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A Note on Sections


Each section corresponds to the age of Harriet and Zach at the time. So, for example, Twenty One refers to when they were twenty-one.

Each chapter within these is titled with the month in which it starts. For additional clarity, where the narrative jumps forward by more than a few months, a sub-title is included to show how many months after the prior chapter the new chapter starts.


Twenty


December


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She didn’t have to wait long for confirmation.

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

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

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

***

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“My socials barely exist.”

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

Harriet took a long sip of wine and began.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Is it that obvious?”

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

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

“What happens at the end of June?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

***

Zach arrived in Bath on December 17th, looking like he needed some sunshine and some warm weather, but also looking entirely wonderful.

She stood at the exit to the station, watching his train pull in, saw him first on the platform, and when he saw her he broke into a beaming smile. “Hey,” he said, dropping his bag as he reached her and pulling her into his arms. “I missed you so much.”

“I missed you too.” She breathed him in, so familiar now, loving the solid warmth of his body. “So much. It’s been awful.”

“Terrible,” he agreed, mouth pressed against her hair. “Let’s never do it again.”

“My dad’s waiting outside in the car, he insists on picking you up.” She helped Zach lift his bag again then slipped her arm around his. “I think it’s simply that he wants to get one up on my mum though by having met you first,” she confided, and she half thought that might actually be true.

The days that followed were an absolute joy. She showed him around Bath, doing the full tourist thing… the Roman Baths, the Royal Crescent, skipping the Jane Austen museum which somehow didn’t feel quite like Zach’s scene. They explored the Christmas market, and Harriet took him to see Bath play rugby at the Rec along with a group of friends, pleased as could be when Laura pronounced sometime close to 11pm that night after several drinks too many that he was easily Harriet’s best boyfriend yet.

It was a wonder to see the look on Zach’s face at Christmas in England. It was his first one outside of Australia and he confessed to her that it was all taking him by surprise. Christmas for him had always equated to hot weather and being outdoors, so to spend a lot of the time indoors drinking hot drinks and doing a lot of socialising in the dark and the cold was an eye opener. He claimed to be loving it though.

Her parents took to him immediately. Her dad, once he’d ascertained that he wasn’t one of those insufferable Aussies who likes to boast about not boasting, engaged him in long conversations about cricket and rugby, particularly as it was delicately poised right then in the Ashes series being played out Down Under, one-all with two matches to go. Her mum kept feeding him, convinced that he must be hungry, and made pointed comments about how nice it was to see Harriet with someone sensible for a change.

“She means compared to some of my exes,” Harriet explained later, mortified. “My judgment hasn’t always been perfect.”

“What were they like? The exes?”

“Oh God.” She buried her face in her hands. “Well, there was the guy when I turned eighteen who got drunk on a single beer and swore at my dad. He didn’t last long after that. And there was the guy I was seeing at the start of uni, a bit older, he had a motorcycle and thought he was so, so cool, but he wasn’t. And Chris, I told you about him I think, somehow both boring and had this rare ability to simply rub people up the wrong way. And Dave from college, who it turns out when he came to stay in the summer gets so nervous with girlfriends’ parents that he loses the ability to speak, and… you get the picture.”

Zach was laughing. “So you’re saying the bar was low?”

“I’m saying the bar was underground. You’re a massive step up.”

“I’m flattered.”

“You should be.”

***

Zach was due to fly back to Denmark on the 23rd to be there in time for Christmas, and the day before Harriet was already starting to dread the upcoming time apart. He wasn’t going to be gone for long, flying back to Bath for New Year, but despite everything it felt a little soon in their relationship to be doing Christmas together so it seemed right.

She woke late on the morning of the 22nd to a bright morning, the winter sun streaming through her curtains. The house was quiet, but that wasn’t surprising… she’d grown up in this four-storey townhouse and learned that sound didn’t travel between floors, so up here on the top floor she’d be oblivious to a full-blown disco going on down on the bottom floor. That had come in more than a little handy when she’d come back with friends after a night out in the past, her parents happily oblivious until they came down to whatever mess had been left in the morning.

Zach’s room was on the second floor, two floors below, and her parents may have been lovely but one rule was strict. Separate bedrooms, always. Under their roof a couple could only share if they were married and, while Harriet loved Zach very much, marriage at the age of twenty just to be able to share a bed in her parents’ house would have been more than a little overkill.

What did make her and Zach laugh was how they’d put him in the spare room downstairs, with their bedroom on the floor in between, rather than the spare room literally next door to Harriet’s… she could understand why, but it was funny how they’d not said anything, they’d just done it. In fairness, too, it was their house, and the room Zach had been given was the better one, larger with a decent view, so… they could live with it. And also, it had hardly stopped them so far. Zach’s room was a convenient stop on the way upstairs each night, put it that way.

Harriet pulled on her dressing gown and padded down the stairs to the kitchen, yawning. Her mum was at the hob making scrambled eggs, her dad was looking at something on his tablet, and Zach was sat at the kitchen table with a cup of tea and an expression she couldn’t quite read, half apology and half concern.

“Morning, darling,” her mum said brightly. “Sleep well?”

“Fine. What’s going on? Why does everyone…” She paused, seeing a look pass between Zach and her dad. “What’s happened?”

Now her mum and Zach exchanged a glance.

“There’s a winter storm coming in,” her dad said. “A big one, off the Atlantic. They’re cancelling flights already, ferries, the works.”

She looked at Zach. “Everything’s grounded until Boxing Day.” He looked genuinely distressed now that she had had a moment to study him properly, which faintly alarmed her… he was the calm and steady one, and she realised that’s why she hadn’t been able to read his expression when she walked in, she simply hadn’t ever seen him like this. “I’ve been trying to find something since I got up. I feel terrible about not making it over to Denmark, they’ve bought the food, presents, everything. And now I’m just… stuck…”

Harriet walked over to him and put her arms around his shoulders, giving him the same comforting kiss on his hair that she knew he’d give to her.

“You’re not stuck,” Harriet’s mum interrupted firmly. “You’re staying here. For Christmas. With us.”

Harriet stared at her. “Mum…”

“I’ve already told him, and I won’t hear any arguments about it. The poor boy can’t spend Christmas stranded in an airport hotel room, and we’ve got plenty of space and,” here she looked pointedly at Harriet’s dad who’d been in charge of ordering the food, “far, far, far too much food.” She fixed Zach with a look that brooked no disagreement. “You’re part of the family now, whether you like it or not. So you’ll stay for Christmas and we’ll do the whole thing properly… what would your mum think of me, Zach, if we didn’t make you stay?”

Zach looked at Harriet, his expression hovering between hope and uncertainty and Harriet understood why: Christmas with your girlfriend and her family, even if you were in love, after a couple of months together was a big step. But… a step she didn’t mind at all.

“I’d love it if you stayed,” she said. “Genuinely.”

He smiled gratefully and looked at Harriet’s mum and dad. “If you’re sure it’s not an imposition?”

“Absolutely not an imposition,” her dad said, looking up from the detailed weather map he’d been studying on his tablet. “Though you might regret it when my wonderful wife decides that it’s time for charades…”

“I like charades,” Zach said, breaking into a smile.

Harriet grinned and hugged Zach. She couldn’t quite believe it… she had him through until the New Year, and then it wouldn’t be long until term started, and… this was brilliant, even if she felt for him having to change his Christmas plans.

“We need to go shopping,” she said, suddenly thinking of the practicalities. “Obviously we’ve got our presents for each other, but for my parents.”

“Oh, there’s no need…” Harriet’s mum started to say.

“There definitely is,” Zach said. “I can’t stay and not give you both presents.”

“Well, we need to get you something too,” her mum replied. “After breakfast, let’s all go and we can nudge each other in the right direction. The shops will be madness, but it’ll be fine.” She turned back to the eggs, giving them a final stir as some toast popped up out of the toaster. “Now sit down and eat, both of you. It’s going to be a busy day.”

***

That day was a whirlwind of last minute shopping. Harriet dragged Zach around the packed streets of Bath, helping him to find presents for her parents: gardening gloves and a nice hand cream for her mum, a military history book for her dad.

“You’re sure he’ll like this?”

“Trust me… every British man his age is a little bit obsessed with World War Two. He’ll love it. Just be prepared for him thinking you’ll want to hear all about it when he’s read it.”

“I consider myself forewarned,” he grinned.

Once they’d got the presents they headed into a cafe to warm up with lunch and a hot chocolate, but then as they were finishing Zach said, “Can I meet you back at your house?” He had a twinkle in his eyes. “I need to get a little something extra for someone else…”

Harriet smiled and leaned closer to him. “How exciting… so long as that someone else is me.”

“You’ll just have to wait and see,” he teased back.

“Well I’ll let you, but I need one thing.” She leaned closer.

“What would that be?” Zach was playing dumb, and it was cute.

“A kiss.”

“Hmm… you’d better close your eyes.” He was grinning, leaned closer.

“Ok.” Harriet closed her eyes, waiting, then squealed when she felt something wet and warm on her nose. Her eyes flew open and she saw Zach laughing, some of the people sat nearby grinning too before they quickly looked away. She touched her nose… whipped cream from their hot chocolates. “Clean it off,” she said, but with a smile.

“Gladly.” Zach used his finger to remove it, popping the cream in his mouth, then he leaned in and did kiss her, slow and lingering, but not too slow… that would have been weird in the middle of the day in the middle of a coffee shop.

Still, when they leaned back again Harriet knew that her cheeks were flushed from more than just the cold outside, and same, she thought, for Zach.

He made it back mid-afternoon, looking pleased with himself, and not long after the forecast winter storm started to hit, the wind gusting around the house and rain lashing against the windows. Harriet’s mum, ever the optimist, declared that it was perfect Christmas weather and put on carols in the background while they all had a glass of mulled wine by the fire.

Late afternoon Harriet and Zach retreated to the dining room to wrap her parents’ presents, rain driving now against the sash windows as the sky darkened outside.

“Will it snow?” Zach asked as he wrapped her dad’s book, surprisingly competently Harriet couldn’t help but notice.

Harriet shook her head. “No, I doubt it. We get Atlantic storms here so it’s usually a bit too warm… wind and rain I reckon. It’s supposed to be freezing cold after though, so we’ll see.”

He smiled shyly. “I’ve never seen snow in person.”

Just a little thing, but it hit home for Harriet how far away Zach came from. Of course he’d not seen snow, not if he’d never left Australia before now. She looked at him. “Maybe we’ll get lucky. It’s overrated anyway, everything stops working.” She looked at his wrapping. “How are you so good at this?”

“Practice. Mum always made us wrap all the presents we were getting people even as a kid. Said it was part of giving.”

“Your mum sounds sensible.”

“She is.” Something flickered across his face, homesickness she suspected, but then he smiled and it passed. “She’ll like you, I think. She’s always said I needed someone who could keep me in line.”

“You reckon I can keep you in line?” Zach’s parents were due to make the trip during Hilary term to visit him, so she suspected there’d be a fair amount of meeting the parents to come.

“You’re doing a decent job so far.”

***

The storm had raged through most of Christmas Eve, but that had been a blessing in disguise, giving Harriet and Zach the excuse to do not a lot but hang around the house and help her mum prep for the big day itself.

Christmas morning dawned cold and bright, the sun shining close to the horizon out of a deep blue sky, frost covering the back garden.

Harriet woke to find that her mum… sorry, Father Christmas… had snuck in at some point during the night and left a stocking at the foot of her bed. She smiled to herself… five years ago she’d been mortified that she still got a stocking, now, recently turned twenty, she appreciated it for the gesture of love and the callback to precious memories that it was.

She looked up to a soft knock on the door and Zach came in, grinning.

“I see Santa paid you a visit too,” he said.

“Oh no, tell me she didn’t…”

He laughed and held up a stocking with some presents inside. “Someone did… it was on my bed.”

Harriet felt herself blushing hard. It was one thing her mum doing that for her, another entirely for her boyfriend asleep in his own room two floors down. “I’m sorry,” Harriet said, with a wince.

“Don’t be, it’s awesome.” He sat down on her bed and leaned over to give her a kiss. “Happy Christmas.”

She smiled. “Happy Christmas.” Harriet yawned. “What time is it?” They’d met her friends at the pub the night before, and while they’d kept it sensible she certainly could tell she’d had a drink.

“Just after nine.” He paused and lifted up the stocking. “So these stockings, what’s the etiquette?”

“Oh, let’s open them right here.” She shuffled along in bed and lifted the cover. “Climb in… I figure if my parents were checking you were where you were meant to be in the night, they can’t mind you sitting up with me in here to do some present opening.”

“Perfect.” He climbed in and she settled against him. “And Harriet?”

“Yeah?”

“I love you.”

She grinned and kissed him. “I love you too. But one thing you’ll learn today… never delay me from opening a Christmas present.”

***

They went downstairs to find the tree lit, presents arrayed under it, her parents already installed in the kitchen with cups of tea and barely concealed excitement.

After exchanging the usual Christmas morning pleasantries, Harriet said, “I can’t believe you did a stocking for Zach…”

“That’s your mother’s doing, don’t look at me.” Her dad was smiling as he said it.

“We couldn’t possibly have Zach staying here and Santa not paying a visit,” her mum added. “You didn’t mind, did you Zach?”

Zach smiled. “Not in the least… it’s been a few years since I had one. Look.” He lifted up a foot to show them. “I’m wearing the socks. And I don’t know how you knew that I love chocolate oranges, but thank you.”

Harriet’s mum was beaming with pleasure. “See, Harriet… you’re never too old.”

Harriet made a kind of grumbling noise that had for years been her way of admitting to her parents that they were right and she was wrong. In all honesty, it was lovely, a really kind gesture to make Zach feel welcome… she suspected he might be feeling more homesick than usual, Christmas Day had a funny way of doing that to people, and she was determined to make his day as special as she could.

The rest of the morning was happy chaos… breakfast, then opening presents with a glass of champagne, and the joy of watching someone you love experiencing your Christmas Day traditions. Zach phoned home and his mum insisted on speaking to Harriet’s mum to thank her for looking after Zach. Indeed, they ended up talking for fifteen minutes as both Zach and Harriet got more and more nervous about what they were saying to each other, all while Harriet’s dad laughed away to himself in the background.

Zach opened his presents with real enthusiasm… the college scarf that Harriet had bought for him (“both practical and a souvenir,” she joked), the assortment of craft beers from her parents, an autobiography of one of his favourite rugby players, bits and pieces but all chosen with care. He’d done well with his panic shopping too, her mum delighted by the gardening gloves and her dad immediately settling down to start on the history book.

When they had a quiet moment while her parents were wrestling the turkey into the oven, Zach brought out a small box for Harriet. “My extra purchase,” he said with a shy smile.

Harriet looked at him, thinking to herself how cute he looked, and then opened it to find a silver necklace with a tiny heart shaped pendent in two halves, one gold, one silver, wound around each other.

“Because I love you,” he said quietly. “And that’s how I feel… like our hearts are wrapped around each other.”

Harriet felt herself well up and she burst into tears… it was so, so perfect, the most wonderful present anyone had ever bought her.

Zach looked at her in concern, one hand reaching out. “Is it ok? I’m sorry if it wasn’t what you wanted,” he said gently.

She shook her head, taking a moment to be able to speak. “No… it’s not that…” She trailed off and took a deep breath. “It’s… oh, Zach, it’s so perfect…” She stepped across to him and hugged him tight, and after a moment he hugged her back, his lips soft on her hair. “I love you so much,” she managed to say.

“I love you so much too.” He chuckled. “I thought for a minute I’d screwed up.”

She laughed through her tears and looked up at him. “Quite the opposite. Here, help me put it on.” She pushed her hair to one side and he helped fasten it. “How’s it look?”

“Beautiful.”

She grinned and just then her mum came back in, took one look at the two of them and the necklace round her neck, and started grinning. “I’ll give you two a moment,” she said and left again, pulling the door closed behind her.

Harriet looked back at Zach who started laughing.

“I think my mum likes you.”

***

After lunch, turkey with all the trimmings including her mum’s famous roast potatoes, all four of them took it very easy… a short walk in the cold to blow away the cobwebs, a Christmas movie, the inevitable charades followed by just about managing to fit in a sandwich crammed full of leftovers, it descended into a thoroughly pleasant haze of food and warmth and contentment.

“What time does the Ashes start?” Harriet asked as she stretched out on the sofa, her legs lying over Zach’s, a little glass of the champagne from earlier in hand.

Zach looked at her in surprise. “You remembered?”

“You’ve mentioned it something like fifty times since you got here.” She smiled at his expression. “First ball’s at midnight our time, right? Boxing Day Test from Melbourne?”

“You’d stay up to watch it with me?”

“I’ll stay up to watch you watch it.” She settled closer to him on the sofa. “But you need to explain it to me first. Rugby I can do. Rowing I can definitely do. Cricket… dad gave up on me with that one.”

“Very true…” came her dad’s voice from his armchair without looking up from his book.

“Thanks.” Harriet said, pulling a face at him that he didn’t say but that made her mum laugh. “I want you to tell me. Not the rules. Tell me why you care about it.”

So he did. He told her about summer days at the SCG with his dad, about learning to play in the backyard, about the drama of an Ashes series and why this one mattered. She listened, asking questions, watching his face light up as he talked about something he loved.

Her parents drifted off to bed around eleven, her mother giving Harriet an affectionate kiss and reminding them, as is the way of mothers everywhere, not to stay up too late.

As the clock ticked towards midnight Harriet and Zach took the opportunity to get changed into their pyjamas, and Harriet came back down with her double duvet and a couple of pillows. “Ashes sleepover,” she said with a shrug when she saw Zach’s enquiring look.

