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Foreword


While I would love every story idea to become a novel, sometimes it just doesn't quite work out… the central idea risks being overdone, the characters can be given too much room to grow, it can simply risk becoming repetitive.

This collection contains some of those stories where I loved the idea, but they just work better in shorter form. Stories where the characters don't need the room to grow because the thrill comes from meeting them mid-way through their journey.

As a loose theme, these stories all relate to the idea of meeting the right person at the wrong time. You could argue that nobody ever meets anybody at quite the right time (very true I suspect!) but there's something about the situations where romance strikes when you don't think you want or don't think you need it that is enthralling and makes, I think, for a gripping story.

I hope you enjoy reading these as much as I've enjoyed writing them,

Camilla


Catching Feelings


Maya and Dani


Maya’s feet hit Costa Rican soil at midday on a Tuesday and, within less than an hour, she was wondering what the hell she’d been thinking.

The resort she’d been expecting wasn’t actually a resort it turned out… more like a collection of colourful bungalows scattered amongst palm trees along a stretch of black sand beach, connected by paths of crushed shells and not a lot else. Her phone had stopped getting a signal the moment she’d got out of sight of the airport, the shuttle bus driver had spoken not a word of English and had simply shrugged when she’d asked about ideas for her itinerary, and she’d seen precisely four other tourists since arriving, all of them leathery with sun-bleached hair and looking like they’d been there for at least three years already.

She dropped her bag on the bed in her tiny bungalow, just room for the bed and an easy chair, screenless windows thrown wide open looking out over the sand, with mosquito netting and a ceiling fan that sounded like it had seen better days, and stared at the ocean through the open window.

This was fine. This was what she’d wanted. Not the usual luxury resort with five star service, she’d been after spontaneity. Adventure. A complete break now that she’d hit her mid-twenties from her over-planned life with Brad, who had turned out to be over-planning a life with his coworker Kelly the whole time.

Maya shook her head. No. She wasn’t going to think about Brad. That’s why she was here. That’s why she’d rage-booked a flight to Central America at 4am three weeks ago, right after she’d finished with the crying and started with the anger.

She was going to learn to surf, to be the kind of person who did what she wanted to do and did it alone. The kind of person who didn’t need a boyfriend who…

Nope. Not thinking about it.

She grabbed her phone out of habit, remembered it was useless, and as much because there was nothing else to do as because she particularly wanted to, headed for the beach.

***

The surf school was impossible to miss: a weather beaten but brightly coloured shack with Pura Vida Surf painted in peeling letters across the front and surf boards of every size imaginable leaning against the outside. A hammock hung between two palm trees and reggaeton drifted from a speaker somewhere inside.

Maya approached cautiously, suddenly aware that she was wearing a sundress and sandals that had seemed appropriate for the all-inclusive in Barbados last summer but seemed less so now when every other person she had seen seemed to exist in a permanent state of swimwear and deep tans.

“Hola!”

Maya turned to see a woman emerge from behind the shack carrying a longboard under one arm like it weighed nothing. She was maybe a few years younger than Maya, with sun-bleached light brown hair pulled into a messy bun, board shorts riding low on her hips and the obligatory bikini visible beneath. Her smile was broad and completely open.

“Hi,” Maya replied. “You speak English?”

The woman laughed, an easy, generous laugh. “Very well,” she replied with a strong local accent.

“I… umm… I booked some lessons. Private ones. I’m Maya.”

“Maya! Yes, I have you down.” The woman propped the board against the shack and stuck out her hand. Her grip was warm and firm. “I’m Daniela. Dani. You’re the one who booked five sessions in a row, right? Ambitious.”

“Is that… too many?”

“No, it’s perfect. Shows commitment.” Dani looked at Maya intently for a few moments, and gave a little nod as if to say that she could see something she could work with there. “Most tourists book one lesson, nearly drown, and decide surfing isn’t for them after all. You’re already smarter than most of my clients.”

Maya felt herself relax slightly. “To be determined… I’ve never done this before.”

“Never surfed, or never took a vacation alone to a foreign country to learn to surf after a bad breakup?”

Maya’s mouth fell open in astonishment, but Dani just laughed kindly.

“Sorry, sorry. You’ve got that look… I see it a lot. The ‘I’m going to completely reinvent myself starting now’ look.” She tilted her head. “Am I wrong?”

“No,” Maya admitted. “You’re annoyingly right.”

“Good. That makes you my favourite type of student. We can call it surf therapy,” Dani said, smiling kindly. “It means you actually want to learn rather than posting on social media about how you’re pretending to learn.” Dani gestured towards the water. “You free now? It’s the off season and,” she lowered her voice to a stage whisper, “you’re actually my only customer this week.” She grinned. “I’ll give you an extra lesson for free this afternoon then tomorrow morning we’ve got a head start.”

Maya glanced down at her dress. “I need to change. Do I need a wet suit or something?” She shrugged. “I sound like such a beginner.”

“Any swimwear is good, I mean look.” Dani pulled at the string of her bikini. “This is enough for me. I’ll lend you a rash vest for the week, but you don’t want any more, you’ll get too hot.”

“You’re sure?”

“Go. I’ll meet you back here in twenty. Bring sunscreen… like, a lot of it. And water. And leave your phone at the bungalow.”

“My phone doesn’t work here anyway.”

“Even better,” Dani said. “Might as well lean into it.”

***

Twenty minutes later Maya stood on the beach in her new swimsuit, a sensible one piece she’d bought specifically for the trip… she didn’t have the courage to break out the bikini just yet, even though in a one piece she felt overdressed compared to everyone else she saw. Dani was already in the water up to her knees, stretching her arms overhead.

“Rash vest is over in the hut,” she called out. “Make sure you’ve got some sunscreen on then come on in, the water’s perfect.”

Maya waded in a few minutes later. The ocean was a beautiful temperature, cool enough to be a welcome respite from the sun but warm enough to feel like you could stay in for ever.

“First hour is all on the sand,” Dani said. “I know, I know, boring. But you need to understand the mechanics before you try it with waves trying to knock you around. I thought a few minutes stretching in here would be a good start though… it’ll get hot on the sand so if you need to cool off just say and we can come back in the water for a minute.”

“So all on the sand today?”

Dani grinned. “No chance. Second hour, we’ll get you out there. Start small.”

Maya took a deep breath, not quite sure what she was letting herself in for… she’d been there less than a couple of hours and was already doing lessons.

For the next hour, with a board up on the beach under the shade of a palm tree Maya learned how to paddle, how to pop up, where to place her feet. Dani was a patient teacher, adjusting Maya’s stance where needed, demonstrating and making sure that those little tweaks that would make all the difference got made. She made it look effortless when she showed Maya what to do… one smooth motion from lying flat to standing, balanced and strong.

Maya, in contrast, felt like (and was pretty sure she looked like) a baby giraffe.

“Switch off your brain,” Dani said, watching Maya stumble as she tried to move from lying to standing yet again. “It’s all about muscle memory. I can see that already your body knows what to do, your brain just needs to get out of the way.”

“My brain doesn’t know how to do that,” Maya replied in exasperation.

“Yeah, I’m getting that impression.” Dani was smiling. “What do you do? For work?”

“I’m a corporate lawyer.”

“Oh no.” Dani groaned in mock horror.

“What?”

“That explains so much.” Dani dropped down on to the sand and crossed her legs, then patted the ground next to her. “Look, I’m going to guess some things here. Sit.” Maya sat down facing her. “I suspect you’re really good at your job. Probably a bit of a perfectionist and a people pleaser. Probably spent your whole life being good at things because you worked hard and followed the rules and did what people wanted you to do?”

Maya felt her cheeks redden in embarrassment at how easily Dani had understood her. “Maybe…”

“You’re doing this for you. No one else. Not for me, not for anyone.” She paused and looked intently into Maya’s eyes. “Surfing isn’t about any of those things that work for you in your normal life. It isn’t about perfection or about if you follow this rule you’ll be amazing. You can’t think your way into it. You have to feel it. The ocean doesn’t care about your resume.” She smiled. “Stop trying to be good at this. You’ll be bad at this to start with, don’t fight it. Just try to have fun, and once you do… it’ll come. Trust me.”

