The streets grew familiar. Chapel Allerton approaching. Katie's flat. The jasmine on the balcony, the fairy lights.

		I pulled up outside. Turned off the engine. The car settled into silence. The ticking of the cooling engine. The distant sound of a lawn mower. Sunday afternoon in Leeds.

		Katie didn't move to get out. I didn't move to encourage her.

		"So," she said.

		"So."

		"That was."

		"Yeah."

		We looked at each other. The late afternoon sun came through the windscreen and caught the left side of her face, her cheekbone, the gold of her hair, the blue of her eyes. She looked exactly like herself and nothing like herself. She looked like the person I was going to spend my life with, and the recognition of that fact, the certainty of it, settled into me like something coming home.

		"I've been in love with you since we were about fifteen," I said.

		I hadn't planned to say it. Not now, not here, not in my Ford Fiesta outside her flat with the shopping bags from the trip still cluttering the back seat. But it came out anyway, the way true things do, like breath, like reflex.

		Katie's eyes went bright. Wet. She pressed her lips together.

		"I've been in love with you since Mrs Pemberton's class," she said. "I just didn't have the word for it."

		"Since we were seven?"

		"Since you shared your glitter glue with me. First day. Remember?"

		I remembered. I remembered the glitter glue and Katie's gap toothed grin and the way she'd decided, right then, that I belonged to her. And I had. I always had.

		"We wasted so much time," I said.

		"We won't waste any more." She unbuckled her seatbelt. Leaned across the handbrake. Kissed me. Slow. Deep. Tasting of the mints she'd eaten on the drive and underneath that, tasting of her. Of us. Of something new and old and permanent.

		"Tomorrow," she said, pulling back. Forehead against mine. "We deal with everything tomorrow."

		"Together?"

		"Together."

		She kissed me again. Quick. Then pulled back and grinned.

		"Same time next weekend? Just us?"

		I smiled. Felt tears on my cheeks. Not sad tears. The other kind. "Just us."

		"No boys."

		"No boys. Never again."

		She laughed. Bright and warm and mine. "Never again."

		She got out of the car. Pulled her bag from the back seat. Walked to her door. Turned. Blew me a kiss. Went inside.

		I sat in the car for five minutes. The sun moved across the dashboard. A bird sang somewhere in the jasmine.

		I picked up my phone. Opened a new message to Dan.

		Typed: We need to talk when you're back.

		Sent it.

		Then I drove home. Back to my little flat in Headingley with the fairy lights and the tea towels and the books. I carried my bags inside. Put the kettle on. Stood in my kitchen in the square of evening sun and pressed my fingers to my lips where Katie's mouth had been and I was crying and smiling and I couldn't stop either one.

		The weekend was over. The rest of it, the rest of everything, was just beginning.
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