“Don’t tell my mates about the sleepover part,” he replied with a grin before he went to make two cups of tea in the kitchen… a gesture she appreciated, even if he was utterly hopeless at it.

At midnight, they found the coverage. Melbourne, sunny and packed with people, the Boxing Day Test just beginning. Zach leaned forward with an intensity that made Harriet smile, the light of the TV and of the logs still burning on the fire giving his features a warm complexion.

"First ball," he said. "This is it." His eyes were bright with excitement, and she could feel how tense he was, curled up as they were on the sofa with the duvet on top of them to keep them warm. He turned to look at her. “Australia to bowl.”

She settled down beside him and pretended to watch, though mostly she watched him… the way he watched each delivery, the muttered commentary that seemed to anticipate what the TV commentators were about to say, the expression of disappointment when one of the England openers hit a boundary, then the delight twenty minutes later when his wicket fell. He is so hot like this, she thought, handsome and wonderful in how unselfconscious he can be about something he enjoys.

Around one in the morning, during a drinks break, he turned to find her watching him. “What?” he asked with a quizzical smile.

“Nothing. Just… I love you.”

“I love you too.” He pulled her close and kissed her, softly, lingering. “Thank you for this, for staying up, and… for a wonderful Christmas too.”

“Thank me properly,” she murmured against his mouth.

He pulled back slightly. “Your parents are upstairs. And there’s their rules.”

“My parents are asleep, and we’ll be quiet.”

“Harriet…”

“I want you.” She kissed him again, more fiercely this time, longer. “I’ve wanted you all day. Watching you with my family, seeing you with my friends last night…” She kissed him again. “I need you.”

“We shouldn’t… your parents said…”

“They don’t need to suspect a thing.” She climbed onto his lap, straddling him. “Please, Zach.”

His resolve crumbled, she watched it happen, saw the exact moment that he stopped trying to be sensible and gave in to what he really wanted. He kissed her properly then, his hands sliding under her pyjama top to find bare skin, and she rocked against him, feeling him harden against her.

“We should…” he gasped, then tried again. “We should keep our clothes on. In case they…”

She kissed him again. “Agree.” Another kiss. “There’s ways.” One more kiss. “Lie down.”

Harriet climbed off and walked over to close the door to the living room while Zach lay on his side under the duvet. She climbed under next to him and lay with her back to him, pressed into him. Zach wrapped his arm around her and she could feel him pressed against her as he started to kiss her neck. “What about protection?” he whispered.

“What if we don’t? I’m on the pill and…”

“And…?” He kissed her neck exactly where she needed to be kissed and she sighed.

“And I love you, and… we’ve been together long enough now that… you know.”

“You’re sure?” he whispered.

“If you are,” she whispered back, turning her head to kiss him briefly, “I’ve never not used a… you know before.” She paused. “It feels right.”

She felt him smile against her neck. “Same here,” he whispered. “And yeah, it does.”

“Good.” She reached her hand back and started to slip his pyjama bottoms down, feeling his cock spring free and taking his hardness in her hand, starting to move her hand along his length. His hand fumbled with her own pyjama bottoms and slipped them down too, to midway down her thighs.

Harriet wanted him, needed him so badly, and parting her legs as much as she could she guided him against her, pushing him where she wanted him to go… she didn’t want him accidentally getting lost with the different angles. He kissed her neck again and she felt him push against her, then he slid into her slowly, filling her gloriously, the sensation different to any time she’d slept with someone before… because for the first time in her life this was him she could feel, not with rubber wrapped around it.

She liked it. A lot. It felt much more intimate, elevating the intimacy which was already through the roof, lying as they were with her back to his, trying to be silent, warm under the thick duvet, the TV still on in the background but neither of them watching.

“Is that ok?” Zach asked. Harriet nodded and Zach started to slide out then thrust slowly back in, taking his time, not that the two of them would take long considering the build and their limited opportunities for intimacy over the last few days.

Harriet moaned, trying to keep it quiet and not quite managing, it felt so good. Zach was breathing hard already, and he reached his hand round to touch her between her legs at the same time, slowly teasing her arousal up and up, and she could feel something good building, something very good.

He continued slowly thrusting into her for a few minutes, his hand working away, his lips on her neck, and then he whispered, “I’ve got an idea.”

“Anything,” she gasped, meaning it. This felt good and she’d have done literally anything for him in that moment, anything.

“Turn over,” he said, his whisper sounding ragged with his arousal.

She did, moving onto her hands and knees, knowing what he meant and looking back over her shoulder at him. The desire in his eyes made her shiver. He wanted her so much and she wanted him the same.

He knelt and pushed slowly into her, giving her time to adjust to the deeper penetration, and as he slid fully in they both moaned, quietly but loud enough to each know. He started to move, sliding back out and thrusting into her for against, and she gasped, feeling it everywhere.

“God Harriet…” His hands gripped her hips as he started to move faster, pulling her back to meet each thrust, and she felt something starting to roll through her hard. This wasn’t one of her top ten positions but… right situation, right person, right time it could work for her. And this absolutely ticked all those boxes. “You feel incredible.”

She couldn’t reply, could only bring herself to make sounds that she tried her hardest to keep quiet as the pleasure started to peak, the sofa creaking under the motion and Harriet too far gone to care, and then he reached his hand round to between her legs again and it hit her, Harriet desperately trying not to make a noise, ending up with her head buried in the pillow, biting down on it, actually biting down on it to stifle her moans as Zach came too, a few harder thrusts and then he slowed, climaxing inside her, the first time she’d ever let anyone do that, and it felt so, so good, so natural to let the man that she loved do it…

They collapsed down onto the sofa, him on top of her, and then he rolled off and pulled the duvet over them and they were kissing, slowly, tenderly, wordlessly, warm and safe, just the two of them.

Eventually, Harriet whispered, “Why don’t we sleep down here? Like an actual sleepover?”

“Your parents won’t mind?”

“They’ll think it’s cute… they don’t need to know the detail.”

“Ok then. I’d like that.”

“Good.”

They took a minute arranging things, getting the pillows fluffed up, pulling up their pyjama bottoms, turning off the light and the TV so that the only illumination was the residual glow of the fire.

When they were done, they lay down in each other’s arms, facing each other, peaceful and content.

“A good Christmas,” Harriet whispered, kissing Zach.

“You’re wrong,” he whispered back, a glint in his eye just visible. “Dead wrong.”

“Really?” she replied playfully, knowing he was joking.

“Yeah. Best Christmas ever.”

She grinned and kissed him. “You’re right. The best.” She paused. “I love you so much.”

“I love you so much too.”


April


The train was packed with people headed down from Oxford to the race, a very specific crowd that Saturday morning… lots of students, so many students, but the full range was on display, right through from the rugby boys already working their way through the cans of lager through to the more cerebral students who looked like it was their first time in daylight for six months, and everything in between.

Zach had managed to snag a seat by the window, Harriet pressed up against his side, her head on his shoulder as she scrolled through her phone. Across from them, Nathalie and Lucy were working through the logistics of the day… where they’d watch from, which pubs to hit before and after, where they’d meet Naomi and Lara and Fergus, whether it would be before or after that they found them. Will, who’d been seeing Lucy on-and-off for a few months now, caught Zach’s eye and raised his eyebrows theatrically in exasperation at the level of detail, and Zach forced himself to suppress a grin.

Personally, Zach was just happy to go with the flow. He knew that the Boat Race was a thing at Oxford, but he’d been to London precisely once since arriving in the UK in October and knew he couldn’t contribute a whole lot to the conversation. The one certainty was that they were all staying at Naomi’s parents’ house in somewhere called Richmond that night, and that her parents had been kind enough to leave them wine and dinner in the freezer so they all had to be there by early evening, but apart from that he was more than happy to relax and go with it.

“Will, Zach, I’m looking at you here,” Nathalie was saying. “Naomi has said to make sure that we all know only to drink the wine on the left side of their wine fridge, not the right. Apparently on the right side is the good stuff, too good for us students.”

“Her parents know us too well,” Lucy replied, grinning. “Remember what Will did to that bottle of champagne at New Year?”

“That wasn’t my fault,” he protested. “The cork was faulty.”

“Every champagne cork is faulty if you shake the bottle like you’ve just won a Grand Prix…”

“I was testing a hypothesis…”

“Messily.”

Zach smiled, letting the friendly bickering wash over him. Six months he’d been in England now, six months since he’d stepped off that plane at Heathrow with horrendous jet lag and no idea what he walking into. And somewhere, somehow, in those six months he’d not only found Harriet but also a group of people that he could proudly call his friends. Harriet’s friends originally, whether close friends like Nathalie or Lucy, or part of the looser friendship group that seemed to encompass most of the second years in college like Will or Fergus, they’d been so incredibly welcoming and had let him in with a generosity that still surprised him. He knew he’d made many friends for life, and he still had another three months until his exchange was over and he’d be flying back home.

Of course, there were times when he still felt a little like the newbie… when someone made a joke about something that had happened in Freshers Week in their first year, or talked about one of the third or fourth years from the year before who’d finished their degrees before Zach arrived, naturally he didn’t know what or who they were talking about, but that was ok… Harriet usually filled in the gaps for him and if she didn’t then any of the others were more than willing to.

Zach would never have thought it on that jet lagged morning back in October when he’d stood outside college wondering where to go, but it felt like his home-away-from-home.

He watched Harriet as she laughed at something on her phone, tilting the screen to show him a meme he didn’t quite get but still smiled at anyway. She was wearing jeans and a casual striped jumper, her hair pulled back in a ponytail, and she was by some distance the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. He thought that every day. He wondered whether he might think that every day for the rest of his life, even when he’d gone back home.

“You alright?” Harriet was looking at him, her brow slightly furrowed. “You seem like you went a million miles away.”

“Just thinking about how deeply I love British public transport.” He gestured at the crowded carriage, people squeezed standing in the aisles, the slightly bawdry lyrics of another college’s rugby drinking song floating down from the other end of the carriage. “I’m not going to miss this come the end of June.”

She elbowed him in the ribs. “Shut up. You love it here.”

“I love some things here.” He caught her hand and brought it to his lips, kissing her knuckles. “One thing in particular.”

“God, you two are so cute it makes me want to vomit,” Nathalie said cheerfully. “Get a room.”

“We’ve got a room,” Harriet said. “Tonight. At Naomi’s parents’ house.”

“Well just remember,” she replied. “And you two too,” she added, looking now at Will and Lucy. “Their house is old which means their walls are thin and I don’t have any earplugs, ok?”

Zach felt his cheeks going red but Harriet just laughed, squeezing his hand. That was one thing he loved about her, the way that socially she didn’t let anything faze her… exams, yes, but friends, nothing. He’d love to have her social confidence.

The train rattled on through the green English countryside, the sun threatening to turn what had started off as a chilly morning into a day that might actually be pleasant, even to a Sydney-dweller. Zach leaned his head against the window and let himself get washed away by the experience… letting himself feel the happiness, the excitement, the joy of going for a day out with people he loved.

***

Putney was bedlam. They emerged from the Tube station into a river of people flowing towards the water, everyone in high spirits, the spring sunshine having decided that yes, it was going to stay out for the day. Zach stayed close to Harriet as they worked their way through the crowd, Nathalie leading the way with the absolute confidence of someone who’d done this precisely once before in their life and were therefore an expert.

“There’s a spot half a kilometre down from the start,” she called over her shoulder. “Naomi messaged to say that the three of them are there already. It’s the perfect view if we can get there, we can actually see the boats go past rather than watching them on someone’s phone.”

They found the spot, a patch of riverbank that was crowded but not impossibly so, with a view across the water to the Surrey side. Naomi, Lara and Fergus greeted them warmly, hugs and handshakes all round, but most importantly of all they had brought a large cooler full beers and Pimms, and Zach soon found himself with a beer in hand and Harriet pressed against him, a happy buzz of excited chatter all around.

“So explain it to me,” he said. “It’s just two boats?” Harriet had taken up rowing in her first year, becoming a key member of the college women’s second eight, and had started to cox too with hopes of coxing one of the boats for racing in her third year.

“Just two boats.” Harriet was grinning, taking pleasure in his confusion. “Oxford and Cambridge. That’s it. The whole country stops to watch two boats full of posh boys and American ringers row four miles down the Thames.”

“And people care about this?”

“People care intensely about it. It’s tradition. You wouldn’t understand, you’re Australian and your country is, what, twelve minutes old?” she teased.

“We have traditions. We have… the Melbourne Cup.”

“A horse race.”

“A very traditional horse race. Everyone wears hats.”

She laughed and kissed him briefly, and Zach felt himself smiling inside. In all honesty he loved days like this, being part of something that he didn’t fully understand but knowing that it had the weight of years behind it.

The race itself, when it eventually came, was over faster than he’d expected… a blur of oars and shouting, the two boats flying past their vantage point in seconds, the crowing roaring even though none of them could really see what was happening. Cambridge won, apparently, but Oxford had put up a good fight and it had been tight up to the end, which meant that everyone ended the race happy really, and then everyone, Oxford or Cambridge, went back to drinking as if the outcome had never really mattered.

“Bit anticlimactic,” Zach observed.

“The race isn’t the point,” Will said, appearing at his elbow with a fresh beer. “The drinking is the point. The race is just the excuse.”

“Now that I can understand.”

They stayed by the river for another half hour as the crowds thinned, enjoying the afternoon sunlight while the spring chill started to creep back in as the sun headed towards the horizon. Zach talked rugby with Will and Fergus for a bit, a post mortem on England’s underperformance in the recent Six Nations, and chatted for a long while to Naomi about what it had been like growing up nearby. Normal stuff. Friend stuff.

The kind of conversations you had when you felt like you belonged somewhere.

***

The pub was called the Duke’s Head, or possibly the Duke’s Arm, or even something else… Zach hadn’t fully caught the name as they joined the surge of people pushing through the door. It was rammed, every table taken, the bar three-deep with students and ex-students trying to do that weird English thing of kind-of-queueing politely but also not. They’d got lucky and grabbed a battered leather sofa out back when the previous occupants had given up on waiting for the bar, and now Zach was sat squeezed on the sofa with Harriet and their group gathered around, all talking over each other with drinks in hand.

Zach was happy. Properly happy.

It caught him off guard sometimes, quite how happy he was doing this exchange year. Not that there weren’t ups and downs, of course there were, and of course his life in Sydney had been good… easy, full of mates and beaches and the comfortable familiarity of home. But this was different, and what he was learning was that being intentional, choosing in life rather than simply letting it happen to him, could lead to good things. No, not good, great things. He may have stumbled into this time in England, but he’d learned a valuable lesson.

Harriet was next to him on the sofa, her leg warm against his, listening rapt as Lara told her a story about something that had happened in a tutorial at the end of term. Zach wasn’t really following the details, something about a translation error from French to English that would have been gravely insulting to the entire nation of France, but he loved watching Harriet listen, the way her eyes lit up, the way her whole body was focused on Lara, the way she kept glancing at Zach to make sure he was following it too.

He didn’t really get the punchline, he figured he’d have had to have done French at school to follow it, but he laughed along with the rest of them and Will leaned forward with his pint and said, “That’s brilliant. Absolutely brilliant.” He turned and nodded at Zach. “Got to make the most of having an Aussie here to tell these stories to… who’s going to be impressed by our stupid traditions next year?”

Zach smiled, as did Harriet, but the words hit… no malice intended by Will, no way, it was a throwaway comment, and he soon moved on to asking Lara something, but he felt it as just the tiniest little twist, the thought that what if I don’t want this life to be over at the end of June? Harriet turned and smiled weakly at him, her handing finding his and giving it a little squeeze.

She looked back at the others but her hand stayed on his, and he realised that this was how they handled it now, now that June wasn’t some abstract concept but rather sat at the other end of the next term. Small acknowledgements, a touch, a glance, a slight squeeze of the hand. They didn’t talk about it, not really, not properly. They’d agreed that long distance didn’t work, and they both genuinely thought it, and there was still time… they didn’t need to think about it for a while yet. Trinity term was a long term and Harriet didn’t have any exams, she’d done them at the end of Hillary, so they could really enjoy themselves.

Three months was ages. Three months was forever.

Wasn’t it?

Zach stood. “My round, I think. Same again for everyone?”

“Now we’re talking,” Fergus replied, laughing. “Yes please.”

***

They left the pub as the light was fading, spilling out onto the street in a loose group, everyone pleasantly drunk and arguing about the best route to Naomi’s home. Naomi herself was clueless (“We always tended to go out near Richmond,” she said with a shrug when asked), but the consensus seemed to be that they could walk along the river… scenic according to Nathalie, twice as long as necessary according to Fergus, but in the end they set out on what they were pretty sure was the right path.

Zach walked alongside Harriet, holding hands, just behind the main group. The others had pulled ahead, their voices carrying back to them in fragments. Naomi’s laugh, Will attempting to sing along to a song that Lucy was trying to teach them and failing miserably, and Nathalie trying to keep them all focused on the route. The evening air was cool but not cold, the sky pink and orange, the river getting darker by the minute next to them.

“Good day?” Harriet asked, looking across at Zach.

“Great day.”

“Even though you still don’t understand the Boat Race?”

Zach laughed. “I think I’ve got the hang of it. Everyone watches two boats go past in the blink of an eye, then keep on drinking regardless of who won or lost?”

She laughed too and leaned into him as they walked. “Spot on. I’m glad you came.”

“Where else would I be?”

“I don’t know. Sydney? Home for the holidays? Somewhere with proper sunshine rather than whatever that was today?”

“Sunshine is overrated. I like it weak.”