“I haven’t had a lot of fun recently,” Maya said quietly. “I’m not sure I quite remember how.”

Something changed in Dani’s expression, a softening of her features in sympathy. “Then now we know what this is all about. Surf therapy, right?” She stood and held out her hand to help Maya up. “We’ll teach you how to have fun again. It’s a little soon but I’ve got an idea… let’s get you out on the water.”

***

The first time Maya tried to stand on the board in actual water, she face-planted immediately.

The second time, she made it to her knees before a wave, an embarrassingly small wave at that, knocked her sideways.

The third time, she stood for exactly two seconds before losing her balance and tumbling backward into the ocean.

And somehow, impossibly, when she surfaced Maya was laughing.

Dani whooped in delight from where she was sat on her own board nearby. “There she is! That’s what I want to see!”

Maya treaded water, saltwater stinging her eyes, board leash tangled around her ankle, and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt this alive. Brad had always said Maya was too serious, too focused on the next thing to enjoy the moment.

Well, fuck Brad.

“Again,” Maya said, climbing back on to her board and unable to hide her grin.

They stayed in the water until the sun started its descent toward the horizon, the blues and whites of the day starting to give way to yellows and orange. Maya didn’t manage to successfully ride a wave but she got close… close enough that Dani kept saying, “Almost, almost… you almost had it!”

When they finally dragged themselves back to shore Maya’s arms were shaking with exhaustion and she’d swallowed roughly half the Pacific Ocean.

“Good first day,” Dani said, rinsing her board with a hose attached to the surf school hut. “You’re a natural.”

“I didn’t stand up properly once.”

“You tried at least fifty times and you were smiling for at least forty of them. That’s all that matters.” Dani squeezed water from her hair once she’d handed the hose to Maya. “Tomorrow morning you’ve got booked, right? You’ve not even had your first full lesson yet!”

“Yeah, definitely.” Maya grinned. “I think I’m hooked already.”

Dani nodded and smiled back. “That’s what I like to hear…”

As she walked back to her bungalow, legs aching and skin tight with salt and sun, Maya realized she hadn’t thought about Brad once in the past three hours, and it was still only her first day on holiday.

Progress.

***

The next morning Maya was waiting at the surf school before Dani arrived, excited to see how she could build on that surprise first extra lesson the day before.

“Eager,” Dani said approvingly, appearing from the direction of the village with two coffees. She handed one to Maya. “Figured you could do with this. You’re going to be sore today.”

She was right. Maya’s shoulders screamed as she accepted the cup. “How did you know?”

“You’re always sore after the first day. Surfing uses muscles you didn’t know you had.” Dani took a long sip of her own coffee, watching Maya over the rim. “You sleep ok? Not everyone does their first night here. The sounds are different… roosters waking you up at 4am aren’t for everyone.”

“I heard them. But I slept great actually.” Maya had passed out the moment her head hit the pillow and hadn’t stirred until morning. “Best sleep I’ve had in weeks.”

“The ocean does that. Wears you out in the best way.” Dani put her cup down on a ledge. “Ready to try again?”

This time Maya made it to her feet on the fifth try. It was only for a few seconds, literally three or four, but she was standing, the board was moving, and for those thrilling few moments there was nothing in her world save for the sensation of gliding across the water.

Then, of course, she fell, but she came up grinning.

“YES!” Dani was cheering from her own board, arms raised in triumph. “Did you feel it? Did you feel that?”

Maya climbed back on to her own board, adrenaline coursing through her veins. “One hundred percent. Can I go again?”

“Absolutely go again. Now you’re addicted, that’s how it starts.”

They spent another couple of hours on the water. Maya ended up in it more times than she could count, but she also successfully rode three small waves, each lasting a few seconds longer than the last. By the time they called it quits she was buzzing with both exhaustion and a sense of accomplishment.

“You’re picking this up fast,” Dani said as they walked back to the surf school beach hut. “Most people don’t start riding waves until day three or four.”

“Good teacher,” Maya said.

“Good student.” Dani glanced at her. “You have any plans tonight?”

Maya laughed. “I don’t have plans for anything. That’s kind of the whole point of this trip.”

“Come to the beach bonfire. Some of us do it every Wednesday… locals, a few tourists who’ve been around for a while and never quite got round to leaving. Very low-key. Bring a beer if you want, or don’t. Just hang out.” Dani paused. “Unless you’d rather do the solo soul-searching thing.” She smiled kindly. “Which is also valid.”

“No,” Maya said, surprising herself. She hadn’t thought she’d want anything but her own company this week, but not even twenty four hours since arriving she knew that that had changed… she was in full escapism mode already. “The bonfire sounds nice.”

“Cool. Around sunset. Just walk down the beach that way…” Dani pointed south. “You’ll see it.”

***

Maya nearly didn’t go.

After an afternoon spent doing nothing but sunbathing and reading, finally finding the courage to wear the bikini she’d brought with her, she’d showered, put on clean clothes, and then sat in her bungalow for twenty minutes, anxiety creeping in. What was she doing? She didn’t know these people. She was supposed to be on a journey of self-discovery, not socialising and partying. She should stay in, read some more of her book, be sensible.

But… the bungalow felt small and stuffy as a place to spend her evening, and if she was honest the sound of the waves outside and the thought of having the chance to be whoever she wanted to be with strangers was intriguing.

She went.

The bonfire was exactly as Dani had advertised… low key, simply a dozen people scattered around a driftwood fire, one of them playing something nondescript but tuneful on the guitar, laughter drifting across the beach as Maya approached.

Dani spotted her straight away and waved her over, telling the person sat next to her on the sand to move over.

“You came! Here, this is Maya. Maya, this is everyone.” Dani’s enthusiasm seemed to know no bounds, and clearly wasn’t restricted just to surf lessons.

A chorus of friendly greetings. Maya accepted a beer from someone, settled next to Dani, and tried to relax into the warmth of the fire and the easy rhythm of conversation in both Spanish and English.

“How long are you here?” asked a woman called Carmen who’d moved aside to make room for Maya and didn’t seem to mind in the slightest.

“A week. Just a week.” Maya smiled. “I’m already wishing it was longer.”

“A week is still good. Long enough to actually relax.” Carmen nodded approvingly. “Too many people come for three days and spend the whole time stressing about leaving.”

“She’s learning to surf,” Dani added, her tone that of a teacher proud of her pupil. “Caught her first waves today.”

“With Dani? You’re in good hands. Best instructor on this coast.”

Dani waved her off. “Carmen’s biased. I live in her brother’s old bungalow for cheap.”

Maya let the conversation wash over her, simply relaxing into it, contributing here or there but mostly just observing. The last thing she wanted to be was that person, the one who in a group setting tries too hard to prove that they belong. And, if she was honest, she’d always enjoyed being a people watcher… this evening was perfect for that.

Something she noticed as the evening went on was how the whole group had such an easy, relaxed demeanour, it was so different to back at home where so many people were all about appearances. She watched Dani, seeing the way that she laughed with her whole body, the way she was so comfortable in her own skin, so at ease with everyone around her.

She was beautiful, Maya realised, not in the polished, sanitised way that her friends were, but in a way instead that was entirely natural and unselfconscious. Golden skin with a deep tan, freckles across her nose, long brown hair pushed over one shoulder, a face that lit up with whatever expression she was conveying.

Maya looked away, taking a long drink of her beer.

“You ok?” Dani asked quietly, leaning towards her so that only Maya could hear.

“Yeah,” Maya replied with a smile. “Just tired. It’s been a while since I did anything like this.”

“Like what? Sat around a fire?”

“Talked to strangers. Relaxed. Felt normal.” Maya gestured vaguely. “My ex and I… we had the same friend group. His friends originally. After we broke up, I kind of lost them. They chose him.”

“That’s shit,” Dani said simply. “I’m sorry.”

“It is what it is.”