“Liar.”

“Ok, I like it strong. But I love you, and you come with the weak sunshine and the cold winter that I’ve somehow survived, so…”

Harriet stopped walking and turned to look at him, her expression soft under the streetlight. “That might be the most romantic thing you’ve ever said to me.”

“Really? I’d better try harder then.”

“Don’t. I meant it.” She kissed him, a long, lingering kiss, her hands on his face. When she pulled back she was grinning. “Come on. The others are getting ahead.”

They walked on hand in hand, and Zach let himself feel it… the simple pleasure of being with Harriet, of having nowhere else to be, of an evening that stretched ahead with nothing but friends and wine and her beside him.

***

Naomi’s parents’ house was a Victorian semi on a quiet street with a view down towards the river, although that description didn’t quite do it justice. Will had quietly mentioned to Zach how Richmond was one of the most expensive areas in London, and when he looked closely from the outside the house confirmed that… a neatly maintained rose bush outside the front, a big purple door with a heavy brass knocker, large sash windows. It looked precisely how he’d have thought Naomi’s house would look, secretly wealthy but hidden behind a veneer of normalcy.

The group piled inside in a chaos of shoes being kicked off and coats being hung on a coat rack that had never anticipated so many people, everyone talking at once about who was sleeping where and when they were eating and whether it was wine o’clock yet.

“It’s never too early to open the wine,” Harriet declared, already heading for the kitchen.

“Left hand side only, please,” begged Naomi, and Zach watched as Harriet flashed her a grin.

Eight soon became ten as the doorbell rang and Naomi’s school friend Imogen came in with her boyfriend… they were both at Cambridge and she was wearing a Cambridge college staff, triggering a chorus of friendly banter which she laughed off, accepting a glass of wine from Harriet and giving Naomi a warm hug.

Dinner was long and loud, sat at the large wooden table in Naomi’s parents’ kitchen, what Zach thought was a very good lasagne indeed served in the middle with salad and more wine. Music was playing in the background and it was the kind of meal where everything talked at once, where the wine bottles emptied faster than seemed possible, and where nobody was worrying about anything beyond the next joke or story or round of laughter. He sat next to Harriet, Nathalie on the other side of him, and fully got into the flow of it.

After dinner they all migrated to the living room, sprawled around, and a bottle of gin came out. The conversation fragmented into smaller groups, Imogen and Naomi gossiping about one of their school friends, Zach and Will robustly ‘debating’ the merits of the recent Ashes series, Harriet quizzing Imogen’s boyfriend on what life was like in Cambridge.

As it got later, Harriet curled up next to Zach in one of the armchairs, her legs resting on top of his, a drink in her hand that had been there for a while now. She was a little drunk, they all were, but it was a good drunk, happy and relaxed.

“This is nice,” Zach murmured into her ear.

“It is, isn’t it?”

“I love how your friends have been so welcoming to me.”

She turned her head to look at him. “They’re your friends as much as mine now. That’s how it all works.” She paused and kissed him briefly. “I reckon we can call you a true Oxford boy now.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

Around midnight people started drifting off to bed. Naomi showed everyone to their rooms, very kindly giving the couples rooms to themselves and then sticking everyone else wherever they’d fit. Harriet and Zach had been assigned the guest room at the back of the house with a window that overlooked the back garden and, a rare luxury for them, a double bed.

“It’s cosy,” Naomi said apologetically. “But it’s got its own bathroom, so that’s something.”

“It’s perfect,” Harriet said. “Thanks, Naomi.”

They said their good nights and could hear the house getting quiet around them as they closed the door, the murmur of voices fading. Zach stood in the middle of the room, suddenly very aware that they were alone for the first time since leaving his room in Oxford that morning.

Harriet leaned against the door, watching him, a smile twitching across her lips, her eyes bright. She looked so, so beautiful.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey.”

“Come here.”

He went.

***

She kissed him, reaching up and pulling his face to her, kissing him like she’d been waiting all day to do it properly. Zach kissed her back, his hands finding her waist and pulling her close, feeling the warmth of her body through her jumper.

“I’ve been wanting to do this for hours,” she whispered between kisses.

“Me too.”

“Bed?”

“Bed.”

Harriet took Zach’s hand and led him. They climbed on to the covers and lay down, then started to kiss again, unhurried but passionate, kissing like they had all night which, Zach figured, they kind of did.

Their clothes came off slowly, her jumper, his shirt, both of their jeans, and when they were naked they climbed under the covers, warm against the chill of the nighttime air. As they kissed their hands wandered, their bodies so familiar to each other now after six months together that they know the other’s as well as they knew their own.

As they kissed Zach leaned towards Harriet, rolling her on to her back, and then he started to kiss his way down her body, starting with her neck then working oh so slowly down over her chest and lower, thrilling to hear her gasp and moan when he kissed somewhere exactly right.

When he was between her legs he paused and looked up to see her smiling down at him, a dreamy expression on her face. “I can’t tell if you want me to,” he teased.

“Don’t you dare not…” she whispered back, putting her hands to his head and pulling him, actually pulling him down until his tongue was on her. Zach loved this, had told Harriet many times how much he loved it, being able to give her pleasure, he loved the taste of her, he loved the feel of it… he loved everything about going down on Harriet.

He ran his tongue along her, thrilling at the gasp she made, and he started to get into a rhythm, keeping it slow, keeping it teasing, keeping it exactly how Harriet liked it. She was so responsive, and he’d learned how to read what she wanted, shifting pace or pressure when she shifted her hips closer or further away, sliding a finger into her when he thought she needed it, taking it away again when he felt like she needed to be teased a little more.

“How about,” she gasped, “you at the same time?”

Zach lifted his tongue from her and smiled. “I’d like that, if you would?”

“Oh, I would.”

He moved position so that his legs were towards the head of the bed, and she moved down, and they were both under the covers, reliant as much on touch as sight, and as they settled down he felt her hand on his cock, touching him, felt a little shiver of anticipation run through him. He put his head back down and started to use his tongue again, taking a moment to adapt to the different angles, and then he started with his slow rhythm again.

The minutes that followed were heaven… complete heaven.

Harriet gave good head, had since the first time they slept together after their second date, mixing teasing with more, varying her technique but not too much, and he felt a tremor roll through him, that first delicious prelude to what was still to come. He continued his own efforts, rewarded by the sound and feel of her moaning on to his cock, and then they both sped up, both so aroused, both getting closer, and then when she moaned on to his cock again it hit him suddenly, he gasped and he came hard and fast, in her mouth, and she sealed her mouth around his cock, swallowing him down until she cried out, her own pleasure cresting, and then she half rolled onto her back and Zach added his fingers and it was Harriet’s turn now properly, her climax rolling through her, Zach teasing her through it, her gasps and moans echoing around the quiet room, and then they were quiet again, lying almost stunned, before Zach turned around and lay down to face her, their heads on the pillows.

“God, Harriet, you’re so beautiful. I love you so, so much,” he whispered, kissing her.

“I know,” she replied, grinning, her cheeks flushed, her hair messed up, a sheen of sweat on her forehead… he didn’t think she could look more beautiful than she had earlier, but he was wrong, because she looked utterly stunning right then. “You’re not so bad yourself.”

Zach grinned back and kissed her again. “We should do more days like this.”

“Days that end like this, you mean?” She kissed him once she’d asked.

“Days like… I guess days where it’s this brilliant uni experience too.”

She pulled him close and kissed him again. “We’ve got time,” she whispered. “Plenty of time. And we will.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

***

Zach woke to the sound of footsteps on the stairs, that and the clatter of someone dropping something metallic in the kitchen below them and rapid swearing. Harriet was woken up by it too and started laughing. “I’ll bet that’s Nathalie,” she said. “She needs her tea first thing each morning or she literally can’t function.”

He watched her for a moment.

“What?” she asked.

“Just thinking how lucky I am.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere.” She paused. “What time is it?”

“No idea. Late I guess, it’s kind of bright outside.”

She groaned and tried to bury her face in the pillow. “My head hurts a little… five more minutes.”

“Take as long as you need. I’m going to go and see if I can help with breakfast.”

Harriet was already sitting up though, rubbing her eyes, the sheet falling away to reveal her bare shoulders. “No, you’re right. We should both go and help. With breakfast I mean. Seeing as we’re guests in Naomi’s house.” She leaned over and kissed him, then climbed off the bed and started to pull clothes on. “Plus, I can smell toast, and I want it.”

They both dressed and made their way downstairs, walking in on chaos in the kitchen where it was indeed Nathalie who’d been banging around, joined by Lara, Imogen and Fergus. They appeared to have some kind of giant vat of scrambled eggs on the go, toast in the toaster and under the grill, and Lucy was telling Will that no, beer with breakfast wasn’t cool.

“It’s hair of the dog,” he was protesting. “It’s medicinal.” He saw Harriet and pointed at her. “We’ve got a medic, she’ll confirm it.”

Harriet looked between the two of them, and Zach knew who she was going to side with… and it wasn’t going to be Will. She shook her head. “I’m sorry to say, in your particular case I’d have to prescribe nothing stronger than tea or maybe coffee.”

Will pulled a face while Lucy playfully punched him on the arm. “Spoilsport.”

Harriet grinned and put her arm around Zach. “You all sleep well?”

“Like the dead,” Nathalie replied. “But I think that might have been all the drink.”

They ate around the kitchen table again, talking about plans for the day. Harriet and Zach were going to head back to Oxford as he had his room over the entire holidays, then kind of yo-yo between there and Bath until term started… most people in college over Easter were third years revising for finals, and they were more stressed than in the mood to party so the time they spent there was more about the two of them than anything else.

Soon, too soon, they were all saying their goodbyes although, with only a couple of weeks until the start of Trinity term, it wouldn’t be long until they all saw each other again. And… Trinity term of your second year was reputed to be the best of all, great weather, no exams that mattered. They were all excited for it.

The train back to Oxford was much quieter than the journey down to London the day before, most people having presumably travelled back on the same day. The people who were there were all looking more than a little sorry for themselves, tired, slightly hungover, a lot of staring out of the windows.

Harriet sat by the window and Zach next to her, hand in hand.

“Good weekend,” she said.

“The best.”

“When’s the next big tradition?”

She laughed. “I don’t know. We’ll find one.”

Soon her eyes were closed and she was asleep against his shoulder. Zach watched as the countryside slid past, the outskirts of London turning to something greener as they passed Slough, and greener still once they were past Reading. This was all so different to Australia, the green of England in early spring, the old buildings that sped past, village churches that were older than any building in Sydney. He was coming to love it here, genuinely love it, for all that it didn’t have what Sydney had.

But more than that, he’d come to love her.

Three more months to make the most of this. Trinity term, the promise of weather that was nice. Time enough for more weekends like this one, more mornings waking up beside her, more days that made him feel like he was the luckiest man alive.

He wouldn’t let himself think about what came after, wouldn’t allow it to taint living in the moment.

No… he’d just watch the world go by and let himself be happy.


June


The walk to The Trout was one of Harriet’s favourites, out through the back of college, a brief stroll through the streets of Jericho, not far until you were in Port Meadow, and then along the river to Wolvercote. It was the perfect way to escape the Oxford bubble and her and Zach had done it half a dozen times in all weathers, but today was the sort of day that made you understand why poems were written about an English summer’s day… blue sky, warm sun, green everywhere, the landscape so impossibly alive.

Her and Zach walked hand in hand, not talking much, and Harriet tried not to think about why today felt different. She’d suggested this walk, this pub, this afternoon just to them because it was the ideal opportunity for them to talk properly before all the madness of the final three weeks of Trinity term and the incessant carousel of celebrating friends in years above finishing finals and the college ball and who knew what else started.

Final three weeks… that was why they needed to talk, because Zach was expected back at his university in Sydney then. Indeed, he was supposed to be back in a fortnight but he’d managed to plead exceptional circumstances to stay in Oxford for ninth week, so the conversation they’d been putting off and putting off had to happen soon.

Today was the day, Harriet had decided, and Zach had agreed without really agreeing… she felt like he wanted to simply bury his head in the sand, but that he knew deep down that they had to have The Talk.

The Trout was busy when they arrived but they’d timed it perfectly, the lunchtime crowd just coming to settle their bills and head off for the walk back to Oxford or, in some cases, back to their cars. They got lucky with a table near the water at the quieter end of the terrace, and Zach went to get drinks while Harriet watched the river and tried to keep calm as she tried to find the words for something that she desperately did not want to say.

He came back with a pint for himself and a glass of white wine for her, and sat down across from her, and for a long few moments they just looked at each other.

"So," he said.

"So."

"We should probably talk about it."

Harriet felt a little knot of dread settle in her stomach. They’d been dancing around this for weeks, months really, ever since they’d agreed that long distance didn’t work on their third date. Small comments that they brushed off, silences when they could have talked, but they’d never actually sat down and faced it head on until today.

"I don't want to," she admitted. "But I think we have to."

Zach nodded slowly. He was turning his pint glass in his hands, not drinking, just holding it. "Three weeks," he said. "And then I'm on a plane."

"I know."

“I’ve been trying to think of… I don’t know. Some way to make it work. But every time I try to imagine it, I just…” He stopped, shaking his head. “Ten thousand miles, Harriet. That’s not a train journey or a cheap flight. That’s being on the other side of the world.”

“I know.” Her voice was quieter than she’d intended. “I’ve been thinking about it too.”

“And?”

She took a deep breath. Now came the part she'd been rehearsing in her head, the sensible part, the mature part.

“I’ve got three more years here, my last year as an undergraduate then two years of clinical placements, and… I can barely keep up as it is. And you’ve got your degree to finish, and then whatever you want to do after, and we’d be trying to do all of that while also being ten thousand miles apart. For a year minimum.” She made herself look him in the eyes. “I’ve seen people try long distance. Tried it myself last summer. Really try. And it just… it falls apart, slowly and painfully, and they end up resenting each other.”

“You think we’d resent each other?”

“I think I’d miss you so much I wouldn’t be able to function. And we’d be living separate lives that would be growing apart… you’d be doing things with your friends, and I wouldn’t be part of it, and my friends, even though you know them, they’d change, the group would shift, and I’d be doing things with them that you’re not part of. And we’d be jealous of each other, and we’d have phone calls where we’re both exhausted and there’s nothing to say because our lives don’t overlap anymore, and even the times would be bad, your evening would be my morning and some days it couldn’t work and we wouldn’t be able to talk and…” She stopped, realising that she could feel the tears building in the background. “I don’t want to watch us turn into that. I don’t want to end up hating you because I loved you too much to let you go.”

Zach was quiet for a long moment. The sounds of the pub washed over them, everyone else oblivious to the momentous nature of their conversation.

"So you're saying we should end it," he said finally. "At the end of term. While it's still good."

“I’m saying I don’t know what else to do.” A tear rolled down her cheek despite her best efforts not to cry. “I love you Zach. I love you so, so much. But I don’t know how to love you from ten thousand miles away, and I don’t know how to be your girlfriend when I can’t touch you or share my life with you for months at a time, and I’m terrified that if we try we’ll destroy what we’ve had.”

He reached across the table and took her hand, his eyes bright and she realised with a shock that he was close to tears too. She’d never seen him cry.

“I’ve been thinking the same thing,” he said quietly. “Every day I’ve tried to work out how to make it work, and every day I get to the same answer.” He squeezed her hand tight. “I don’t want to lose you, I’m desperate not to lose you, but I couldn’t bear hurting you either. We said long distance didn’t work on one of our first dates, and I think it would hurt us both more than…” His voice cracked with the emotion. “More than this.”

“More than ending it.”

“Yeah.”

They sat there, holding hands across the table, a beautiful summer afternoon all around them. Harriet felt something inside stretching though, stretching taught, and she knew that even if it didn’t snap it would never return to what it had been before. She would always carry this decision with her, always.

"So we're being sensible," she said. "We're being mature."

"We're being fucking miserable is what we're being." But he was smiling, just slightly, the way he always did when things got too serious. "Look at us. Twenty years old and making responsible decisions. Our parents would be proud."

She laughed despite herself, though it came out as something closer to a sob. “I hate being responsible."

"Me too." He lifted her hand and kissed her knuckles, the way he had done countless times before. “But maybe… maybe it isn’t goodbye forever. Maybe it’s just goodbye for now. And in a few years, when you’re a doctor and I’m whatever I am, maybe we find our way back to each other.”

"You believe that?"

"I have to believe something right now." He held her gaze. "I can't believe this is it. I can't believe I found you just to lose you. So yes, I believe that.”

“I’d like to believe that too.” Harriet felt the tears coming properly now, and she didn't try to stop them. "Three weeks," she said. "We've got three weeks."

"Then let's make them count." He stood up and came round to her side of the table, still holding her hand, and pulled her to her feet. "Come here."

She leaned into him and he held her, right there on the terrace of The Trout with tourists and students all around them, and she pressed her face into his chest and cried while he stroked her hair and whispered things she couldn’t quite catch.

“I love you,” she said. “Whatever happens I love you. Always.”

“I love you too.” His voice caught. “Always. No matter what.”

They stood there for a long time, holding each other, the river flowing past and the best part of Trinity term still to come… still to come with a finite end.

When they finally pulled apart, Harriet wiped her eyes and took a shaky breath. “Right,” she said. “We’ve got three weeks. No more crying. No feeling sorry for ourselves. Just us, making the most of it.”

“Deal,” he said. “Starting right now. What do you want to do?”

She looked at him, looked at the man that she loved, the man she was choosing to let go because holding on felt like it would destroy her, and smiled.

“Let’s walk back the long way, along the river. But first, I’m going to get us fresh drinks.” She picked up her glass. “Not ones gone all salty with tears… and you find us a different table, and we’re going to enjoy talking to each other and pretend everything is normal.”

“Everything is normal. This is just… a pause. A comma, not a full stop.”

“A comma,” she repeated. “I like that. A comma, not a full stop.”

***

Harriet had been home for a fortnight, rattling round her parents’ house, going to her summer job as a care assistant at the nearby hospice whenever the shifts she was rostered for demanded it, staring at her bedroom ceiling a lot when they didn’t.

Her mum kept making pointed comments about how pale she looked, her dad kept suggesting walks in the countryside, her friends kept trying to drag her out to the pub in the evenings, but she did none of that… life felt like the colour had been drained out of it since Zach had left, and the only respite she could find was in her work when she was confronted day after day by people who had it much, much worse than she did.

Those three weeks after The Trout had been both the most magical and the most terrible three weeks of Harriet’s life… three weeks where she’d fallen even further head-over-heels in love with Zach, three weeks of fun and laughter and waking up late together and repeating it again day after day after day, but three weeks where day-by-day the gnawing terror of that cliff edge rushing towards them ratcheted up inexorably, the Saturday morning at the end of ninth week that they both knew must come and each prayed somehow wouldn’t. She asked herself again and again surely there’s another way and always the answer was silence… they both had to finish their degrees, simple, and where they did their degrees was ten thousand miles apart. There was no answer, no magic solution… life, it turned out, wasn’t always fair.

That last night would stay with her forever. They’d spent the afternoon in the Parks, a glorious day, hanging out with friends, and then that evening they’d gone for dinner, the last supper as Zach hadn’t christened it with a grin that didn’t quite reach his eyes, back to the French place they’d been to on their first date.

Harriet had barely had any appetite but she forced herself to eat, to drink, to talk, and then they’d gone back to her room, both deciding that his would be too painful with his bags packed and the personality gone with the packing. They stayed up all night, talking, laughing, making love, just being them.

And then dawn had come, and they were in their last hour together, and the talking stopped, everything stopped, just the two of them holding each other almost in desperation, and a little voice in Harriet’s head was saying ask him to stay but she knew she couldn’t say it out loud, because she knew that if she did then in all likelihood he would and that wouldn’t be fair on him, not when he had his life ahead of him, his degree to finish, but the voice wouldn’t stop saying it.

And then he was gone, too suddenly, and she was too numb to cry, his last words to her “A pause, not a full stop,” and she’d smiled and kissed him one last time, and the minutes that followed were the worst of all… respecting his wishes that they said their goodbyes then, understanding that it would be so hard for him to leave if she walked him to the coach station, but knowing that he was still in college, fetching his bags, handing in his keys at the Lodge, knowing that their friends were all getting up early to see him off, that if she just went downstairs maybe she could hold him one last time…

And then the knock on the door. A moment of hope, maybe he’d come back, but then reality, it wasn’t Zach’s knock, and she opened it to see Nathalie and Lucy stood there.

“He’s gone?” she’d asked.

Nathalie nodded and put her arms around her. “He’s gone.”

And then… then the tears came.

***

A knock on her bedroom door and Harriet snapped back to the present. “Come in,” she said.

It was her mum carrying a cup of tea. She came in and put it down, but then hesitated, and rather than leaving she sat down next to Harriet on her bed. “How are you doing?” she asked kindly.

Harriet smiled weakly. “Been better.”

Her mum returned the smile and took Harriet’s hand in hers. “Have you heard from him since he left?”

Harriet shook her head. “No. We said we’d go cold turkey and… we need to.” It was only in the last few days that Harriet had stopped bursting into tears whenever she paused to think about Zach, and the last thing she needed was to reset that clock. No, cold turkey was right, maybe message him in a few months to see how we was getting on but not yet, no chance.

Her mum opened her mouth to speak, closed it again, then took the plunge. “I’ve been talking to Laura. We’re worried about you.” Harriet gave her mum the look that only a daughter can give their mother when they think they’re interfering. “Don’t give me that look. We care about you.”

“And…?”

“And Laura mentioned how you’ve not seen anyone since you got back. You can’t just mope around in your room and do your shifts at the hospice… that’s not a very uplifting combination, is it?”

Harriet looked at her mum in silence, but she knew she was right. Her life right then was one long series of serious thoughts and actions, there certainly wasn’t a lot of levity mixed in.

“So… Laura and a few of the others are taking you out tonight. No arguments. Your dad and me are paying.”

“I…” Harriet started to argue but didn’t have the energy. “Ok,” she said eventually.

Her mum smiled. “Good. Enjoy yourselves.” She paused then grinned. “But don’t let anyone order champagne… our money only goes so far.”

***

That evening and Harriet was three vodka tonics deep in a crowded Bath pub, trying very hard to have fun.

It wasn’t working.

Here she was, squeezed into a booth with Laura and three of their other school friends, making small talk, catching up.

She knew she wasn’t being much fun, letting a lot of the conversation wash over her, but she simply couldn’t focus on the details, not when it involved people she didn’t really know. Harriet checked her phone for the tenth time that night, knowing that of course Zach hadn’t messaged, not with their cold turkey arrangement, but at the same time wanting to make sure just in case.

"Harriet? Earth to Harriet?"

She looked up to find Laura waving a hand in front of her face. "Sorry, what?"

"I said, isn't that Matt?"

Harriet followed Laura's gaze to the bar, where a tall, dark-haired man was waiting to be served. It took her a moment to place him… older now, broader in the shoulders, but unmistakably the same boy who'd dated their friend Charlotte for most of the upper sixth.

"God, it is." Harriet hadn't seen Matt since... when? Charlotte's birthday party the summer after A-levels, maybe. He and Charlotte had split up in the Christmas holidays in the first year of uni, the classic tale of a couple trying to make it work and realising it wouldn’t after a term, and Harriet hadn’t given him much thought since.

"He got fit," Laura noted with her characteristic bluntness. "Why don’t you go and say hi?”

"Why would I…”

“Because he’s fit, and you’re single.” Harriet’s hand went instinctively to the necklace she was wearing, the Christmas present from Zach, and Laura noticed, her expression growing sympathetic. “Ok… maybe that was a bit blunt.” She took Harriet’s hand in hers. “But you are, and you can chat to a guy. I remember you always got on well with him anyway.”

Harriet took a deep breath. Laura was right, Harriet was single now and chatting to a good looking guy was fine, and she had always got on well with him. And God knew she needed to break out of this funk somehow… maybe it would kick start the night.

"Fine." Harriet slid out of the booth. It wasn't as if she was having a brilliant time here. "But only because I need another drink anyway."

She made her way to the bar and positioned herself next to him. "Matt?"

He turned, and his face broke into a surprised grin. "Harriet? Bloody hell, it's been ages."

“It has, hasn’t it.” A smile found its way onto her face despite herself. He looked good close up, better than she remembered… tall with a lean build that suggested an active lifestyle, he had an easy, warm smile. “You’re back for the summer?”

“Yeah, well… I was supposed to be travelling but shit happens I guess. You?”

“Yeah, same. You here with anyone?” she asked.

“I’m meeting a couple of mates, but they just messaged to say they’ll be half an hour or so.” He nodded towards Harriet’s booth. “That’s Laura isn’t it? Haven’t seen her in ages.”

“Yeah, there’s a few of us.”

“Let me guess, parents driving you all mad, nothing to do, dragged each other out?”

“That obvious?”

“Takes one to know one,” he said. “You want a drink? I could do with the company until they arrive.”

Harriet hesitated. She should probably go back over to Laura and the others. She should… but then she wondered why she thought she should? Laura was right, she was single now, why not have a drink, chat to a guy she was remembering she quite liked?

"Yeah," she said. "Yeah, go on then."

***

Fifteen minutes later they’d found a table near the windows, out of sight of Laura because Harriet didn’t want to feel like they were being watched, and they’d done a decent update on each other’s lives over the last two years. Matt was at Durham studying history, and had just been dumped by his girlfriend of eight months.

“Last month,” he said, grimacing slightly as he looked at his pint. “Right after exams. Apparently there wasn’t anyone else, Anna just didn’t see us having a long term.”

“That’s rough.”

“It is what it is.” He shrugged, but Harriet could see the hurt underneath the casual facade. “What about you? I feel like there’s a story lurking behind those eyes.”

Harriet smiled weakly. “It’s that obvious?”

“Like I said earlier, takes one to know one.” He hesitated. “You don’t need to tell me though, if you want to talk about something else.”

It turned out that Harriet really did need to tell someone who didn’t already know all about it. She talked about Zach, about the year they’d had together, the way he’d slotted into her life like he’d always been there, the decision to be mature and sensible and end it rather than try long distance ten thousand miles apart.

"So let me get this straight," Matt said when she'd finished. "You were mad about him, he was mad about you, and you broke up because it seemed sensible?"

"When you put it like that, it sounds stupid."

"It sounds completely stupid." But he was smiling as he said it. "God, we're a pair, aren't we? Drowning our sorrows over people who aren't here."

"Cheers to that." Harriet raised her glass and Matt clinked his against it. They drank, and Harriet felt a weight lift inside her… both from finding solidarity with him over their broken hearts, and also simply from their conversation, the realisation that yes, she could chat to a guy and enjoy it and enjoy being with him and it was fine.

Just then his phone rang, his mates trying to find where he was. Harriet stood and turned to face him. “I enjoyed talking, maybe I’ll see you around this summer.”

“Same,” he replied with a smile.

She walked back over and sat down with her friends, stealing a quick glance back over at Matt as his friends joined him.

“You ok?” Laura leaned over and asked quietly.

“Yeah.” Harriet replied. “Thank you, chatting to him was exactly what I needed.”

“You’re welcome.” She looked around at the table. “Now, seeing as H’s parents are paying… anyone want another drink?”

Harriet laughed at that… actually laughed. She’d not done that in a fortnight.

Maybe heading out for the evening hadn’t been such a bad idea after all.

***

Over the next couple of weeks Harriet found herself, gradually, healing. She went out with her friends more, Nathalie came to stay for a few days, she let her dad persuade her to go on the country walks with him that he seemed to think would fix her. She wasn’t over Zach already, far from it, and she knew that would take quite some time, but she was making progress, and that was all she could ask for really.

Matt and her had exchanged a few texts, just a steady trickle, since their chat in the pub. Nothing more than friendly, but she was enjoying it, maybe a little bit of light flirting mixed in from time to time and, while her and Zach were doing the whole cold turkey thing, she was quite enjoying having the attention.

It was two weeks after that night in the pub, Harriet on her lunch break from her holiday job, when her phone pinged with a message from Matt.

Hey, remember Jamie? There’s a party tomorrow, his parents away, the usual. Should be fun.

She smiled when she read it. There was obviously a question coming. She decided to let him be the one to ask it rather than biting too fast. She only had to wait a couple of minutes.

You should come.

Harriet smiled and tapped out a reply.

Are you asking me out?

For the next few minutes she saw the dots come up, then disappear, then come up again… he was obviously trying to craft the perfect reply.

I’m suggesting you might enjoy a party. Whether than constitutes asking you out is a matter of interpretation.

She laughed and typed out a reply.

Very smooth.

Keep him guessing, she figured. He didn’t strike her as the sort of person who lacked confidence. The reply came quick.

I try. But if you wanted to interpret it that way I wouldn’t object.

Ok, Harriet thought, he’s asking me out. What do I do? She felt a little overwhelmed, still working her way through the break up with Zach as she was… was it to soon? Should I? She took a screenshot of the chat and sent it to Laura, and her phone rang within seconds.

“Hey,” Harriet said, answering it.

“You going to say yes?” Laura, as ever, was straight to the point.

“I don’t know, should I?”

“Ok, let’s break this down. Do you like him?”

“Yes.”

“Do you fancy him?”

“Yes, I guess so.”

“Are you single?”

A deep breath… that one was still a little hard to get her head around. “Yes.”

“Is there any reason not to date him, you’re not going to piss someone off?”

“No.”

“Then it’s easy. Say yes.”

Harriet hesitated. “Is it though? Like, is it too soon after Zach?”

Laura laughed kindly down the line. “How soon is too soon? I don’t know, it’s whatever feels right. But think of it this way… it’s late July now. Being practical, if you’re going to date someone this summer, do it now. If you wait a month then you’ll be back at uni before you know it and it’ll be a waste of time.”

“I just… what would Zach think if he knew I was dating someone after a month? I’d hate him to think that… oh, I don’t know. Am I overthinking?”

“Yes!” She heard Laura putting something down, and figured she must also be on her lunch break. “If you ask me, go for it.”

“Come with me.”

“On a date?”

“It’s not really a date, it’s going to a party. And if you’re there too I’ll have someone else to talk to. Otherwise I’m kind of having to spend all the party with him.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Yeah.”

“Ok. But he’d better have some hot friends.”

They dialled off, and Harriet pulled up the chat conversation again. It had been ten minutes since his last reply, and Matt was probably sat fretting whether he’d overplayed it. She typed out a reply.

Can I bring Laura?

He replied fast.

You bring your friend on dates?

That made her smile.

No, but luckily the nature of the party invite seems to be ambiguous.

His reply took a little longer.

Fair point! Yes, no problem, I’ll send you details tomorrow. See you then!

Harriet put her phone away and thought for a moment, realising that she was actually looking forward to the party… something that a fortnight ago, maybe even a few hours ago, she wouldn’t have thought remotely possible.

***

Jamie’s parents had what could only be described as a mansion on the outskirts of Bath, the sort of house that Harriet could imagine kids getting up to all sorts in, safe in the knowledge that their parents couldn’t find them half of the time.

Harriet and Laura arrived around nine, fashionably late but not too late, kindly dropped off by Laura’s mum. Matt was there already with some of his friends, and they soon found themselves with drinks in hand, exploring the rooms… some people dancing in the living room, others smoking on the patio out back, quite a few playing a drinking game called Ricard involving some very strong looking bottles of spirits on the kitchen table.

Laura was the perfect wing-woman, sticking close to start with, being super-friendly to Matt’s friends, giving Harriet and him space when they needed it. As the night wore on the chat evolved, from talking about university through to the strange experience after two years of university and the independence that came with it of being home and under the eyes of your parents again… some had it easier than others, it seemed.

“Mine still think I’m fifteen, I swear,” Harriet said. “I mean they’re lovely, don’t get me wrong. But let’s just say they’re quite conservative in their views.”

“…which is Harriet code for no boys staying over in her room until she’s married,” Laura added, and Harriet pursed her lips although it turned quickly into a smile.

“Married? Seriously?” Matt feigned looking concerned.

Harriet nodded. “Yeah. They’re lovely though.”

Matt’s friend Hugo nodded. “I can sympathise, I had to have a long chat with my parents when I brought my ex back last summer.” He laughed. “I basically told them that if they didn’t relax things a bit, I’d tell them exactly what I get up to at uni… my mum couldn’t change her mind quick enough!”

“Ex?” Laura asked, not subtly. Harriet had been able to see from the way that she was flirting with him that she was into Hugo for the last hour. “No one current?”

“No one current,” he confirmed. “How about you?”

“No one current… shall we go and get another drink?”

“Music to my ears.”

The two of them headed off towards the kitchen and Harriet turned to Matt. “She’s not shy,” she explained.

“No, she’s not.” Matt looked impressed. “You’re ok for drink?”

Harriet lifted her cup up and saw it was half full. “I’m good, thanks.” In all honesty she was half-drunk by then, the drinks weren’t weak and her and Laura hadn’t been holding back. Matt was looking at her. “What?” she asked.

“Nothing,” he replied, smiling. “Just… I’d forgotten how easy you are to talk to.” They were stood in the hall and he leaned against the doorframe. “Charlotte always said you were the smart one of her friends. The interesting one.”

“Did she?” Harriet felt herself blush a little at the compliment.

“Yeah. I always thought…” He stopped himself.

“Thought what?”

Matt shook his head, smiling. “Nothing, doesn’t matter.”

“Tell me.”

He held her gaze for a moment. “I always thought, if I’d met you first…” He trailed off, shrugging. “But I didn’t, and you always had a boyfriend anyway, and then we all went off to uni and that was that.”

Harriet’s heart was beating a little faster than usual. She wondered if she should change the subject, make a joke of it, do something to defuse the sudden tension between them, but then she figured he likes me and I like him, why defuse it? Instead, she said, “And now?”

“Now?” He stepped closer, and Harriet became acutely conscious that it was just the two of them in the hall, the noises of the party going on in the background. “Now we’re both single, both home for summer, both a bit drunk at a house party.” He reached out and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, his fingers lingering for a moment. “Seems like the universe might be trying to tell us something.”

Harriet laughed. “That’s a terrible line.”

“Absolutely appalling,” he agreed. “Is it working?”

Harriet started to think, then stopped herself. Fuck it, live in the moment. “Maybe,” she heard herself say.

Matt smiled and kissed her.

It was a nice kiss, once she got past the gut instinct that this wasn’t Zach. He wasn’t better or worse, just… different. A cliché, she knew, but it didn’t make it any less true. His hand moved to her hip and hers to his as the kiss deepened.

“H, we got you both…” They broke apart suddenly and Harriet saw Laura stood there, two drinks in hand, grinning liking a lunatic. “Never mind,” she said. “I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me.” She winked and disappeared again.

Harriet and Matt turned back to look at each other and both started laughing. “You ok?” he asked.

“Yeah, you?”

“Yeah.”

“Good.”

They looked at each other for a few seconds, and then Harriet closed the gap and kissed him again.