“No,” Dani said firmly. “It’s shit, and you’re allowed to be angry about it. Don’t diminish your own feelings.”

Maya looked at her, surprised. Dani held her gaze.

“Sorry,” Dani said after a few moments. “I just… I’ve done the thing where you pretend you’re fine with stuff that actually really hurt. It doesn’t help.”

“Sounds like you’re speaking from experience.”

“Maybe.” Dani smiled, but there was something sad in there, a memory. “Everyone comes here to escape something, you know? Even those of us who live here. Especially those of us who live here.”

Before Maya could ask what she meant someone called Dani’s name, pulling her into a debate about whether the surf would be better tomorrow morning or afternoon. The moment passed, but Maya felt it linger… the sense that there was more to Daniela than the easy, sun-soaked surface.

And she realised she wanted to know more.

***

Day three of Maya’s new found addiction.

She was awake with the roosters and took the opportunity to have a dawn swim, her aching muscles easing in the wonderful ocean water as the sky turned from grey to pink to light blue overhead.

It was magical.

She wandered at a leisurely pace over to the surf shop an hour later, entirely embracing the vibe of the place by then… relaxed, she’d ditched the one piece swim suit for her bikini and felt with the beginnings of a tan that she belonged.

Dani wasn’t there yet so Maya sat on the sand and simply watched… the waves breaking on the shore, other early risers making their way along the beach. One of the people from the bonfire the night before walked past and wished her good morning. It was so incredible relaxing.

“You’re early.”

Maya turned. Dani was walking across the beach toward her from further up the shore, carrying her board, hair wet. “Did you already surf?” Maya asked.

“Dawn patrol. Always do, on days I have lessons. Gets me centred.” Dani dropped down next to her on the sand. “But I like that you’re here. Shows dedication.”

“Or obsession.”

“Same thing, really.” Dani stretched her legs out, feet digging into the sand. “You ready for a longer session today? I want to take you out to where the better waves are. You’re ready for it.”

Pride welled up in Maya’s chest. “Really? After two days?”

“Really. You’ve got the basics down. Now we start making it fun.”

The morning was perfect… clear sky, warm water, waves that were challenging but not overwhelming. Dani kept close, coaching Maya much more than the day before, celebrating each success and laughing off every wipeout.

And then it happened.

Maya paddled for a wave, felt the board catch, popped up and rode it all the way to shore. She stayed standing the whole time, arms out for balance, the spray of the water cool against her overheated skin.

When she finally stepped off the board in the shallows she was screaming in excitement… very un-Maya, but then the Maya from just a few days ago wouldn’t have been able to do what she’d just done.

Dani was right there, scooping her up in a hug that lifted Maya’s feet off the sandy bottom. “You did it! You fucking did it!”

They were both laughing, spinning in the shallows, and Maya realized that Dani’s arms were around her, that their bodies were pressed together, that Dani’s skin was warm despite the water, and that her own heart was pounding with something more than just adrenaline.

Dani set her down but didn’t step back. Her hands were still on Maya’s waist. She was grinning, eyes bright with genuine happiness. “I knew you could do it. You’re a surfer now!”

“I wouldn’t have without you,” Maya said, and she was suddenly hyperaware of how close they were, of the way Dani was looking at her.

“Come on,” Dani said, a smile twitching across her lips. “Let’s try a few more times, then for lunch we need to celebrate properly.”

***

Properly turned out to mean beer and ceviche at a tiny restaurant literally on the beach where everyone knew Dani and the owner refused to let them pay. Casual didn’t do it justice… if you weren’t wearing swimwear you’d feel completely out of place.

“Perks of being a local,” Dani explained, sliding into a plastic chair across from Maya. “Plus, I teach his daughter to surf for free.”

“That’s sweet.”

“Sweet but also survival. You can’t live here without community. Without helping each other out.” Dani squeezed lime over her ceviche. “That’s what I love about this place. It’s small enough that everyone matters.”

“Is that why you stayed? Or have you always lived here?”

“No, I’m from San José. Came here for vacation about three years ago, never left.” Dani took a sip of her beer. “I was supposed to be in law school, actually.”

Maya nearly choked on her food. “What?”

“I know, right? My parents are still pissed at me. But I was miserable. The study and the applications, all of it felt like I was building a prison for myself. So I deferred for a year, came here to surf and think, and just… never went back.” She shrugged. “Broke my parents’ hearts. My girlfriend at the time broke up with me, too. She wasn’t interested in dating a surf bum with no prospects.”

“Her loss,” Maya said before she could think better of it.

Dani looked at her for a long moment, something unreadable in her expression. “Maybe. Or maybe I’m selfish, choosing this life over a stable future.”

“I don’t think it’s selfish to choose happiness.”

“Says the corporate lawyer.”

“Says the corporate lawyer who’s currently on a solo trip to Central America because she realised she was miserable,” Maya corrected. “I think you’re brave. I think you’re doing what most people only dream about.”

“What about you?” Dani asked. “What are you dreaming about?”

Maya thought about her apartment in Boston, her office with the view of the harbour, her nice and settled life that had felt so empty since Brad left.

“I don’t know anymore,” she admitted. “I thought I wanted the partnership track, the condo, the whole thing. But maybe I just wanted it because it was the next box to check, the thing I was supposed to want to do. Maybe I’ve been so busy achieving that I forgot to figure out what I actually want.”

“That’s why you’re here, though. To figure it out.”

“I’m starting to think I need more than a week.”

Dani smiled knowingly. “That’s what everyone says. And then some of them leave anyway, and some of them stay.”

“Which one am I?” Maya asked. “If you had to guess.”

“I think you’re the kind of person who leaves,” Dani said. “But I think you’ll spend the rest of your life wondering what would have happened if you’d stayed.”

Maya nodded slowly. It had only been a few days but she suspected that Dani spoke the truth.

They finished their meal accompanied by easy conversation and washed down with a second beer, then walked back along the beach together.

It was just past the hottest time of the day, mid-afternoon, and the beach was quieter than usual. Maya suspected people would emerge again as it headed into evening.

“What time do you want to go again tomorrow?” Dani asked as they reached the surf school. “I’ve literally got no one else booked so it’s your choice. We can try some different techniques, maybe teach you how to turn…”

“Dani,” Maya interrupted.

Dani stopped, turned to face her. They were standing close to the shack, in the shadow of a brightly painted storage shed, the beach just visible beyond.

“Thank you,” Maya said. “For all of this. For teaching me. For making me feel like I could actually do it.”

“You did do it. That was all you.”

“No, I mean…” Maya struggled for the words. “I came here feeling broken. And already you’ve helped me. And you’ve made me feel like maybe I’m not broken after all. Maybe I’m just… changing.”

Dani’s expression softened. She stepped closer, close enough that Maya could see deep into her brown eyes, could count the freckles on her nose.

“You were never broken,” Dani said softly. “You were just with someone who made you feel that way.”

Maya’s breath caught. They were so close now, and when Maya leaned back she realised that her back was against the wall of the storage shed. Dani reached her arms forward, one either side of Maya, hands resting on the wall to form a cage around her.

Dani’s eyes gazed intently into Maya’s, before they dropped to Maya’s mouth and Maya's entire body went electric with anticipation.

This was going to happen. Out of nowhere, they were go in to kiss. And Maya wanted it… wanted it with an intensity that shocked her.

Dani leaned in, just a little, and Maya could smell her sunscreen and salt water and something beneath it all that was undeniably just Dani, and her heart was pounding so hard she could hear it in her ears, and…

Maya turned her head away.

“I can’t,” she said, her voice breaking against her words. “I’m sorry, I… I have to go.”

Dani hesitated for a moment then leaned back, her expression impossible to read, and moved her arms away. Maya turned and practically ran down the beach, and when she glanced back she saw that the expression had turned to one of hurt and confusion.

Maya didn’t stop until she reached her bungalow where she threw herself on the bed and pressed her hands to her face.

What the hell was that? And why did she say she couldn’t? What was she doing?