***

Sometime in the early hours the four of them, Harriet and Matt, Laura and Hugo, made their excuses and headed over to Matt’s parents’ house. His parents had gone to France for a week and, while they’d warned Matt that they didn’t want any parties, they hadn’t said anything about after parties so he reckoned he had them on a technicality.

Digging through the drinks cabinet, Hugo found a bottle of scotch and poured them all a glass with ice. Harriet hated scotch, always had, but at that stage of the evening she was happy drunk and at most was going to sip it so she didn’t really mind. They sat in the living room, talking nonsense, in couples on two sofas, music playing. Harriet had slipped her necklace, the Zach necklace, into her pocket when she went to the bathroom… it didn’t feel quite right to wear it that night.

At some point Laura yawned theatrically.

“Oh goodness, I’m ever so tired,” she said, grinning at Hugo. “You seem to know your way around Matt’s house. Do you think you could show me where the spare room is?”

Hugo couldn’t scramble to his feet fast enough, and they disappeared upstairs with just about as little subtlety as Harriet had ever seen.

“Smooth,” Harriet said, watching them go.

“Laura’s not got any shyer as the night’s go on, has she?”

“No. Not her style.”

He sat back and looked at her. “Another drink? Or…?”

Harriet was past overthinking by now. She knew exactly what she wanted, what she needed. “Or.”

Matt grinned. “Or it is.”

His bedroom was at the end of the hall upstairs, with that slight mess that told her that he’d tidied it up a bit during the day just in case he got lucky that night, but hadn’t wanted to jinx anything. Good, she thought, too tidy could make it weird. He had the obligatory posters that he couldn’t bear to take down from his childhood on the wall, a pile of books on the bedside table. A double bed… that was nice. He turned on the bedside light, casting a warm, cosy glow around the room.

They stood for a moment, a slightly awkward pause where they’d both made the decision but they hadn’t got any common ground yet on the mechanics. Then Matt stepped closer and kissed her again, and it felt good… they’d kissed a few times at the party, and they were getting used to each other already.

The two of them made their way over to his bed and lay down, resuming kissing, getting more passionate, pressing their bodies against each other, their hands starting to room. It was slower than she’d grown used to with Zach, none of the urgent intensity where they both wanted each other so badly that they couldn’t wait another second, but no worse for it… this was more considered, more methodical, but kind of fun precisely because of it.

Matt broke the kiss and sat up, looking down at Harriet. His cheeks were a little flushed, his breathing a little ragged, and Harriet knew that he’d see the same with her… there was a fire raging inside her now, and she wanted him, genuinely wanted him.

“You know what?” he said with a grin.

“What?”

“It’s kind of hot in here…” He pulled his t-shirt off and his expression made Harriet laugh. “You have no idea how good you look right now,” he added, looking her up and down as if he was really seeing her, not just saying it for effect. It sent a little thrilled shiver through her.

“Thanks.” She smiled a little awkwardly. “You’re not so bad yourself.”

“Not bad?” He raised an eyebrow. “I’ll have to make up for what I lack in looks with something else, obviously.”

He started kissing her again and their hands got more intimate, hers slipping down to feel the shape of his hard cock beneath his jeans, his deftly undoing her belt and unbuttoning her jeans then slipping inside, making her gasp into the kiss as he touched her.

“Tell me what you want,” he said. “I want to hear you say it.”

She almost laughed, not cruelly… it was just so unexpected, so different from what she was used to. With Zach, they’d communicated through touch and instinct, not so many words. This felt a little like being asked to narrate the story of her seduction.

“I… that’s good. What you’re doing is good.” She couldn’t keep the bemusement out of her voice.

He looked at her and smiled kindly. “That’s not telling me what you want. That’s just a review.”

That did make her laugh. “Are you always like this?”

“Like what?”

“Chatty.”

“During? Yes.” His fingers moved between her legs and she gasped. “Problem?”

“No, I just… ohhh… that’s…”

“Tell me.”

“That’s really good.” She felt a little tremor roll through her… what he was doing with his fingers was really very good indeed.

“Better.” He shifted and while his hand continued playing with her his lips found her stomach, lifting her top up and caressing the smooth skin there. “But I think you can be more specific.”

She was blushing furiously, half-laughing, half-insanely aroused, caught between the absurdity and the genuine eroticism of it. This was so unlike anything she'd experienced… the running commentary, the insistence on hearing her speak, the way he seemed to get off on her words as much as her body.

He pulled her jeans down and then her underwear, Harriet kicking them off, and positioned himself between her legs. He lowered his tongue to her and she stopped laughing.

"Oh. Oh God."

"You're so wet," he murmured against her. "Do you know how hot that is? Knowing you’re that wet for me?”

She made a sound that started off as a word but simply trailed off into a moan. He was good at this… confident, unhurried, paying attention to her reactions.

“Fuck, you taste incredible,” he said, and something about hearing that, hearing him say it out loud, sent a jolt of pleasure through her that she hadn’t expected. It was like the most virtuous of circles… they said what they were feeling, and hearing it made her feel it more, and feeling it more made her want to hear it more.

“Don’t stop,” she gasped. “Whatever you’re doing, don’t…”

“I’m not stopping. I want to make you cum. Tell me I can make you cum.”

“Yes. God, yes.”

“Say it.”

She hesitated for half a second… old habits, the instinct to be quiet, to let her body do the talking. But then something clicked in to place inside her, like two parts of her that she’d never known weren’t aligned but now were, her inhibition fell away, loosened by the wine and the novelty and the sheer pleasure of being with someone who wanted to hear her.

“Make me cum,” she said. “I’m close… please, you can make me cum.”

He almost growled in response, a low, pleased noise that was more satisfying than she’d have ever expected it to be. He liked hearing her. Really liked it. And she liked… no, she realised, loved… the power that her words had to make him react like that.

His tongue went to work, his fingers too, and quickly she came hard, hard and loud, her body shaking, her hands clawing at the sheets, her first time since, well, her first time in four weeks… it was four weeks of pent up sexual frustration poured out in one spectacular climax. Somehow the talking had unlocked something, had made her less self-conscious about expressing vocally what was happening to her, and she had no qualms about letting Matt know exactly what he was doing to her.

“Jesus, Harriet,” he said, kissing his way back up her body. “The sounds you make. You’re going to kill me.”

“Good.” She was breathless, buzzing on the adrenaline and how fun that had just been, so much more fun than any sex she’d had before, even including… yes, it felt like a betrayal to think it, but this was pure fun. “Your turn.” She decided to seize a bit of the initiative herself. “Tell me what you want.” She smiled. “I want to hear you say it.”

Matt laughed and nodded, appreciating that she’d understood the game they were playing. “I want to fuck you. I want you naked, and I want to make you say my name.”

Harriet reached to take off her top, then undid her bra so that she was naked, then lay down, playing the game. She looked at him. “Fuck me,” she said, the words coming easier now that the initial embarrassment had burned away. “Please.”

He undid his jeans and pulled them and his boxer shorts off, his cock springing free, then reached for a condom from the bedside table, sliding it on. He rolled over until he was on top of her, looking down at her, checking… she appreciated that a great deal. “You’re sure?” he asked quietly.

She simply pulled him into her.

The first few thrusts were hard and fast, Harriet gasping at feeling so full, at the intensity after her climax a few minutes before, but then he said, “Slower,” adjusting his pace, rolling his hips a little different in a way that made Harriet close her eyes for a second, sending a little tremor through her. “We’ve got all night. I want to take my time with you.”

After a few minutes of slow and sensual lovemaking, she wrapped her legs around him, pulling him deeper. "Harder. I want it harder." The words came naturally now.

"Christ." He obliged, and the change in intensity made them both gasp. As the pace increased, Harriet could feel it properly now… the waves of pleasure starting to roll through her, and she knew her second climax was rising up to meet her, a looming wall of insane pleasure. As they fucked they ended up talking over each other, a breathless back-and-forth that she’d never experienced before…

“You feel so good inside me…”

“Look at me. I want to see your face when you cum…”

“I love how you feel. I love how hard you are for me…”

“Fuck, you feel incredible, you feel so fucking good…”

She was close again, building fast, and she could feel that he was too… his rhythm changing, his breath coming faster. She remembered what he'd said before: I want to make you say my name. Through a haze of pleasure she decided to test that one out.

"Matt," she gasped.

The effect was immediate. His whole body responded… a shudder, a groan, his hips driving harder into her.

"Again," he managed.

"Matt. Matt,” she cried out.

“Fuck, Harriet… I’m going to…”

"Matt… oh fuck, Matt…”

They both came with her name in his mouth and his in hers, the two of them loud and graceless and not caring in the slightest, grinding through their climaxes, lips finding each other’s, tongues on tongues, hot and sweaty and messy and absolutely brilliant…

A few minutes later, lying tangled together, still catching their breath, Harriet found herself grinning at the ceiling. Not just smiling, actually grinning.

"So," Matt said. "Not bad?"

"Acceptable." Her grin said otherwise.

"Acceptable." He shook his head in mock outrage. "I'm going to need a performance review then. Detailed notes. Areas for improvement."

“Your confidence in bed is something else.”

“My confidence in bed is entirely justified, and now you know it.” He rolled onto his side, looking at her. “But seriously, are you ok?”

"Yeah." She was surprised to find that she meant it. "That was... fun. Really fun. I've never been with someone who talks like that."

"Like what? Brilliantly? Seductively?"

"Relentlessly. Do you ever shut up?"

"During sex? No. Afterwards? Also no." He pulled her in to his arms. "Get used to it."

"If you stop now I will genuinely never forgive you," she said, deadpan, and it took him a second to realise that she was teasing him with his own style and then he was laughing, properly laughing, and she was too, and it felt easy and good and nothing like Zach but something worth having, for that night at least.

Later, much later, after a lot more talking and a quite a bit more fucking, she lay there in the dark, listening to Matt’s breathing slow into sleep, and waited for the guilt to arrive. Because surely there should be some guilt? It had only been four weeks, just under a month, since that heartrending goodbye at dawn after all.

It didn’t though, or at least not the guilt she’d half-expected. There was just a quiet awareness that the body whose arms she was lying in was the wrong body… not bad, not unwelcome, but not the one she still loved, knew in some ways she’d always love.

This is what getting over Zach looks like, she thought, and I’m allowed to enjoy it.

Because she had, she really had… Matt was a whole lot of fun, and she was keen to see where that could take them.

***

They fell into each other that summer like it was the most natural thing in the world and, looking back, Harriet knew exactly why… they were both rebounding hard from serious relationships and they’d both found the right person at the right time. She needed someone relaxed, confident, fun, she didn’t need serious or deep or any of that. He needed someone who was happy to simply let him be him, and someone who was excited, no thrilled, to be experiencing a physical relationship unlike any she’d had before.

And, they both needed each other… Harriet knew, and she reckoned Matt knew too, that they were cosplaying at being a long term couple because that’s what they both knew so well, and because it was the comfort they both needed after the pain of their respective break-ups. But their physical ease with each other translated easily to all of that couple-y behaviour, so that’s what they did… behaved as a serious couple.

Matt’s parents, it turned out, were remarkably relaxed. Harriet first met them a week after the party, coming downstairs from Matt’s bedroom after a late night had ended up in her staying over accompanied by the usual very vocal lovemaking. She’d been nervous but Matt’s mum had simply smiled, asked if she wanted tea or coffee, and that had been that… they’d got chatting and she seemed to be entirely relaxed that Harriet had turned up on the scene and seemed to be spending every other night sleeping at their house.

Her own parents were, as ever, a different story. Her mum had raised an eyebrow when Harriet mentioned that she was seeing someone, and her dad had made an awkward comment about taking things slowly. She realised that with the Christmas spent with Zach her parents had grown fond of him and, while they understood and supported whatever she wanted to do, in their own little way they were dealing with him having left their lives too. When Matt met them they were friendly enough, but there wasn’t the same bond that there’d been with Zach, and the house rules firmly still applied… when he came to stay he was installed in the spare room, no exceptions.

Not that that stopped them, of course, even with her parents asleep on the floor between their bedrooms. They just had to be quiet and whisper… and it amused Harriet greatly to realise that Matt whispering “Fuck, you feel incredible… I’ve been imagining making you cum all evening, all fucking evening,” and knowing that she’d have to climax in silence when he inevitably did was so much more intense still than him simply saying it.

The summer took on a happy quality that Harriet couldn’t have imagined possible that morning when Zach had left. There was work, yes, and the hospice kept her grounded as well as teaching her some crucial skills for her future career, but apart from that it was days spent in the park, or lazy afternoons at Matt’s house with the French doors open to the garden and nowhere particular to be, not until they were alone and he’d say something hot and then they’d be all over each other, or evenings in the pub with friends, particularly Laura and Hugo who’d started dating each other after the party, or curled up on someone’s sofa watching a movie, or simply going to bed with Matt and learning what each other liked.

Matt was a joy to be around. Attentive, funny, surprisingly thoughtful, once she got to know him properly his confidence and enthusiasm were infectious. He’d turn up to meet her from a shift at the hospice with a picnic and a bottle of wine, or surprise her by cooking (badly) dinner for her. And he was genuinely interested in her, in everything, them talking for hours about their courses, their families, their futures.

It was exactly the summer that Harriet needed.

***

Around a month after the party, late August, Harriet was round at Laura’s mum’s place, a bottle of the obligatory wine sat on the coffee table but the kind of evening they’d had countless times since they’d been teenagers… pyjamas, sofa, too much food, and the relaxed intimacy of a friendship that had no secrets and didn’t require any effort.

"So," Laura said, tucking her feet underneath her. "How's Matt?"

"Good. Fine. You know." Harriet took a sip of wine. "How's Hugo?"

"Also good. Also fine." Laura paused. "Also surprisingly talented in ways I did not anticipate."

Harriet nearly choked on her wine. "Excuse me?"

"I'm just saying." Laura adopted an expression of studied innocence. "You look at Hugo and you think ‘nice guy, bit gangly, probably apologises during sex’. You do not think…”

"Laura."

“…absolute dynamo who does this thing with his…”

"Oh my God."

“…tongue," Laura finished primly. "I was going to say tongue, you pervert."

They both dissolved into laughter, the sort that feeds on itself, each glance setting the other one off again.

"I was not expecting that," Laura said, wiping her eyes. "Genuinely. I was braced for awkward and polite. Instead I got... enthusiastic and inventive. He's very... attentive."

"Attentive is good."

"Attentive is excellent. He treats it like a particularly interesting assignment. Very thorough. Leaves no stone unturned." Laura grinned.

“You think it’s going to last?”

“It could… he’s at St Andrews. St Andrews to Edinburgh, it’s…” Laura shrugged. “Doable.” She smiled. "Your turn. Tell me about Matt."

Harriet studied her wine. "Matt is... different."

"Different how?"

"He talks."

"During?"

"During. Before. After. Throughout. It's like a running commentary."

Laura's eyes widened. "What kind of commentary?"

“Like…” Harriet felt her cheeks going red, though whether from embarrassment or arousal at the memory of their nights together she couldn’t tell. “He tells me what he wants to do. Asks me what I want. Describes what’s happening like he’s… I don’t know… like he’s narrating it, and he wants me to talk back.”

“Talk back how?”

“Like… he’ll say ‘tell me what you want’ and I have to actually say it. Out loud. In words. Detailed words.”

"That's hot."

"It's mortifying. The first time he asked me to say it, I nearly died. But then... yeah. It's hot. It's really hot, actually." She took another gulp of wine. “Honestly, it’s super fucking hot. And he makes me call him daddy."

The silence lasted approximately two seconds.

"WHAT?"

Harriet burst out laughing. "Your face…”

"He makes you call him…”

"I'm joking. Oh my God, Laura, I'm joking."

"I'm going to kill you." Laura threw a cushion at her. "I actually believed you. I was recalibrating everything I thought about Matt…”

"He doesn't make me call him daddy. He's not insane." Harriet was crying with laughter now, barely able to get the words out. "But he does like it when I call him by his name. Like during. He wants to hear his name."

"That's... actually quite sweet?"

"It is, weirdly. The first time I said it, just like, gasped 'Matt' at the right moment… he went absolutely feral. Like a switch flipped. Now I know if I want to send him over the edge, I just…”

"Say his name."

"Say his name. Like a spell. One syllable and it all goes crazy.” She shook her head. “Crazy in a good way. And if I keep saying it… wow.”

“That’s a very efficient way of communicating.” Laura was smiling at her, then lowered her voice. “So go on then, tell me… what’s the hottest thing he’s said.”

“Laura!”

“Just between us, you can tell me.” Laura paused and Harriet noticed that she was blushing too. “I’m curious.”

Harriet took a deep breath and thought, because in all honesty there were a lot of hot things that had come out of his mouth. It was the most insanely fun sex of her life, just a joyous riot of them completely letting themselves go each time, so choosing one was near on impossible.

“Ok,” she said eventually. “Heading back to my place from the pub last Friday, after we’d said goodbye to you guys. We got back and as we went through the door he whispered in my ear, ‘I’ve been imagining all day how fucking good you’ll look when I’m fucking you, how I’m going to make you sound’.”

Laura’s eyes were wide. “And…?”

“And… it let us skip the foreplay, put it that way. Turns out I like it.”

“Jesus, Harriet, that’s awesome.”

“It’s great. He knows what he wants, he knows what I want, he’s not shy about any of it and that means I’m not shy either.” She paused, trying to sum it up. “It’s fun. It’s really, genuinely fun.”

Laura studied her for a moment, and Harriet knew her voiced had shifted when she called it fun, hadn’t quite been able to stop herself.

“Fun, but?” Laura asked quietly.

“No but.”

“H… remember, I know you.”

"There's no but. It's good. He's good. I like him a lot."

Laura just looked at her, waiting.

"It's fun," Harriet said again, quieter this time. "But it's not..." She trailed off, staring at her wine glass.

Laura didn't make her finish the sentence. She didn't need to. Physically it was incredible with Matt, emotionally she really enjoyed his company. But what she’d had with Zach had been so much deeper, right from day one. Where Zach had been love, an all-consuming, passionate love, something that had become a part of her very soul, Matt was lust… the passion was there, without a doubt, but it only went so deep.

And the problem was she still thought about Zach all the time, even two months now since they’d split. She still checked her phone regularly, just in case he’d messaged, wishing he would even though she knew that he would be as considerate as she was being, avoiding it because communicating would only make the longing worse. She did the mental somersaults daily of working out what time it was for him, wondering what he was doing, and worse, wondering how much he’d moved on… for all she knew he’d moved on just fine, had a girlfriend, had stopped thinking about her. She suspected not, but she couldn’t be sure.

And sometimes, less as the weeks went by, she woke to the ghost of his touch. Had a moment where she imagined he was lying there next to her, his familiar shape, his familiar breathing, only to find that there was either no one there, or it was Matt, in which case she’d cuddle up to him, trying to prove to herself that he was enough for her, at least for now.

"Hugo asked me to go to London to visit the Tate with him this weekend," Laura said after a moment. Steering them to safer ground, Laura was a best friend who knew when to push and when to let it go.

"The Tate? That's very boyfriend."

"It's very Hugo. He wants to show me a painting. He's been talking about it for days. I think he's more excited about the painting than about me going with him.”

"He's not. I’ve seen how he looks at you.”

"He might be. You haven't heard him talk about chiaroscuro." Laura smiled. "But I don't mind. It's nice, being with someone who cares about things. Who gets excited."

"Hugo seems like a good one."

"He is a good one." Laura held up her glass. "To good ones. Even the ones who provide running commentary."

They clinked glasses and drank, and the conversation moved on, and neither of them mentioned Zach.

They didn't need to.

***

It was a Tuesday, mid-afternoon, the early-September sun streaming through Matt’s bedroom window. His parents had gone to London for the day and were staying overnight. Both Matt and Harriet’s summer jobs had ended. The house was theirs.

She was naked on her hands and knees on the bedroom floor, and Matt was behind her, also naked, and the full-length mirror on the back of his wardrobe door was showing her everything.

This had been his idea, the mirror. “I want to watch you,” he’d said, and she’d rolled her eyes and smiled and called him a narcissist, and he’d said “I want to watch you, not me, there’s a difference,” and now here they were, and she had to admit: the difference was considerable.

She could see herself. Flushed, hair falling in her face, lips parted. And she could see him behind her… his jaw set, his hands gripping her hips, his legs tensed either side of her, the rhythm of his body moving with hers. And their eyes could meet in the glass, which was somehow more intimate than looking at each other face to face, a step removed, like watching themselves in a film but also feeling it too… feeling every last part of it.

“You have no idea how good you look like right now,” he said, his voice a little strained from the effort. “Seriously. If you could see what I see…”

“I can see what you see, you adorable idiot. There’s a mirror.” She grinned at his reflection as she said it before gasping as he thrust back into her and hit just the right spot.

“Smart arse.”

“You love it.”

“I do.” He slowed his pace, rolling his hips in that way he’d learned she liked, and she dropped her head, moaning. “No… look up. Watch. I want you to see yourself.”

She raised her head, meeting her own eyes in the mirror. There was something almost confrontational about it… watching herself get fucked, watching her own pleasure play across her face, unable to hide from it.

“Fuck, you feel incredible,” Matt breathed. “You feel so fucking good.”

“Harder.”

“Yeah?”

“I want it harder. Please Matt, harder.”

He obliged, and the sound she made she knew was obscene, and she didn’t care. A month and a half of this and she’d shed every inhibition she’d ever had. The woman who’d blushed when he first asked her to say what she wanted was gone, and in her place was someone who told him exactly what she wanted and needed and watched herself do it in a mirror without flinching.

“God, look at you,” he said. “Look at how gorgeous you are.”

“Less talking. More… oh God… more of that.”

“More of what? Tell me.”

“You know what.”

“Say it.”

She met his eyes in the mirror. “Fuck me harder, Matt. Make me cum.”

The groan that came out of him was deeply satisfying. She’d learned to play this game, learned that her words had power, that she could wind him up and push him over just by saying his name at the right moment. It was a skill, almost, reading his breathing, feeling his rhythm change, knowing exactly when to…

“Matt,” she gasped, not because she was performing but because the angle had shifted and he was hitting something that made her whole body light up. “Right there. Right there. Oh God, right there…”

“I can feel you. You’re close, aren’t you?”

“Yes…”

“I want to see your face when you cum. Look at me. In the mirror. Look at me and talk to me.”

She raised her head, found his eyes in the reflection. His expression was focused, almost feral, watching her with that open fascination that had surprised her on the first night but now felt like the most natural thing in the world.

“I love how you feel,” she managed to gasp, barely coherent. “I love how hard you are. Don’t stop… please don’t stop…”

“I’m not stopping. Cum for me. Let me see it.”

The orgasm hit her like a tsunami, an unstoppable wave of pleasure shaking through her. She cried out again and again with each thrust, her arms felt wobbly and then gave way, her forehead dropping to the carpet as her body shuddered and clenched around him. He slowed but didn’t stop completely, drawing it out, sending little ripples rolling through her and she heard herself making sounds she couldn’t control, some words, yes, but also things that were meant to be words and didn’t make it out properly.

“Fuck,” he whispered, his hands trembling on her hips. “What you… you are… fuck, Harriet, what you do to me.”

She could feel how close he was himself, the tension in his thighs, the way his rhythm had gone ragged, breathing hard, only just holding himself back out of respect for how sensitive she would be after her climax. She eased forward, letting him slip out of her, and turned around.

“What are you…”

“I need you in my mouth,” she said. “Right now.”

His expression, surprise, desire, joy, was worth everything. She took him in her hand first, looking up at him, and his head fell back as she slipped the condom off and threw it to one side.

“Harriet…”

“I want to hear you,” she said. “I want to hear every sound you make.” She put her hand on his cock. “God, Matt, I love how hard you get for me. I love how hard I make you.”

She took him in her mouth and he didn’t disappoint. Matt was never quiet, but like this, her tongue playing against the head of his cock, her hand around the base, his fingers in her hair, he was gloriously, helplessly vocal. Her name, half-formed sentences, sounds that might have been words in another life.

“Christ, Harriet, you’re so fucking good with your lips… oh fuck… that… fucking amazing…”

She knew his tells by now. The way his thighs tensed, the way his hand tightened in her hair, the particular catch in his breathing that meant he was seconds away.

“I’m going to… Harriet, I’m…”

She didn’t pull back and felt him shudder, felt his climax hit her tongue, heard him groan, utterly undone for her.

Afterwards, she sat back on her heels, swallowed and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, grinning up at him.

“Performance review?” she said, their running joke since that first night. It was interesting how their dynamic had evolved, the constant communication making them both want to make the other one happy, knowing precisely what the other one liked. It was, physically, the best sex of her life. Full stop, not even… well, not even anyone else.

He stared down at her, still breathing hard. “I think you just broke me.”

“Good.”

He sank to the floor beside her, pulling her against him, both of them half-laughing, sweaty, ridiculous. The afternoon sun was warm on the carpet. Across the room one of their phones buzzed with a message that neither of them had the energy or the inclination to check.

“What did you call that position again?” she asked eventually.

“The Bulldog.”

Harriet laughed. “I do not want to know where you found that out.”

“Probably best you don’t,” Matt agreed, grinning. “We’re very good at this.”

“We really are.” And it was true… they simply had so much fun together, doing what they seemed to be very, very good at indeed.

***

Later, as the evening settled around Bath, Harriet stepped out of Matt’s shower room, towelling dry her wet hair, now dressed in shorts and a hoody, as she padded barefoot through to the living room.

Matt was installed on the sofa already, flicking between a couple of movies for them to choose from that night, the pizza they’d ordered was there already, from the nice place in town with the proper wood fired oven and 24 hour proved sourdough crust (“…because that’s obviously much healthier,” Matt had teased earlier when Harriet had insisted they didn’t order from one of the multinational chains), and he’d opened a couple of beers that were sat waiting on the coffee table.

“I don’t know which film,” he said as she walked in. “What do you reckon?”

Harriet glanced at the screen… she’d seen one already, and the other didn’t particularly grab her. But to be quite honest, she was completely relaxed, about films, about whatever… an afternoon like they’d just had tended to do that to a person.

“I don’t know, you choose.”

“Tell you what… let’s chat first. Film later.”

She sat herself down on the sofa, cross-legged, facing him. “Deal.” She picked up her beer first though. “Cheers,” she said and took a long sip.

They talked as they ate, both of their minds starting to shift to the term ahead at university. Third year was when it started to get quite real, exams at the end that would decide most of the final degree grade. Matt was heading back up to Durham in a fortnight, Harriet to Oxford a week after, and they talked for a while about what each had planned, what it was like before the start of term… Matt was down to help organise Freshers Week at his Durham college which seemed to be a fairly all-encompassing affair, but then as he pointed out Durham colleges did tend to be larger than Oxford ones so there was probably more to do.

When they’d finished Matt went to fetch them both another beer from the kitchen, then he sat down facing Harriet on the sofa and looked at her intently for a long moment, an inscrutable expression on his face.

“What?” Harriet said, smiling. She knew by now that when he went inscrutable it meant he had a question.

“Can I ask you something?” he said.

“Depends what it is.”

“Tell me about your exes.”

She tensed. Just slightly, but enough that she could see that he’d seen.

“Why?”

“Because it’s been a month and a half and I know what you sound like when you cum… you sound good by the way, very good… but apart from what you told me in the pub back in July I don’t know who you were with before me. That’s a bit backward, even by our standards.” He grinned. “And you asked me all about Anna a few weeks back and I told you, so I’m returning the favour.”

She returned the smile, but she knew it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Fair’s fair I suppose. There’s not much to tell. A few boyfriends at school, but I think you know about them. First year at uni there was no one serious, well, there could have been at the end with this guy Dave, but that didn’t work out over the summer. And…” She trailed off, not sure how to describe it.

“And?” Matt wasn’t letting her off the hook.

“Zach.” Just saying his name felt strange… she hadn’t said his name out loud in weeks, though in her head… yeah, in her head that name came up often. Very often. “The Aussie.”

“The guy you’d just split up with at the end of term?”

“Yeah.”

Matt was quiet for a moment, a compassionate seriousness in his eyes that she didn’t normally associate with him. “Tell me about him.”

Harriet started to say something, to deflect, maybe make a joke. Her instinct was to steer them back to their usual territory of playful banter and comfortable avoidance of anything serious. But there was something about the way he asked, so direct, so interested, that she both wanted to and knew she had to answer honestly.

So she did.

She started slow, talking about meeting him at the Fresher’s bop. About how she’d felt thinking about him later that night. About their first date.

And then, once she’d started, she couldn’t stop herself. She talked about how much she’d enjoyed that year, with him just there, his comforting presence. About falling in love. About their painful, horribly hard decision to end it rather than try long distance because she couldn’t bear for what she’d had with Zach to end in pain rather than joy, and about that awful last night and the despair at saying goodbye, and how they went cold turkey on each other because neither could bear the pain of keeping in touch from so far away.

Matt listened well, rarely interrupting, just holding her hand to comfort her. When she finished he looked at her for a long moment, and she only just managed to hold eye contact, feeling like she’d completely exposed her soul to him… feeling like now, after a month and a half, he could really see the true her.

“And then?” he said quietly.

She smiled. “And then, some idiot asked me to a party at Jamie’s house and made my life fun again.”

He laughed at that. “Sounds like a very clever idiot to me.” They sat in silence for a minute or two, then he said, “We both know, don’t we?”

“Know what?” But she knew, of course she knew, that they’d been cosplaying at a couple and that it had to come to an end at some point.

“Harriet, this has been great. You and me, Jesus, the sex has been phenomenal…”

“Phenomenal?” Harriet couldn’t help but grin as she raised her eyebrow in question.

“You’re saying it’s not been?” Harriet shook her head, and he continued. “Exactly. Phenomenal. And not just the sex, the company’s been excellent, and you are, genuinely, one of my favourite people.” He paused. “But Harriet… you say Zach’s name in your sleep.”

Harriet felt herself blush, mortified. “I don’t. Do I?”

“You do. Not often, but enough.” There was no sadness in his voice, no confrontation, just fact. “And I lie there and I think about Anna, and I wonder what the hell we’re both doing.”

Harriet hadn’t expected this conversation, but she realised it was both inevitable and necessary. “We’ve been passing time. In a very fun way.”

“We’ve been hiding. There’s a difference.” He gave her knee an affectionate squeeze. "And we’re both too good looking and too talented in bed to be hiding. It’s a waste.”

She laughed despite herself. “Your ego. Even now. Your fucking ego.”

He laughed too. “My ego is a coping mechanism and I’ll thank you to respect it.” But then his expression shifted, something more serious underneath the banter. “Here’s the thing. You’ve told me you couldn’t do long-distance with Zach. That it would have killed the relationship.”

“Yeah.”

“So what’s your plan with me? When I go back to Durham in two weeks?” He held her gaze. “Because if you couldn’t do long-distance for someone you’re so in love with you say his name in your sleep, you’re definitely not going to do it for someone you’re just shagging.”

“We’re not just shagging.”

“No. We’re shagging brilliantly, I’ll concede that. But that’s not the same as being in love, and you know it.”

She didn’t have an answer because he wasn’t wrong. It was something she liked very much about Matt, a sort of maddening clarity that was hidden beneath the humour, an ability to see through to the real point of anything and a refusal to let anyone hide, not least himself.

“So here’s what’s going to happen,” he said, using exactly the same tone he used to tell her what he wanted in bed… confident, certain, clear. “You’re going to book a flight to Sydney. You’re going to turn up on his doorstep. And you’re going to make the most romantic gesture ever and tell him you made a mistake.”

“I can’t just…”

“You can. You absolutely can. The only thing stopping you is that you’re convinced that you’re supposed to be sensible and mature and grown-up, and that you’ve tricked yourself into thinking that somehow equates with being brave. It doesn’t. It’s the opposite.” He looked at her steadily. “Sensible is going to make you miserable, Harriet. And it would make me complicit in your misery if I don’t point it out to you, which I’d resent because I’m generally a very cheerful person. You need to go get him.”

“And you? What about Anna?”

“What about her?”

“You said you think about her. That you wonder if you made a mistake not fighting harder to keep her.” It was Harriet’s turn to fix Matt with her gaze, giving his hand a comforting squeeze. “So if I have to be brave, so do you. That’s the deal.”

“There’s a deal now?”

“There’s a deal. I’ll go to Sydney if you go and see Anna. Both of us or neither of us. I’m not the only one being an idiot here.”

He watched her for a moment, then broke into a grin. “You’re negotiating the terms of our breakup.”

“I’m negotiating the terms of us both stopping being cowards. You’ve been hiding. There’s a difference. Keep up.”

“Using my own lines against me. Brutal.” He breathed out slowly. “Fine. You’re right. Deal. I’ll go and see Anna. Probably nothing comes of it…”

“But at least you’ll know.”

“But at least I’ll know.” He held out his hand, mock-formal. “Shake on it?”

She shook his hand, and they both held on a moment too long, and they both got a little fit of the giggles.

“This is a weird breakup,” Harriet said quietly when she’d stopped giggling.

“Were we ever really together?”

“We were something.”

“Yeah.” He was quiet for a moment. “We were something. And the something was good. But it’s not the thing, is it? For either of us.”

“No. It’s not. Not long term.”

She felt a sudden sorrow at that, the finality, because it had been good, really good. The laughing, the talking, the afternoons and evening in his room and the way he’d unlocked something in her that she hadn’t known was there. She was going to miss him, not the way she missed Zach, not with that bone-deep, world-ending sense of grief that still lurked whenever she thought too hard, but she genuinely would miss him.

“For what it’s worth,” she said, “if it doesn’t work out and we both find ourselves at a loose end. With Zach or Anna or… in the future.”

“Yeah?”

“I could always come up to Durham for a weekend.” She kept her voice light, but she meant it. “Friends with spectacular benefits.”

Matt laughed, and she could sense his genuine delight. “Friends with spectacular benefits. I like that. Very civilised.”

“We’re very civilised people.”

“Appallingly civilised at times.” He looked at her and his expression was genuinely fond in a way she’d not seen before, simple affection for someone he’d shared something real with. “You’ve got yourself a deal, Harriet. If our worlds go to shit, you know where to find me.”

“Durham. And you me.”

“Oh, I’d love a weekend in Oxford.” He grinned. “If you do come to Durham, bring wine, and also those magnificent…”

“Matt…” Harriet pouted to hide her own grin.

“I was going to say lips.”

“You were not. And that’s filthy enough.”

“I absolutely was.” He paused and then said, “You know, Operation Go Get Them doesn’t need to start until tomorrow…”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean my parents aren’t back until tomorrow evening. You’re here. I’m here. We’ve just had a very mature and emotionally intelligent conversation that I think we should both be proud of.” His fingers were stroking her hand lightly in a very much more than just friends way. “Seems a shame to waste the evening on a breakup when we could have one more night of being something first. Check that we really are friends with spectacular benefits.”

Harriet studied him. The sensible, mature thing would be to say no, draw a clean line under it, start searching for flights. Fuck sensible, she thought, sensible can take a back seat for a while.