She wanted to kiss Dani, she’d never wanted anything more. The attraction had been building since they first met a couple of days before, impossible to ignore, and over lunch she’d felt it… had known deep down that she wanted her.

But Maya had never been with a woman. Never even thought about it, not really. She’d always dated men and never remotely felt inclined to get romantically involved with a woman.

Except now she was here, and there was Dani, and everything felt different. Here she could be whoever she wanted to be, not who she felt she should be, and who she wanted to be right then was a woman who didn’t run when another woman tried to kiss her.

Maya had told herself that what she was feeling last night at the bonfire and earlier today when Dani had hugged her at the beach was just gratitude, the intensity of learning something new and having someone kind and patient pay attention to you. But that moment, almost kissing up against the wall, that hadn’t been gratitude.

That had been desire, pure and undeniable.

And it terrified her.

Not because Dani was a woman. Well, partly because of that, but not in the way that Maya would have expected. She wasn’t disgusted or confused. She was scared by the intensity of how much she wanted it, scared because it felt too fast, too soon after her break up with Brad even though that had been months now, scared because she’d promised herself that she was going to focus on herself and not jump into anything new.

Maya went to her bathroom, setting the shower running, thinking that at least she could wash off the salt water from her morning’s surfing.

She walked back out and stopped short… a note had been pushed under her door.

Maya retrieved it with shaking hands.

If you want to skip tomorrow’s lesson I understand. No pressure. But if you want to talk I’ll be at the north beach at sunset. Usually quiet, it’s about ten minutes’ walk up the beach from here. But genuinely no pressure. D

Then she went to shower, trying to wash away the confusion and the lingering feeling of Dani’s almost-touch.

***

She didn’t mean to go to the north beach.

She’d spent the rest of the afternoon sat outside her bungalow, trying to read, trying to journal, trying to figure out what she was feeling. But the words wouldn’t come and it felt like she’d swapped the prison of her place in Boston for another one.

So, at sunset, almost without realising she found herself walking north along the beach, her feet making the decision that her brain couldn’t.

The north beach was smaller, more secluded, framed by rocks and jungle. Dani was sitting on the sand in shorts and a t-shirt just above the waterline, knees drawn up, watching the sun sink into the ocean.

She turned when Maya approach and smiled. She didn’t stand though, simply waited.

Maya sat down next to her, close but not touching, and they both looked out to sea for a few minutes.

“I’m sorry,” Maya said eventually. “For running.”

“You don’t have to apologise.”

“I do actually. That wasn’t very adult of me.”

Dani was quiet for a moment. “Did I misread it? Because I thought… I mean, I felt like last night and this morning there was something between us, but if I was wrong…”

“You weren’t wrong,” Maya interrupted. She pulled her knees up, mirroring Dani’s posture. “That’s the problem. You weren’t wrong at all.”

“Then why did you run?”

“Because I’ve never…” Maya took a breath. “I’ve only ever been with men. Only ever kissed men. Romantically. And I’ve never thought about being with a woman before. Never even considered it. So when I realised what was happening between us, what I was feeling, it just… it overwhelmed me.”

Dani nodded slowly, processing. “Ok. That makes sense.”

“Does it? Because I feel like I’m losing my mind.”

“Maya.” Dani turned to face her. “You recently got out of a serious relationship. You’re in a foreign country, about as far from the big city you’re used to as it can possibly be. You’re learning to do something new that’s pushing you out of your comfort zone. And now you’ve surprised yourself that you might find another woman attractive. That’s a lot to process all at once. Of course you’re overwhelmed.”

“You’re being really understanding about this.”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” Dani’s smiled was reassuring. “Look, I’m not trying to pressure you into anything. If this is too much too fast then it is. We can just be… what we’ve been already. Teacher and student. I’d like to think friends. That’s ok.”

“But what if I don’t want it to be too fast?” Maya asked, the words tumbling out faster than she could think. “What if I wanted you to kiss me so badly earlier that I ran away because I didn’t know what to do with that feeling? What if I’ve spent the last three hours in my bungalow trying to convince myself that this is a bad idea, but the only thing I can think about is to wonder what might have happened if I hadn’t run?”

Dani’s eyebrows lifted slightly. “Then… what do you want to do about it?”

Maya started laughing and she didn’t really know why… it was all so crazy. The words started tumbling out. “I have no idea. I’m a planner, Dani. I make three year plans, I colour code my calendar, I gain immense satisfaction from having an empty email inbox. And right now I have absolutely no idea what I’m doing and it’s terrifying… but also it’s the most alive I’ve felt in years, and I can’t believe I’ve only been here a couple of days, and I don’t know if it’s because of surfing which I have completely fallen in love with or because of you or because I’m having some kind of quarter life crisis or…”

Dani reached out and took Maya’s hand. Simple contact, her fingers lacing with Maya’s, warm and steady and calm.

“Hey,” Dani said softly. “Just breathe.”

Maya closed her eyes and took a long, deep breath.

“You’re on holiday, you’re allowed to simply be in the moment.” Dani shrugged. “You can try on a different version of you to see if it fits, and if it doesn’t then you leave it here.”

“What if I mess this up?”

“Then no harm done. Maya,” Dani squeezed her hand. “I wasn’t asking you to marry me over by the hut earlier. I’m not asking you to change your whole life. I’m just saying, if you want to explore this, whatever this even is, then I’m here. And if you decide you don’t, that’s ok too.”

Maya looked down at their hands. It felt right, in that moment, feeling Dani’s palm against hers. It felt like the most natural thing in the world.

“I leave in five days,” Maya said.

“I know.”

“This would be temporary. A vacation thing.”

“I know that too.”

“Doesn’t that bother you?”

Dani sat in silence for a few moments, and when she spoke her voice was measured. “I’ve learned not to expect permanence. People come here, they fall in love with the place, with the life,” she smiled, “with me sometimes. And then they leave. That’s just how it works. I’m not looking for forever from tourists.”

“That sounds lonely.”

“Sometimes it is,” Dani admitted. “But it’s also freeing. I get to connect with people, have these intense, beautiful experiences, and then let them go. No pressure. No expectations beyond the moment we’re in.”

“That’s very zen of you.”

“That’s very self-protective of me,” Dani corrected with a wry smile. “But it works. Most of the time.”

Maya turned to look at her properly. The sun was almost gone now, the sky streaked with purple and orange, and Dani’s face was radiant with the colours from the setting sun. Maya made a decision.

“I want to kiss you,” she said. “I’m terrified, and I have no idea what I’m doing, and this is probably a terrible idea, but I want to kiss you.”

Dani’s smile was warm and didn’t quite hide her excitement. “Those are the best kinds of ideas.”

“Is that a yes?”

“That’s a ‘if you want to kiss me, then kiss me, Maya.’”

So she did.

Maya leaned in, closing the distance between them, and pressed her lips to Dani’s. It was soft at first, tentative, exploring each other for the first time. Dani’s lips were faintly salty from the ocean, and she kissed back gently letting Maya set the pace.

And it was different from kissing Brad, different from kissing anyone she’d ever kissed before. There was something about the way Dani reached her hand to gently hold Maya’s face, the way she didn’t try to make it a prelude to something more, simply let it be a kiss that could go on for ever, that felt utterly perfect to Maya in that moment.

Eventually Maya pulled back, breathless.

“Ok?” Dani asked.

“Yeah,” Maya said, and she was surprised to find herself smiling. “Really ok. Can we do that again?”

“Absolutely.”

This time, Maya wasn’t tentative. She kissed Dani like she meant it, like she wasn’t thinking about whether she should or shouldn’t, wasn’t trying to work out what it meant. She just kissed her, letting herself fall into the sensation of it, the warmth and the desire entirely in the moment.

Dani’s hand slid into Maya’s hair, and Maya gasped against her mouth, heat flooding through her. They were still sitting in the sand but somehow Maya ended up straddling Dani’s lap, their bodies pressed together, the kiss deepening into something urgent and hungry.

When they finally broke apart again, both breathing hard, Maya rested her forehead against Dani’s.