“Like kind of closure?” she asked.

“Yeah… closure.” He was grinning. “And it’s important, if either of us are successful, that we can remember how to do all this. We owe it to them both.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” Harriet replied, matching his grin. “I’ve definitely forgotten how in recent weeks. One more night, an altruistic act,” she said, her hand moving almost of its own volition to Matt’s knee.

“One more night. Completely altruistic.” He started leaning towards her.

“And then we’re done.”

“And then we’re done.” He closed the gap, his lips finding her neck. “But not just yet.”

“Not yet,” she sighed as they fell backwards onto the sofa and then she kissed him, and it was fun and easy and exactly what she needed, and if there was something bittersweet underneath it, the knowledge that this was the last time, that tomorrow this would likely be a memory, she didn’t mind. Some memories were worth making, even when you knew they were endings. “I thought you wanted to watch a movie though?” she teased between kisses.

“When I can watch you in the throes of pleasure instead? No chance…” was his whispered reply, and she felt a little shiver of anticipation roll through her at the promise she knew was held in that simple statement.

“Smooth as ever,” she said, laughing. “Just one request… let’s do that bulldog mirror thing again. I liked it.”

His lips moved to her ear, nibbling along the edge. “Deal,” he whispered.

***

Harriet drove home the next day with her pact with Matt echoing in her head.

Go get him.

She parked in front of her parents’ house and sat there for a long few moments, hands still on the wheel, thinking. It was a cloudy day, rain threatening, unseasonably chilly for the time of year, but her mood after last night was quite the opposite of the weather… she felt a lightness, as if the weight that she’d been carrying since saying goodbye to Zach back in June had been lifted.

Because Matt was right, completely right. She was in love with Zach still, completely and utterly in love with him, and it was worth anything to try to be with him… and if that meant long distance for the next year, or two, or longer, then so be it. Long distance with Zach was still worth more than not having him at all.

And the only way to do this was to go there, to see him in person, to beg him if need be to take her back… this simply wasn’t something that could be done by a message or a video call, it had to be done in person, face-to-face, and she had to prove that she’d be willing to travel to make it work. Zach had come to Oxford, he’d done the travelling so far, it was Harriet’s turn to show that she understood what was needed.

She went inside, made herself a cup of tea, and sat down at the kitchen table with her laptop.

Flights to Sydney. She typed it into the search bar before she could talk herself out of it.

The prices made her wince, particularly at short notice. But she had her summer job savings, and what else was she going to spend them on? Textbooks? Going out? None of that mattered if she spent the rest of her life wondering what might have been. There was literally no better way to spend her money.

She booked the flight before she could change her mind, spending a little more to go via Singapore with a sensible gap between flights rather than via Shanghai with a twenty hour layover. Departure wasn't for a few days, any sooner was just too expensive. Twenty four hours of travel time, give or take, arriving in Sydney mid-morning local time.

Then she braced herself to go downstairs and tell her parents.

***

"Australia?" Her mum’s voice went up an octave. "Harriet, you can't just fly to Australia on a whim."

"Why not?"

"Because… because it's the other side of the world! Because you’re going back to Oxford in three weeks! Because…” Her mum seemed to be struggling to articulate the sheer unreasonableness of it all. "And Zach… we think he’s great but I thought you were with Matt now.”

Harriet took a deep breath. "I love Zach, Mum. I've been in love with him since November. And I made a stupid, sensible decision to let him go, and I've regretted it every day since. You saw how I was when I got back from Oxford.”

Her mum shook her head in disbelief. “I can’t keep up with all these boyfriends,” she muttered.

“It’s not all these boyfriends,” Harriet replied, knowing she shouldn’t get dragged into it but unable to help herself. “It’s Zach, and then Matt, and then hopefully Zach again.”

Her dad, who’d been silent throughout, cleared his throat. “You love him? I mean really, really love him?”

Harriet was taken aback… that was just about the most un-him like thing she’d heard him say. “I do.”

“Don’t…” her mum started to say, but he cut her off.

“What? She’s twenty years old, she’s allowed to make her own decisions.” He looked at Harriet with something that looked a lot like respect. “Your mum’s right that it’s being impulsive, and that you’ve got term starting soon, and that it’s madness flying to the other side of the world…” Harriet started to interrupt but he held up his hand. “Let me finish.” When she closed her mouth again he continued. “But, sometimes impulsive and mad is good.” He smiled. “Otherwise how do you think I ended up proposing to your mother after three months?”

Harriet's mother opened her mouth, closed it, and finally sighed. "You're really going to do this?"

"I really am."

"And what if he's moved on? What if there's someone else?"

It was the question Harriet had been asking herself since she'd booked the ticket. "Then at least I'll know. At least I won't spend the rest of my life wondering."

“You’re not going to call him first?”

Harriet shook her head. “It has to be face-to-face. I’ve got one chance at this, and I have to look him in the eye and tell him. I can't do that by message."

Her mother was quiet for a long moment. Then she crossed the room and pulled Harriet into a fierce hug. "You've always been brave," she said into Harriet's hair. "I don't know where you get it from, but you've always been brave."

Harriet hugged her back. It felt good… like validation that she hadn’t completely taken leave of her senses. “I must get it from you.”

“Have you got enough money for a hotel to stay while you’re there, in case… well, I won’t say it, but just in case?” her mum asked when she finally let go.

Harriet hesitated… in all honesty, she’d been so focused on the flights and arranging her visa that she hadn’t thought that far, but it was a good point. She had some, maybe enough, but it would be touch and go.

Her mum sensed her hesitation and looked at her dad. “I think we can cover that, can’t we?” she asked him in that tone that left no room for argument.

He sighed, but it was a good natured sigh. “Why do I feel like you’re not going to give me much choice?”

That night she texted Matt.

Harriet: Booked my flight. Leave in two days. Aaarrgghh!!!

Matt: Fucking legend, you’ve got this. I called Anna, had a long chat and we’re meeting up at the weekend.

Harriet: That’s amazing!! I’ll have everything crossed for you.

Matt: You too! Now go get your man!!

***

Twenty-four hours on a plane and in an airport gave Harriet plenty of time to second-guess herself.

What if he’s moved on?

What if there’s someone else already, some Australian girl with a tan who surfs and lives right where he does?

What if I knock on his door and he looks at me with polite confusion, wondering why his ex has flown halfway around the world to embarrass herself?

She practiced what she’d say until she’d got herself confused and forgotten half of it, the smooth line that had come to her somewhere over India between snatches of sleep forgotten entirely by the time she was wandering dazed through Changi trying to work out what day it was and which wing of the airport her next flight went from, only to be replaced by something she hoped was better as her second flight crossed the Australian coast.

Truth be told, though, nothing she came up with sounded right, nothing captured what she actually wanted to say which could be distilled into three sentences:

I was wrong.

I love you.

Please give me another chance.

That was it in a nutshell and maybe, she realised, those three sentences would have to do.

By the time she eventually cleared customs and found a taxi it was just after midday. The Sydney winter sun was bright but lacking warmth, the sky a pale blue that reminded her of England on a good day. She had Zach’s parents address from when she’d sent them a thank you card for them paying for her and Zach to have an expensive dinner together back during Hilary Term, and she gave it to the taxi driver.

“North Shore?” he asked.

She shrugged. “I… guess?” Maybe I should have done a little more preparation, she wondered.

Harriet was exhausted. Twenty four hours of travel, barely any sleep, she was running by now on adrenaline, hope, and a good dose of sheer bloody mindedness. She tried her best to touch up her makeup in the taxi, brushed her hair and tied it back, but she probably looked terrible and she definitely smelled of airplane.

None of that mattered though, because she was here, actually here on the other side of the world, and she was committed… there was no backing out now.

The taxi turned into a quiet street lined with brick houses and established gardens. It felt very Australian, and very not-England, although she was relieved to see that even in Australia winter could make the plants and trees look, well, a little wintry.

“This is it,” the driver said, pulling up in front of a house with a red door and a neat lawn. Harriet paid him, grabbed her bag, and stood on the footpath as the taxi drove away. Her heart was hammering. This was it, the moment she’d been building to for what she could tell herself was less than a week, but knew was more like the three months since that awful goodbye in her room in Oxford when she truly understood for the first time that heartbreak was a real, physical thing, or even since their conversation in The Trout three weeks before that.

Harriet reached to the necklace she was wearing, the gift from Zach that she’d started wearing again the moment that she’d booked the flight, and it gave her strength. This was worth it, every mile travelled.

She walked up the path to the red door and rang the bell.

***

The door opened, and Harriet’s carefully prepared speech died in her throat.

It wasn’t Zach, it was a woman in her late forties, neat and trim, with Zach’s eyes and an open expression that rapidly shifted to recognition and then astonishment. In any other context it would have been amusing to watch, but Harriet was going through the same mental contortions because it was Zach’s mum, of course it was Zach’s mum, who she’d met several times when they flew over to visit him in Oxford, and Harriet suddenly felt embarrassed that she’d assumed without question that it would be Zach opening the door, and…

“Harriet?” Sarah, Zach’s mum, stared at her in disbelief. “Is that… Harriet?”

“Hi.” Harriet was feeling awkward now, but she decided it was best simply to plough on regardless. “I’m so sorry to just turn up like this. I should have called, I know, but I…”

“Good lord.” Sarah put a hand to her chest. “You flew here? From England? Today?”

“Yes. I… is Zach here?”

“He’s at rugby training.” She paused, still looking at Harriet like she couldn’t quite believe what she was seeing. “His dad’s out at work, it’s just me. But…” She seemed to shake herself and smiled warmly. “What am I doing, leaving you standing on the doorstep? Come in, come in.”

She stepped aside and Harriet walked into the house, her bag bumping against her hip. The hall was warm and smelled faintly of something cooking. Family photos lined the walls… she spotted Zach as a child, Zach in school uniform, Zach playing rugby. Harriet felt her heart tighten a little at each one.

“You must be exhausted,” Sarah was saying, leading her through to a bright kitchen at the back of the house. “Twenty four hours isn’t it? Sit down, I’ll put the kettle on.”

“Thank you. I really am sorry to just…”

“Stop apologising.” Sarah turned to look at her. “He’s not expecting you?” Harriet shook her head, no, feeling impossibly small and nervous. Sarah smiled though. “Well that’s good, because if he was and he hadn’t told me and he wasn’t here to meet you… that boy would be in trouble.”

That made Harriet smile. “Will he be ok with me turning up like this?”

“You have no idea how miserable that boy has been since he came home. Moping around the house, barely eating, pretending everything’s fine when anyone with eyes can see it isn’t.” She shook her head. “I’ve been wanting to shake some sense into him for weeks. And now here you are.”

Harriet felt tears welling up. “I’ve been miserable too. That’s why I came. I couldn’t just… I had to try…”

“Of course you did.” Sarah smiled. “Now, you’ll stay here obviously. I won’t hear otherwise, even if…” She seemed to think better of finishing that sentence. “I’ll make up the spare room.” She glanced at Harriet’s bag. “Is that all you’ve brought?”

“I packed in a hurry.” Harriet shrugged and smiled weakly. “I didn’t give it too much thought.”

Sarah laughed, and there was something about the warmth of that laugh that reminded her of Zach and made her heart ache for him just a little bit more. “I can tell. Don’t worry, we’ll sort you out. But first… what do you want to do? I could drive you to training and you can surprise him?”

Harriet thought for a moment. “That’s very kind, but… I don’t want to pressure him in front of his friends. Will he come back here after?”

Sarah reached for her phone. “I’ll tell him to. He still listens to me sometimes.”

"Wait." Harriet held up a hand. "Maybe... maybe don't tell him I'm here? What if he doesn't want to see me? What if…”

"Harriet." Sarah fixed her with a look. "Trust me. He'll want to see you." She paused. "But I won't tell him why. I'll just say he needs to come home. Let it be a surprise."

Harriet nodded, not trusting her voice. Sarah dialled, and Harriet listened to the voicemail she left.

"Zach? It's Mum. I need you to come straight back here after training. Quick as you can, nothing’s wrong, just trust me, love, you want to get back here.”

She looked at Harriet and smiled. “I’ll message him too, just so it gets into his skull. I reckon he’ll be forty five minutes, maybe an hour.” She gestured to the kitchen counter. “I was about to make some lunch. How about I show you where the bathroom is, you can have a shower and I’ll bet you want to get changed, and I’ll make some lunch. You must be starving.”

***

The next forty five minutes were the longest of Harriet's life.

She had a quick shower, grateful for the chance to freshen up and put on clean clothes, and then she sat at the kitchen table while Sarah made her tea and sandwiches and asked gentle questions about the flight, about her summer holidays, about Oxford. It was surreal, sitting in Zach’s family home for the first time, eating lunch with his mum, waiting for him to arrive.

"He thinks about you a lot, you know," Sarah said at one point, putting a plate down in front of Harriet. "He doesn’t say much… he's a boy, they never say what they mean… but I can tell. The way he goes quiet when someone asks about his exchange year. The way he checks his phone and then pretends he wasn't hoping for anything."

"We agreed not to contact each other." Harriet stared at her sandwich, unable to eat despite her hunger. "We thought it would be easier."

"He told me. And was it?"

"No." Harriet looked up at Sarah. "It was the hardest thing I've ever done. And I've regretted it every day since."

Sarah reached across the table and squeezed her hand. "Then it's a good thing you're here."

They talked some more, about Zach’s childhood and their wider family. Harriet felt herself relaxing despite her nerves. Sarah was easy to talk to, warm and welcoming, and it helped to know that whatever happened next at least one person in the house was in her corner.

Then they both heard it… a car pulling into the drive, a door slamming, footsteps coming up the path.

"That'll be him," Sarah said, standing up. "I'll let him in and then make myself scarce. Give you two some privacy."

Harriet's heart was pounding so hard she could barely breathe. She heard the front door open, heard Zach's voice. “Mum? What's going on? Why the rush?”

"Go through to the kitchen, love," Sarah said. "There's someone here to see you."

Footsteps in the hallway. Coming closer. Harriet stood up from the table, her legs shaky, her hands trembling.

And then he was there.

Zach stood in the doorway, still in his rugby kit… muddy tracksuit bottoms, his old club jersey, striped long socks, holding his boot bag in his hands, clothes she’d seen him in so many times in Oxford it made her heart leap with recognition. His hair was a little messier and a little longer than she remembered, and he looked tired, but he was also the single most beautiful thing she’d ever seen.

For a long moment neither of them moved. Zach stared at her like she was a ghost, his expression cycling through confusion and disbelief, the colour draining from his face.

“Harriet?” His voice was nearly a whisper. “What..? How…?”

“I flew.” Tears were flowing down her cheeks now, she realised. “I came straight here from the airport. Your mum made me sandwiches.”

“Sandwiches…” he repeated. “You flew to Sydney. You actually flew to Sydney.”

“I did.”

“I… I’ve had a fantasy, you showing up… I day dream about it.”

“I’m here.” Harriet took a step towards him, then another, smiling through her tears. “I’m really here. Touch me if you don’t believe it.”

Zach reached out, his hand trembling slightly, tears in his eyes, and touched her face. His fingers were warm against her cheek, slightly muddy, utterly real and brilliantly magical… his touch was like a little electric shock on her skin.

"You're here," he whispered. "You're actually here."

"I'm here." She put her hand over his, holding it against her face. "And I'm so sorry, Zach. I was wrong. We were both wrong. We thought we were being sensible and brave but we were just being scared, and I've spent the entire summer trying to convince myself I could live without you, and I can't. I can't do it." The words tumbled out of her, unstoppable. "I love you. I've loved you since that first moment I met you and I never stopped loving you and I'm sorry I let you go and I know this is mad but I couldn't just sit there on the other side of the world wondering…”

He was smiling. And then he kissed her.

It was deep and passionate and desperate and hungry and full of all the weeks of missing and wanting, and Harriet kissed him back with everything she had, wrapping her arms around him so tight that it almost hurt, and it felt so perfect, so wonderfully familiar, it was him… it was Zach… and he was kissing her.

When they finally broke apart, both of them breathing hard, Zach rested his forehead against hers.

"I've been so miserable," he said, his voice breaking with emotion. "Every single day. Mum kept telling me to call you and I kept saying we'd agreed, we'd decided, it was for the best…”

"It wasn't for the best." Harriet pulled back to look at him. "It was stupid and sensible and wrong."

"So stupid." He laughed. "God, Harriet. You flew here. You actually flew here."

"I'd have swum if I had to."

He kissed her again, softer this time, and when they broke apart he was smiling… that wonderful, warm smile she'd missed so much.

"I love you," he said. "I never stopped. Not for a second."

"I love you too." She reached up and touched his face, hardly able to believe this was real. "And I'm not going anywhere. Well, I mean, eventually I have to go back, term starts in…”

"Harriet."

"Yes?"

"Shut up and kiss me again."

She did.

***

One week later, and it was as if they’d never been apart.

It had been a magical week together, all the better because there was a week still to go. Harriet had fit around Zach’s life like a glove, giving him the space to attend lectures and classes, doing her own pre-term reading in his university library, meeting him for coffee or lunch, getting to know his friends, his favourite beaches, watching his rugby match… absolutely, magically perfect.

And when they were alone… his parents had been remarkably accommodating about sleeping arrangements, Sarah insisting that having flown ten thousand miles to tell their son that she loved him she could do no wrong in their eyes and that they must share the spare room rather than try to both sleep in Zach’s single bed. Neither her nor Zach had complained in the slightest.