“Still terrified?” Dani asked.

“Completely,” Maya admitted. “But also completely not.” She grinned. “Is this all part of surf therapy?”

Dani laughed. “No, this is a special extra just for you.”

“Oh God,” teased Maya, “how much are you charging me for this?”

“This is entirely on the house.”

They stayed on the beach as the sky faded to black, kissing and talking and kissing some more in the moonlight with a sea of stars looking down on them. Maya felt so wonderfully alive, like every nerve in her body was singing in harmony. She’d never felt this way with Brad, even when they’d first met… this desperate, aching need that made her feel like she might actually expire if she didn’t keep touching Dani.

Finally, when it was fully dark and they were both covered in sand and couldn’t keep their hands off each other, Dani leaned back.

“Come back to my place,” she said. “If you want. No pressure. We can just talk, or…”

“Yes,” Maya replied without hesitation. “Yes, I want to.”

***

Dani’s bungalow was larger than Maya’s, living space and then a bedroom out the back, and was absolutely more lived in… surfboards stacked in one corner, books piled up, a guitar leaning against the wall. Fairy lights crisscrossed the ceiling, and she could see through the bedroom that more were wrapped around the frame of the bed.

“Sorry about the mess,” Dani said, tidying some magazines into a neat pile on the dining table. “I wasn’t exactly expecting…”

Maya kissed her, cutting off the apology. She was done thinking, done second guessing herself and trying to plan it all out. She wanted this. She wanted Dani.

They fell onto the bed together, limbs tangled together and hands frantic all over each other. Dani rolled them over so that she was on top, looking down at Maya with eyes that sent a shiver of anticipation running through her.

“You’re sure?” Dani asked. “We can slow down. We can stop.”

“Don’t you dare stop…” was Maya’s replied, pulling Dani back down to her.

They took their time despite their desperate urgency. Dani was patient, reading how Maya responded, asking what felt good, what she wanted… so much better than Brad had ever been, and Maya felt herself becoming completely uninhibited with Dani in a way she’d never been before. She touched and kissed and licked and tried things she’d never thought to try before, fascinated by the differences… softer skin, different curves, genuine communication.

“You’re really good at this for someone who’s never been with a woman before,” Dani whispered at one point, catching her breath as Maya looked down at her.

“I’ve got a good teacher,” Maya replied with a smile, and then Dani was flipping them over, taking control again and Maya stopped thinking about anything but the moment entirely.

***

Much, much later they lay tangled together under a thin sheet, skin on skin, the ceiling fan spinning overhead pushing a cooling breeze onto them. Maya’s head was resting on Dani’s chest, listening to her heartbeat slow, and she felt wonderfully content in a way that she hadn’t in, well, forever.

“So,” Dani said, her fingertips idly making shapes on Maya’s forearm. “Still terrified?”

Maya laughed. “Petrified… can’t you tell?” She paused, then continued more seriously, “I’d say confused? But in a good way?”

“Confused how?”

Maya propped herself up on an elbow to look at Dani. “I spent three years with someone and it never felt like this. Not even at the beginning. And now I’m wondering if… well, maybe I was just going through the motions with him. Which makes me question my whole narrative, makes me wonder if I’m really that sad about what happened with him.”

“Or,” Dani said, “maybe it’s just different with different people. Maybe you’ve evolved over those three years. Maybe there were other things that you got from it.”

“Is that what you think?”

“I think you’re going to drive yourself crazy trying to analyse this. I think some things you just have to feel.” Dani pulled Maya back down against her. “But for what it’s worth, I can confirm for you that you’re definitely attracted to women. Or at least to this woman.”

“Definitely to this woman,” Maya agreed, lifting Dani’s hand and pressing her lips to it. “What does this mean? For the next few days?”

“Don’t overthink it. No pressure, no expectations. Just… this. And when you leave you leave and we’ll both have this to remember.”

“That sounds kind of sad.”

“That depends on your definition. How can it be sad to have done something that you remember happily? It all comes down to how you frame it for yourself.”

Maya’s instinct was to argue, but she knew that that was Boston lawyer Maya thinking, not Costa Rica surfer Maya. And when she went home this would be a story she told herself on lonely nights.

Better make it a good story then, she thought.

“Stay with me tonight,” Dani said. “Don’t go back to your bungalow.”

“Ok,” Maya said, settling tighter into Dani’s arms. “I’ll stay.”

She fell asleep to the sound of the ocean and the steady rhythm of Dani’s breathing, completely at peace for the first time in many months.

***

The next few days blurred together in a haze of surfing and touching and talking and not wanting any of it to end.

Maya improved dramatically now that she wasn’t overthinking everything. She caught wave after wave, finally understanding what Dani had meant about feeling instead of thinking. And afterward, they’d eat and drink together, and then they’d kiss and touch and discover each other with a desperate intensity at Dani’s bungalow or at Maya’s.

What they never talked about was Maya’s flight home. They existed in a bubble, entirely present and focused on each moment, each hour, each day as it came.

On Maya’s last night, Dani suggested a night swim.

“I’ve never done that,” Maya said.

“Of course you haven’t. Come on. It’s perfect right now… the water’s warm, the moon is almost full. You can’t leave without doing it at least once.” She grinned mischievously. “It’s the most important part of surf therapy.”

“Well when you put it like that, how can I refuse?”

They walked down to the north beach after midnight, when the village was asleep and they had the shore completely to themselves. The moon shone down on the water and the waves were gentle that night, lapping at the sand.

They stripped down to their underwear, then Maya said, “All the way?”

“Why not?” was Dani’s reply, so they waded in naked together, hand-in-hand. The water felt gloriously warm against the nighttime air, and the ocean was alive with bioluminescence that glowed a magical blue-green with every movement they made.

“This is incredible,” Maya said quietly, filled with awe as she watched the light swirl around her hands.

“Told you.” Dani swam over to her, wrapping her arms around Maya from behind. “Worth it?”

“So worth it.”

They floated together, holding each other in the warm darkness. Maya felt a sudden wave of sorrow hit her out of nowhere.

“I don’t want to leave,” she admitted, turning to face Dani.

Dani reached a hand up to push a strand of wet hair back from Maya’s face. “I know.”

“What if I stayed? What if I just… didn’t get on the plane tomorrow?”

“Maya…”

“I’m serious. What if I stayed here? Found a job, a place to live. Learned to surf for real. I could do it. I have savings. I…”

“Maya.” They were stood in chest deep water by then and Dani put her hands on Maya’s waist for emphasis. “You don’t mean that.”

“Yes, I do.”

“No, you don’t. You’re high on vacation endorphins and surfing adrenaline and, I hope you’d agree, spectacularly good sex.” Dani smiled wistfully. “In a week you’d be missing your apartment and your job and your life. In a month you’d be wondering what the hell you’ve done. This place is beautiful, but it’s not your place.”

“How can you know that?”

“Because I’ve seen it before. People fall in love with this life, think they can just transplant themselves here and everything will be perfect. But life doesn’t work that way. You can’t run from yourself.” Dani fixed her gaze intently on Maya’s eyes to emphasise her point. “And if you do that you’re not running to something. You’re just running. There’s a difference.”

Maya knew she was right, but it hurt to hear it.

“So this is it?” she asked. “I leave tomorrow, and we just… never see each other again?”

“We could stay in touch.”

“I’d like that, but that’s not the same.”

“No,” Dani agreed. “It’s not. But Maya, what did you think was going to happen? This was always temporary. We both knew that.”

“I know. I just…” Maya’s voice broke from the emotion. “I wasn’t expecting to feel this way. About you. About any of this.”

Dani kissed her then, gently, tenderly. “I know. Me neither.”

They waded back to shore and made love on the beach, sand sticking to their wet skin, desperate and tender and trying to memorise every touch, every sound, every sensation.

Afterward, lying together on the sand, Dani ran her fingers along the curve of Maya’s hip. “You’re going to go home,” she said gently. “And you’re going to figure out who you are and what you want. And maybe it will be something that resembles this a little, and maybe it won’t. But whatever you discover I’m really happy that I got to be part of it.”

“You’re more than just part of it,” Maya said fiercely. “You’ve changed everything.”

“Good. That’s what I was hoping for.”

They stayed on the beach until the sky started to lighten, and then fully dressed once more Dani walked Maya back to her bungalow. At the door, they kissed one more time.

“Don’t come to the airport,” Maya said. “I don’t think I can handle that.”

“Ok.” Dani pressed her forehead to Maya’s. “Be brave, Maya. Keep surfing. Keep pushing yourself. Don’t go back to just living your old life.”

“I won’t. I promise.”

“And if you ever find yourself back in Costa Rica…”

“You’ll be the first person I call.”

Dani smiled, stepped back. “Surf therapy, Maya.”

Maya forced herself to smile. “The best kind.”

Maya watched Dani walk away down the beach, lit by the rising sun, and didn’t let herself cry until Dani was out of sight.

***

Three months later, Maya stood in her office in Boston, looking out at the harbour. It was November, cold and grey, and she was wearing a dress and suit jacket that cost more than her entire week in Costa Rica had.

But she wasn’t the same person who’d left Boston three months before.

She’d changed her hairstyle, she’d joined a gym with a pool because she missed the feeling of being in water. She’d been on a few dates, one with a woman she’d met at a coffee shop and it had been nice but not earth-shattering, and that was ok. She was learning that not everything had to be intense to be meaningful, that it was ok for things to not fit into a multi-year plan.

Maya still texted with Dani sometimes, brief updates, photos, but they'd not talked about visiting each other… it felt like what had happened should stay preserved, a perfect memory to treasure forever.

But Maya had bought a surfboard and was planning various trips next year. It was hanging in her apartment, completely impractical for a Boston November, but she looked at it every morning and remembered what it felt like to stand on a wave, to feel powerful and free and alive.

Her phone buzzed. A text from Dani:

Caught an amazing wave today. Thought of you. Hope you’re well.

Maya smiled and typed back:

I’m good. Really good. I bought a surfboard.

Three dots appeared, disappeared, appeared again. Maya was holding her breath the whole time, wondering what it could be that Dani was hesitating over. Then:

The waves are really good here at this time of year. Just saying.

Maya looked out of the window again just as a gust of wind blew raindrops onto the glass. It looked cold and uninviting out there. She smiled at the memory of the warm Costa Rican days, so relaxed, so uninhibited… such a contrast to her days in the office.

Screw it, Maya thought, I'll bite. She typed out a reply:

Interesting. I need to try it out and I have annual leave to use before January. Just saying.

She wasn’t going to move to Central America. She wasn’t going to dramatically quit her job and become a surf instructor. But she was going to keep pushing herself, keep trying new things, keep being brave enough to want what she wanted instead of what she thought she should want.

And right now, what she wanted was not in Boston. It was, she knew, in a small village on the Pacific coast of Costa Rica.

That was her definition of happiness, and she wasn’t done with it just yet.

Neither, it seemed, was Dani:

You know where to find me. Just saying.


Stargazing


Jack and Ella


Jack had been working campus security for three years, and the night shift at the physics building and observatory was his favourite assignment.

Not because anything exciting ever happened… quite the opposite in fact. The physics building was dead after ten, just him and the hum of the ventilation and the occasional graduate student so deep in their research they’d forgotten what daylight looked like.

It was peaceful. Quiet. The kind of job where he could think, where he didn’t have to be anything other than a guy walking the halls making sure everything was secure.

Tonight was a Tuesday in late September, unseasonably warm for Colorado. Jack made his rounds through the building, checked the labs, the lecture halls, the equipment rooms. Everything was locked and quiet except for the observatory dome on the roof, where a single light glowed.

Someone was up there.

But then there was always someone up there these days.

Jack climbed the stairs, his footsteps echoing off the metal in the empty stairwell. He knew who he’d find before he opened the door.

Dr. Ella Zaytsev… well, almost Dr. Zaytsev. She was finishing her doctorate in astronomy and for the past six months she’d been pretty much living at the observatory, working on her dissertation research.

She looked up when he entered, pushing her glasses up her nose in an instinctive gesture.

“Evening, Jack,” she said with a tired smile. “Let me guess… two already?”

“On the dot. You know my schedule better than I do.”

“Well, you’re nothing if not punctual.” Ella stretched, her back cracking audibly. She’d been hunched over her computer for hours, judging by the stack of energy drink cans on the desk beside her. “Everything quiet down there?”

“Dead as always. How’s the research going?”

“Slowly. I’m trying to analyse spectral data from a binary star system, but the atmospheric distortion is making it nearly impossible to get clean readings.” She gestured at her screen, which was covered in graphs and numbers that meant nothing to Jack. “I’ve been stuck on this same dataset for three days.”

“Sounds frustrating.”

“It is. But that’s academia for you. Ninety percent frustration, ten percent breakthrough moments that make it all worthwhile.” She took off her glasses and rubbed her eyes. “Probably more like one percent at this rate. What about you? How’s the night shift treating you?”

“Can’t complain. It’s quiet, I get to walk around, think about stuff. Better than the day shift where I’m dealing with parking disputes and lost student IDs.”

Ella laughed. “I can imagine. Though I’m probably not helping your quiet night, always being up here.”

“You’re fine. Nice to have someone to talk to, actually. Gets lonely sometimes.”

“Tell me about it.” A fleeting look passed across her face that Jack couldn’t quite read. “I’ve spent so many nights up here over the past six months, I’ve almost forgotten what it’s like to have a social life.”

Jack had noticed. In his three years of night shifts he’d seen plenty of graduate students burning the midnight oil, but Ella was different. She was here every single night, often until dawn. Dedicated to the point of being almost unhealthy.

“You want some coffee?” he offered. “I’m about to make a pot down in the security office. I could bring you a cup.”

“That would be amazing, actually. I’m out of my emergency caffeine supply.” She gestured at the energy drink graveyard.

“I’ll be back in fifteen.”

***

That became their routine.

Jack would make his two am rounds, stop by the observatory, spend probably a few minutes more than he should chatting with Ella. Sometimes he’d bring coffee. Sometimes she’d have made tea and would offer him a cup. Sometimes they’d just talk… not usually about anything important, just the easy conversation that happens between two people who are working the same strange hours and understand both the particular loneliness and the crucial camaraderie of the night shift.

Jack learned that Ella was twenty six, originally from California, had been obsessed with astronomy since she was a kid watching documentaries with her dad. That she was studying stellar evolution, specifically how binary star systems exchanged mass and influenced each other’s development. That she loved old sci-fi movies and terrible puns and had a cat named Kepler who she missed terribly because he was living with her parents while she finished her research.

He shared the other way of course too… that he was twenty eight, had done his time in the Army before getting out and going to community college. That he was working security while he finished his bachelor’s degree in education, wanting to become a high school teacher. That he loved history and classic rock and had a niece who was obsessed with dinosaurs.

“You’ll be a great teacher,” Ella told him one night as they sat drinking their coffee. “You’re patient, good at explaining things, and you actually listen when people talk which is rarer than you’d think.”

“You reckon?”

“Definitely. Most people in my experience just wait for their turn to talk. You actually hear what people are saying.” She smiled at him over the rim of her cup. “Your students will be lucky to have you.”

Jack smiled back, thinking that that was just about the nicest thing someone had said to him for a long, long time.

***

As October turned to November, their late-night conversations got longer.

Ella would take breaks from her data analysis to explain her research to Jack, simplifying the complex science into terms he could follow, her eyes lighting up when she talked about stars and galaxies and the mechanics of the universe.

“See, binary stars are like cosmic dancers,” she explained one night, pulling up images on her computer. “They orbit around each other, influencing each other’s evolution. Sometimes one star will pull material off the other… it’s called mass transfer. And when that happens, it can completely change the trajectory of both stars’ lives.”

“That’s kind of beautiful,” Jack said, studying the image. “In a weird, violent space way.”