They’d rediscovered each other with a fervour that showed no signs of diminishing, and from the very first time Harriet had realised something important… she may have had something physical and fun and very good over the summer with Matt, but sex with Zach was something else entirely, a physical expression of their love for each other that scrambled her brain and felt so supremely natural and just… right.

That afternoon Zach had begrudgingly taken her down to Bondi Beach to scratch her touristy itch… he much preferred his favourite beaches in the north of the city, she knew, but Nathalie had raved about spending time in Bondi when she’d done the whole traveller thing before starting at uni and she was curious.

As it turned out it was, well, another beach, a nice one admittedly but she couldn’t really see what all the fuss was about. Zach, in his wonderful, calm and kind way, rather than saying he’d told her so simply suggested a walk down to Coogee Beach and back and his local knowledge had been spot on, a beautiful coastal path winding up and down along the Pacific, it was lovely.

The weather was mild, certainly much better than late winter or early spring back in England, and the sun was shining, and Harriet was entirely happy with life.

There was one thing, though, as she reached the midpoint of her visit that they’d skirted around and needed to iron out. The walk felt like the perfect time.

“So,” Harriet said, her hand in Zach’s, the path relatively quiet on a weekday afternoon. “We should talk.”

“Oh no…” Zach groaned, but he was grinning and she flashed him a grin too. She still had to pinch herself to believe it sometimes… this was actually him, she was actually here, they were together again and this hand in hers was real.

“Oh yeah…” she teased back.

“What comes next, right?”

“Yeah, exactly. Seeing as we’re going to be doing long distance, we should make sure we do it right.”

He thought for a moment. “Ok… I feel like you’ve made a list. Shoot.”

She laughed… he knew her too well. “First up, I think we should work out now when we see each other. Give ourselves some definite targets that we can aim for. It would be… I guess it would be really hard if we didn’t know when we’re going to see each other again.”

Zach was nodding. “Well I might have a good long term target for us… you’ve got another three years of studies, right?” Harriet nodded. “So I’ve been looking at masters in Oxford, to start next September. It’d be a squeeze on finishing my degree here but my professor is amenable.” He smiled. “I think the prestige of sending one of their students on to Oxford outweighs the hassle… and I emailed my tutor from last year and he said I could pretty much have a place if I want it, so I must have done something right in my tutorials.”

Harriet stopped and looked at him. “You’d do that for me?”

He took her hands in his. “I’d do that for us. And, you know, it turns out I quite liked Oxford… and I guess I really, really deep down want to sit exams dressed up like a penguin, so…”

Harriet hugged him tightly, feeling a weight lift inside… one year and then together in Oxford again, that she could do. One year was totally survivable. One year was so much better than let’s see.

“Thank you, I mean that,” she whispered, and kissed him.

They parted and he shrugged. “I love you.” Zach grinned. “I can’t say that enough, it feels good.”

“I love you too.” She paused, thinking. “Then in between what if I came down here again over Christmas? I could come for longer if you’d have me?”

He laughed. “Mum wouldn’t let me say no to that if I wanted to! You’re her favourite person. It’s a deal. And then I can come to Oxford for a couple of weeks at Easter? I know you’ll be revising for Finals, but I can fit around you.”

“That would be amazing, and thank you.” She paused. “And I don’t want to get ahead of ourselves but if you do get accepted for a masters, maybe we could spend a few weeks beforehand exploring Europe a bit over the long vacation?”

“I’d have to see how dates work out, but in principle… yes, I’d love that.”

They walked on in happy silence for a couple of minutes, and Harriet could tell that he was as pleased as her to have worked out some structure. They’d probably be going, give or take, ten weeks at a time between seeing each other… it would be hard, very hard she suspected, but it would also be achievable. And him hopefully coming back to Oxford in a year’s time, that was the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. Survive a year and they’d be together and, she swore to herself, she’d never let him go again, even if that meant following him back down under in the future.

“So was there anything else on your list?”

She smiled. “You really do know me too well… one more thing.” She hesitated, because she wanted to phrase this right. “Some people do long distance as an… well, as an exclusive thing, and others do it as non-exclusive. I guess, what I wanted to check is… I mean, I…” She trailed off, realising she was butchering the message.

Zach laughed. “Exclusive versus non-exclusive. That feels like a trick question…”

“You’re teasing me, that’s not fair.”

“No, sorry, you’re right.” Zach was doing his best to look contrite but there was a brightness to his eyes that told her he was smiling inside still.

“It’s just… it’s important we both understand what it is, what we’re committing too.”

He nodded. “I understand, I think. Are you asking because you think non-exclusive might be better, or…?”

“No. God no. The complete opposite. I… couldn’t see how it could work if we weren’t exclusive.”

“Good. For the avoidance of doubt, I completely agree.” He grinned. “Except your hall-pass… that’s always there.”

She turned to look at him, rolling her eyes in a good natured way. Since almost day one he’d had a thing about her sleeping with another woman. Harriet should be honoured, she supposed, but she’d made it very clear that there was no chance, and even if there was every time he mentioned giving her a pass made it that much less likely to happen.

“Very kind of you,” she replied. “But you know my answer to that. Seriously though, I just… I guess we have to make sure we trust each other, because at some point a guy is going to hit on me and I’ll turn him down, and at some point a girl is going to hit on you and you’ll turn her down, and we’re going to have to trust each other. Really trust each other.”

Zach was nodding. “I agree, and I trust you more than I’ve ever trusted anyone. It’ll be fine. Time apart will be hard but we’ll manage, we’ll message, we’ll call. We’ll cope.”

“We’ll cope and it’ll be worth it. Totally worth it.” She wrapped her arms around him, hugging him tight, because it was going to be worth it, she knew.

“No more being sensible or mature… crazy reckless love from here on in.”

Harriet looked up at him and smiled. “Crazy reckless love sounds perfect.”

***

When they reached the beach at the far end of their route they got ice creams and sat down on the sand. “This beats an English winter,” Harriet said, glancing at Zach.

“I don’t know… you get proper weather. I quite like that. I still want to see real snow though.” He sat, looking at the sea, then said, “Can I ask you about something?”

“Sure. Anything.”

“You can tell me as much or as little as you want, but I’m curious. Was there anyone between, well,” he grinned, “between me and me I guess? Over your summer?”

Harriet turned to look at him, holding his gaze for a long moment. She’d been wondering the same with Zach but hadn’t been sure how to ask, not while they were still in their getting back together honeymoon stage. It felt like the right time now to go over it.

“I’ll make you a deal… I’ll tell if you tell?”

Zach nodded. “That’s fair.”

“Ok.” Harriet took a deep breath, realising that this was the first real test of trusting each other, to be completely honest. “There was someone. A guy I knew from school… he'd dated one of my friends. We ran into each other back in Bath, and we were both miserable, he was getting over a break up too and..." She trailed off, searching his face for a reaction.

Zach was quiet for a moment. Then he said, "Was it serious?"

“No. I mean… it was real, we cared about each other, it was more than friends but much less than…” She shook her head. “It was never you. And I was never his ex. That was the problem, we were cosplaying at being a couple but we weren’t.”

“Were you… sleeping with him?”

Harriet looked at Zach for a long moment, his gaze meeting hers. “Do you really want to know?” she asked.

Zach smiled, a slightly shy smile. “You kind of just answered it. But yeah… because if I don’t ask I’ll wonder.”

Harriet nodded. “That’s fair. Yes, I was sleeping with him. But… I don’t think it’s helpful to share more, I think we should draw a line under it.”

“I agree. You and him ended well?”

“We did. Matt, that was his name, we sat down a couple of weeks ago and realised we were both being idiots. We promised each other that we’d actually do something about it rather than sitting there being miserable.”

“Sounds like a smart guy.” Harriet searched Zach’s face to see if he was being sarcastic but there was none of that, his words were genuine.

“He was. Is.” She looked at him carefully. “Are you upset?”

Zach was quiet for a long moment, then shook his head. “No, we’d broken up, and I’m happy that you found something over the summer to make you happy. If I’d known at the time…” He shrugged. “It would have killed me, absolutely killed me, but only because I’d have been so jealous it was him and not me.”

Harriet reached out her hand to take his, giving him a reassuring squeeze. “I was trying to move on, and I couldn’t. I love you too much.” After a few moments, she asked the natural follow up. “What about you?”

“I… I tried to move on too. About a month after I flew home I saw my ex Megan at a party, we saw each other for a few weeks but it fizzled out… she’d changed and I’d changed. We’re still friends, good friends, but the chemistry wasn’t there. And then I was dating another girl, Liv, for a few weeks until a fortnight ago… she was great, but…” He squeezed Harriet’s hand. “She wasn’t you.”

“What happened?” Harriet wanted to know, wanted to understand, because it seemed like he’d been on a similar journey to her while they were apart and even though thinking of him with someone else made her feel sick inside it was all part of him, and if she didn’t hear about it she wouldn’t know him as well as she needed to.

“I kept comparing her to you. Every time she laughed it wasn't your laugh. Every time she touched me it wasn't your hands. She figured it out before I did, actually. Told me I should sort my head out before I dated anyone else.” He met Harriet's eyes. “She was right.”

“Did you sleep with them?”

Zach nodded. “Yes.” Hearing it hurt a little, thinking about him in bed with them rather than her, but just as he’d said already they’d broken up, they’d been trying to move on.

They sat in silence for a couple of minutes. “So we were both idiots, trying to get over each other with other people rather than… I don’t know, trying harder.”

“Both complete idiots.”

Harriet found herself smiling. "At least we're consistent." She thought for a moment. “I think… let’s definitely draw a line under it. We both saw other people, we both slept with other people, and it’s done. There’s being honest and open with each other, and then there’s…”

“…going too far.” Zach finished for her. “Completely agree. I don’t need to know what you and him got up to, that’s between you and him. One thing though, are you still in touch with Matt?”

Harriet nodded. “We’ve been messaging each other a bit, just updating on our respective desperate bids to rekindle our true loves. Do you mind? I can stop if you want.” She started reaching for her phone, thinking she’d show him the messages.

Zach shuffled across and put his arm around her, kissing her cheek. “I don’t mind at all. I trust you. And put the phone away, you don’t need to show me. You want to see mine? Liv I’m not in touch with, but Megan is part of my group of friends. She… well, I told her about you turning up. She was really happy for us.”

“Really?”

“Really. She’s nice. Matt sounds nice too. I reckon I owe him a beer for persuading you to come and find me.”

“He is nice. Let’s make sure we’re completely open and honest with each other when we’re apart, no secrets.”

“Agree, no secrets.”

Later that night, in a quiet moment sat watching TV in Zach’s living room with his parents, Harriet messaged Matt with an update.

Harriet: Going well here, thank you again for telling me I was being an idiot. Told Zach about us, he told me about his rebound too. No secrets now. How’s Anna?

Matt: Look at you two being all mature and communicative! No problem, and really happy to hear. Anna is good. Really good actually. Thank you for making me practice what I preach.

Harriet: I’m so glad. Zach says he owes you a beer. Thank you for everything.

Matt: I’ll hold him to that. Now stop texting and enjoy being down under.

Harriet grinned and showed the message to Zach, who laughed. "I like this guy."

"You'd get on." She put the phone down and nestled into his arms.

Flying ten thousand miles to get your man might well be madness, but from where Harriet was sat it felt like the sanest thing she’d ever done.


Want More Harriet and Zach?


First, a quick ask: if you get a pop-up asking for a rating, please take two seconds to leave one! It's incredibly helpful – it tells me which books readers love and which stories deserve sequels.

To get a free story sign up to my mailing list for updates:

https://ckfairfaxbooks.com

You can also follow me on Amazon:

https://www.amazon.com/author/camillakfairfax

The Too Sensible To Know Better Series

This was the second of four novellas in the Too Sensible To Know Better series, and the third (Breaking) is out now and just a click away. Or you can get all four novellas in a single box set (Too Sensible To Know Better Complete Boxset) which should normally work out cheaper than buying all four novellas individually.

To whet your appetite, here is the start of Breaking, picking up a few months after Pretending ended:

The Heathrow Terminal Two Costa wasn't ideal for a video call, but Zach had found a table tucked away round the back with a blank wall and, if he angled the phone just right, the generic beige background could pass for anywhere.

He'd landed an hour ago after twenty seven hours of travelling, lengthy stop over included not that he was counting, a string of films that had soon grown tiresome and, somewhere across it, probably about six hours sleep in snatches. By now it was mid-morning on what he hoped was still Friday and he was running on not a lot other than adrenaline, caffeine, and the knowledge that Harriet was only a coach ride away.

Harriet’s face filled the screen, still in her pyjamas. She was in bed, he could see… her college room, a different one to last year and she reckoned much nicer not to mention en suite, but with her familiar posters and trinkets dotted about and that oh so familiar English autumn light through the window.

“Happy Birthday Eve,” he said, keeping his voice normal despite the secret he was hiding that threatened to turn his expression into a beaming grin at any moment. “How does it feel to be almost twenty one?”

“It feels like I should still be asleep.” She yawned. “It was a late one last night and Nathalie’s taking me for brunch in an hour. Apparently there’s a whole schedule for the weekend, but I’m not allowed to know the details. Apart from dinner for all of us tomorrow, but my parents are paying for that so… otherwise it’s too secret apparently.”

“Sounds ominous.”

"That's what I said." She shifted, wrapping the duvet up around her shoulders. She looked cute as hell. “I wish you were here."

Those words, they got him every time, he knew they did her too, but they were important. Six weeks since he’d said goodbye at Sydney airport, since that amazing fortnight where she’d flown to him to ask him to take her back. Six weeks of daily FaceTime calls and constant texting, six weeks of falling asleep with his phone on the pillow and waking up to messages from her, counting down to December when she’d fly out to Sydney for Christmas.

"I know," he said. "Me too."

"It's stupid. I've got all my friends, I've got dinner tomorrow, I've got…” She waved a hand vaguely. "A whole thing planned, apparently. I should be excited. I am excited. But every time I think about it I just think about how you're not going to be there, and then I feel sad, and then I feel guilty for feeling sad when everyone's doing all this nice stuff for me."

"That's not stupid. That's just… long distance."

"Long distance is stupid."

"Long distance is temporary." He made himself sound reassuring, even though his heart was singing at how soon he’d actually be seeing Harriet and a woman at the next table was giving him a curious look. "Four more weeks and you'll be here in Sydney. We'll have three whole weeks together. Beach every day. My mum's already planning meals." The lady next to him looked like she was about to interject, to explain to him that he was in London and not in Sydney, but she seemed to think better of it at the last moment.

"Four weeks feels like forever."

"It'll go fast. You've got your birthday, and then a few more weeks of teaching, and then you're on a plane."

She rubbed her eyes. "Sorry. I didn't mean to make this mopey. Tell me about your day. What are you doing tonight?"

"Nothing much." He kept his voice casual. "Might see some friends, very relaxed. Probably beach tomorrow."

"While I'm out here shivering in the English winter."

“You wouldn’t want me to lose my tan. I know that’s all you see in me.”

She laughed, the proper laugh that crinkled the corners of her eyes, and Zach felt something melt inside him… God, he loved that laugh. He loved everything about her, but the laugh especially, the way it transformed her whole face.

"I should let you go," she said. "Nathalie will be here soon and I'm still in bed."

"Have an amazing day. And your birthday tomorrow, I'll call you in the morning, ok? Your morning. When you're hungover from whatever’s planned tonight and questioning all your life choices."

"You know me too well."

"I do." He paused. "I love you, Harriet. More than anything."

"I love you too." Her smile was loving but a little sad. "Same time tomorrow.”

"Same time tomorrow. Twenty eight days.”

“Twenty eight days.”

She blew him a kiss, and then the screen went dark, and Zach was alone in a Costa Coffee two hours from her door. He checked the time… forty minutes until his coach, he’d be in Oxford at lunchtime.

He grinned at his reflection in the blank phone screen, looking slightly unhinged with jet lag and anticipation.

Too many hours on a plane. Three months' savings, gone in a single booking. Three days… all the time he could take out of his studies with exams in a few weeks. And then the flight back again. His body was already dreading it, the cramped seats, the recycled air, the cattle truck nature of long-haul economy.

This is insane, he thought, completely insane.

But then he thought about her face when she saw him. The way she'd looked on FaceTime that morning, tired and sad and missing him. The knowledge that in a few hours he'd be holding her instead of watching her through a screen.

Worth it. Worth every dollar, every hour, every ache.

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


Still Want More?


Beyond The Game

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


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


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


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


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


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

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

***

Coming Into The Light

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


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


Well, at least she thought they were.


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


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

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

***

Experimenting

Harriet and Zach have everything… a happy marriage, a life together in Sydney, a love that runs deep and strong.

But when Zach has a dream one night, a dream about Harriet with another man, it unleashes desires that neither of them knew they had, making them both ask the question about whether they have the courage to share their deepest selves with the person they love most.

Through encounters with other people and adventures beyond their wildest dreams, they learn that jealousy and desire can coexist, that trust can strengthen their relationship, and that love grows stronger when tested.

A high heat series about hotwives, bulls and polyamory, with Seasons 1 and 2 available now:

Complete Season 1

Complete Season 2


About the author


What happens when you push a character past what they thought were their limits? What do they discover about themselves? What lines will they cross?

Camilla's shorts built a devoted following of readers who found answers to those questions: over half a million individual reads, averaging more than 15k reads per story and ratings of 4.8+/5 for her three most popular series of shorts.

Now she writes novels and novellas that let her show what comes next. The full transformation, not just the spark. Relationships that go deep. Tension that builds to something worth the wait. Characters who don't just glimpse who they could be... they become it.

Whether expanding popular series or exploring fresh ground, every story is designed to deliver.
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