“I know, right? That’s what I love about astronomy. Everything is connected. Nothing exists in isolation. Even stars need companions.”

She said it lightly, but Jack heard the loneliness beneath. Ella spent every night alone in this dome, staring at distant suns, studying cosmic companionship while, at least as far as she’d let on, having none of her own.

“You should take a break sometime,” he said gently. “See some actual people one night. Get some actual sleep.”

“I will. Once I finish this research.” She turned back to her screen. “Just a few more weeks.”

But by then Jack knew her well enough to see the exhaustion in her face, the way her shoulders slumped when she thought he wasn’t looking. The next night he brought her food… proper food, a sandwich from the deli near his apartment, a real meal rather than the snacks she seemed to survive on.

“You’re going to make yourself sick living on energy drinks and vending machine snacks,” he said, putting the bag down on her desk.

Ella looked at the food, then at him, and her eyes got suspiciously bright. “Thank you. That’s… that’s really kind.”

“It’s just a sandwich.”

“No, it’s not.” She opened the bag, pulled out the sandwich, but said nothing more.

They ate together, sitting side by side at her desk, and Jack felt something shift between them in the easy silence.

***

In mid-November, Ella started showing him the stars.

“Come here,” she said one night, pointing at the telescope. “You’ve been listening to me talk about space for weeks. You should actually see what I’m looking at and talking about.”

Jack approached the telescope nervously. “I don’t know what I’m doing. I’d hate to break something this expensive.”

“That’s ok. I do know what I’m doing, so just don’t change anything unless I tell you to.” She adjusted the telescope, then stepped back. “Look through the eyepiece. Tell me what you see.”

Jack looked. At first, it was just a blur. Then Ella adjusted the focus, and suddenly he was looking at Jupiter… actually looking at it, not just a pinpoint of light but a real planet with bands of clouds and tiny moons.

“Holy shit,” he muttered.

Ella laughed, delighted by his reaction. “Right? Never gets old.” She paused. “Welcome to wonder!”

She showed him other things over the following nights. The Andromeda Galaxy. The Pleiades star cluster. Each time, Jack was struck by the same sense of wonder… that these things existed, were real, and he could look at them.

But mostly, he was struck by Ella. The way her face lit up when she shared her passion, the way her voice softened when she talked about the beauty of the cosmos, the way she stood close to him as she adjusted the telescope, her shoulder brushing his, her faint perfume in his nostrils, and neither of them moving away.

He was falling for her. Had been falling for her, slowly, over dozens of late-night conversations and coffees and moments of quiet companionship.

But she was almost Dr. Zaytsev. She was brilliant and accomplished and headed for academic positions at universities across the country. And he was a security guard still working on his bachelor’s degree.

He didn’t say anything though.

Simply treasured these nights, knowing they were temporary.

***

In early December, Ella told him she was almost done.

“My dissertation defence is scheduled for the 20th,” she said, and there was triumph in her voice but, and possibly this was hope on his part as much as anything, he thought also something sad. “After that, I’m done. No more all-nighters at the observatory.”

“That’s great,” Jack said, and he genuinely meant it. “You’ve worked so hard. You deserve to finish.”

“Yeah.” She looked around the observatory, at the telescope, at the star charts on the walls. “I’m going to miss this place, though. It’s been my home. My sanctuary.”

“Where will you go? After you finish?”

“I have a postdoc position lined up at a university in Arizona. Start in January. It’s a great opportunity… working with one of the leading researchers in my field, and great visibility of the sky too.” She shrugged. “The two go hand in hand.”

“Arizona,” Jack repeated. “That’s far.”

“Yeah.” Ella’s eyes met his and she smiled weakly. “It is.”

Jack tried his best not to think about what it would be like to go back to doing his nighttime rounds alone.

***

The week before her defence, Jack worked up the courage to bring her something.

Not food this time. A gift.

He found her at the telescope and computer screen, as always, and put a small wrapped package on her desk.

“What’s this?” she asked, surprised.

“Early graduation present. Defence present.” He laughed. “Whatever you want to call it.”

Ella unwrapped it. Inside was a book… a first edition of Contact by Carl Sagan. Ella had mentioned a few weeks before what an inspiration it had been to her as a teenager.

“Jack,” she said quietly, running her hand over the cover. “This is… how did you even find this?”

“Used bookstore downtown. Took some searching, but they had a first edition.”

“This is too much…” Ella started to say.

“It’s not. You’ve made these past few months bearable, Ella. Looking forward to seeing you, talking to you… it’s been the best part of this job. I wanted to give you something to remember…” He trailed off. He’d been about to say me but he wasn’t sure if that was quite right. This? Us? Maybe.

Ella put the book down and stood up. She walked over to Jack and hugged him… a real hug, tight and warm and feeling so good that he simply wanted it to last forever.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “For everything. For the coffee and the food and the company and for making me feel less alone up here.”

Jack hugged her back, breathing in her faint perfume, trying to take in everything about how it felt to have her held in his arms.

When she pulled back he could see that there were tears in her eyes.

“I’m going to miss you,” she said.

“I’m going to miss you too.”

***

The night after her defence, passed with flying colours, officially becoming Dr. Zaytsev, Ella was back at the observatory.

Jack found her on the roof deck outside the dome, standing up at the railing wrapped up warm in a heavy coat. It was a perfect December night, cold and clear, the stars brilliant above, and it was Jack’s night off but… he’d hoped she’d be there, even though she didn’t have to be any more.

“Hey,” he said quietly from a distance, not wanting to startle her. “Shouldn’t you be out celebrating?”

“I did. Had dinner with my supervisor and the team, toasted my defence with cheap champagne.” She turned to look at him. “But then I wanted to come back here, one last time. No uniform tonight?” she asked, her tone gently teasing.

“Even I’m allowed a night off sometimes.” He looked up at the sky. “It’s a beautiful night for it.”

“It really is.” Ella looked back up at the stars. “See Orion? Right there. The belt, the sword hanging down. This time of year it’s perfectly positioned, and if you look below the belt you see that fuzzy spot. That’s the Orion Nebula, a stellar nursery. Where new stars are born.”

Jack followed her gaze and found the constellation along with the fuzzy spot.

“It’s amazing when you think about it,” Ella continued. “We’re standing on this tiny planet, looking up at objects so far away that their light has been traveling for thousands of years just to reach our eyes. Some of those stars might not even exist anymore. We’re seeing ghosts. Light from the past.”

“That’s beautiful. And kind of sad.”

“Yeah.” She was quiet for a long moment. “Jack, can I show you something? The most amazing thing I know?”

“Of course.”

They went back inside. Ella went to the telescope, made some adjustments, did some calculations on her computer.

“Ok,” she said finally. “Come look.”

Jack looked through the eyepiece and couldn’t help but gasp.

Saturn. The planet was tilted, and the rings… those impossible, beautiful rings… were clearly visible, banded and bright and absolutely stunning. And around the planet, tiny points of light. Moons.

“That’s Titan,” Ella said quietly, pointing at the computer screen that showed the same view with labels. “Saturn’s largest moon. And that one is Enceladus, which has geysers of water shooting up from its surface. And there’s Mimas, which has a crater so big it almost destroyed the moon when the impact happened.”

Jack couldn’t speak. He just stared at Saturn, at this alien world with its impossible rings and entourage of moons, and felt his perspective shift. Felt the vastness of space and the smallness of human concerns and the absolute miracle that he was alive to see this.

“Thank you,” he managed to say eventually. “That’s… I don’t have words.”

“Neither did I, the first time I saw it.” Ella’s voice was understanding. “That’s why I do this, Jack. That feeling. That sense of wonder. Wanting to share it with people. Make them feel what I feel when I look at the universe.”

Jack stepped back from the telescope and looked at her… really looked at her. This brilliant, passionate woman who’d spent a significant proportion of her life in this dome, studying distant suns, sacrificing sleep and social life and everything else for knowledge and for the chance to share these wonders with others.

“You’re incredible,” he said. “You know that?”

He saw Ella inhale sharply. “Jack…” she started to say, but trailed off and he could tell that she was thinking hard about what to say next.

Jack took a deep breath of his own… if I don’t say something now, he realised, I’ll regret it for the rest of my life.

“I know you’re leaving soon. I know this is terrible timing. But I need to say it.” He hesitated but Ella’s expression gave him courage, her eyes alone willing him to continue. “These past few months, getting to know you, talking to you each night when everyone else is asleep… it’s been the best part of my year. Actually, scratch that, the best part of many years.” He smiled and saw her return the smile. “You’re brilliant and kind and passionate and funny and… and everything. Two am is my favourite time of day now because that’s when I get to see you.”

“Jack…” Ella tried again, but again was lost for words. Her eyes were bright with tears, tears that Jack fervently hoped were of happiness.

“I’m not asking for anything. I know you’re moving to Arizona. I know you have this amazing career ahead of you. I just wanted you to know that you made a difference. To me. That these nights mattered.”

Ella closed the distance between them and her hands came up to gently hold his face.

“They mattered to me too,” she whispered. “More than you know. Jack, I…” She laughed and looked away briefly, seeming to compose herself, before looking back at him. “I’ve been falling for you for months. Every coffee you brought me, every conversation, every time you made me laugh or reminded me that there’s a world outside this research. You’ve been the best part of my nights too.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” She smiled up at him and there was definitely a tear now, but he was confident it was of happiness and he felt his heart soar at the realisation. “I’m an idiot for not saying something sooner. For letting myself get so caught up in my dissertation that I almost missed this.”

“You’re not an idiot. You’re dedicated and passionate. It’s one of the things I love about you.”

The word hung in the air between them. Love.

“Say that again,” Ella whispered.

“I love you.” Saying it felt like he’d stepped off a cliff… terrifying and exhilarating in equal measures. “I love you, Ella.”

She kissed him.

It was soft at first, tentative, both of them discovering each other anew and almost afraid to do it wrong. But then Ella sighed softly, a satisfied sigh, and she pressed closer, Jack wrapping his arms around her, and the kiss deepened until it was just the two of them in that wonderful moment, surrounded by star charts and computers and a telescope pointing at Saturn, the world asleep around them. Jack felt like he was floating, like gravity had released its hold on him.

When they broke apart, both breathless, Ella was crying and laughing at the same time.

“I love you too…” She whispered, then shook her head and grinned ruefully. “This is terrible timing,” she said. “I’m leaving in three weeks.”

“I know.”

“I’m moving to Arizona. You’re here finishing your degree.”

“I know.”

“But I don’t want to walk away from this. From you.” She gripped his shirt, holding him close. “We could try. Long distance. Visits. Video calls. Whatever it takes.”

“You’d want that?”

“Jack, I just got my doctorate in a field I love. I’m starting my dream postdoc position in January. I’m about to embark on the career I’ve worked toward my entire life.” She kissed him again, gently. “And the only thing I’m sad about is the thought of leaving you. So yes. I want to try.”

“Then we’ll try,” Jack said, and kissed her again.

They stood there for a long time, holding each other in the quiet of the observatory, the telescope still pointed at Saturn, the night stretching out around them.

“Come on,” Ella said eventually, taking his hand. “It’s freezing up here. Come downstairs with me?”

Jack knew that she had an office downstairs, knew what she was asking. “Are you sure?” he asked.

She smiled at him, radiant and certain, and something inside him melted. “I love you. I’ve never been more sure of anything.”

***

Ella’s office was small and cluttered with papers and books, but the couch looked comfortable and, when she locked the door and turned to face Jack, he forgot about everything else.

They undressed each other slowly, taking their time, learning each other’s bodies. Jack made it his mission to kiss every last one of the freckles on Ella’s shoulders, made her laugh by getting her to guess the constellations he was tracing badly on her skin. Ella ran her fingers across his chest, teasingly gently, and told him he was handsome, made him believe it was true.

When they eventually made love it was tender and sweet and unhurried… this was no desperate chase towards their own pleasure, it was simply two people who’d realised that the other loved them too wanting to savour every last moment of this precious time together.

Afterwards they lay together on the couch, a blanket that Ella normally kept folded over her desk chair wrapped around them, the office dark save for the glow of the streetlights through the window.

“I wish we had more time,” Ella said quietly, her fingers lazily tracing patterns on Jack’s chest. “I wish we’d told each other how we felt weeks ago.”

“We have time. We’ll make it work.”

“You really think so?”

“I really think so. You’re worth it, Ella. You’re worth anything.”

She kissed his shoulder, then started to work her way up. “Stay with me until morning? I’d like to watch the sunrise with you from upstairs.”

“I’d like that. I know where to get us some coffee…” he said, grinning.

She returned the grin. “It’s good coffee too…”

They dozed off, talking quietly when they were both awake, but simply comfortable in the silence of each other’s company when they weren’t. As the sky started to lighten outside they got dressed, all shy smiles and easy in each other’s presence, and went back up to the roof deck.

The sun was just starting to paint the eastern horizon pink and gold, and they stood together watching the stars gradually fade as daylight took over.

Jack felt Ella shiver slightly and pulled her in close, her back against his chest, his arms around her waist. It was cold, actually very cold, their breath frosting in the morning air, but there was literally nowhere he would rather be.

“Eight minutes,” she said.

“Eight minutes?”

“Eight minutes it takes the light from the sun to reach us.” He felt as much as heard her chuckle. “You sure you like all my space facts?”

Jack kissed her gently on her hair. “I love your space facts.”

They stood in easy silence as night turned to day, until the sky was a bright, clear, deep blue. A new day. A fresh start.

“I love you,” Ella said, turning round in Jack’s arms to face him. “I know we only just started saying it, but I can’t say it enough.” She looked up at him. “I love you Jack.”

“I love you too.”

“What are you doing the rest of today?”

“I’m not on shift again until tomorrow.” Jack laughed. “Probably sleeping a bit.”

Ella laughed too. “Me too.” She paused. “Let’s do that together. Breakfast then… let’s spend every single minute together until you have to work again.”

“I’d like that very much. Very much indeed.”

***

Six Months Later

Jack pulled into the parking lot of Ella’s Arizona observatory, his car piled high with boxes and bags and everything he owned.

He’d finished his bachelor’s degree in May, graduated with honours. Had lined up a teaching job at a high school in the same town as Ella. Had packed up his entire life and driven twelve hours straight to get there.

Ella was waiting just inside her building, away from the heat in the air conditioning, but when she saw his car she came running, startling a couple of students who were just arriving and were probably used to sensible Dr. Zaytsev, not lovesick Ella.

Jack had barely got out of the car when she was there, her arms wrapped around him, a passionate kiss that felt like months of relief and joy pouring out all at once.

“You’re here,” she whispered, forehead pressed against his. “You’re actually here.”

“Told you I would be,” he grinned.

“I know, but…” She laughed. “It’s real now. Genuinely real. Here with me.”

They’d made it work for six months, visits whenever they could, video calls every night, often at two am when Jack was working night shifts, text messages throughout the day. It had been hard but it had been more than worth it.

And now they didn’t have to do long distance any more.

Now they had this. Every day. Every night.

“Come on,” Ella said, taking his hand. “Let me show you the apartment. It’s small, but there’ll be room for both of us if you don’t mind my books.” Ella had moved into a new place the weekend before, and the plan was for Jack to live with her while they found their feet and looked for something more permanent.

“I don’t mind.”

“And tonight, we’re going to go to the observatory. There’s a meteor shower due, auspicious timing I’d say.”

He grinned. “Very.” Ella started to walk round to get into the car so that they could drive to their apartment, but Jack held on to her hand. “Wait.” He took a deep breath. “Ella, I love you so, so much. I want you to show me everything. Everything.”

Ella smiled at him… that brilliant, radiant smile that he loved. “I will.” She kissed him again. “This is going to be perfect.”

And it was. It really was.


Something About The Bad Boy


Katie and Tom


“Two more flat whites to have here, table 5.”

“Got it,” Katie replied, mentally adding the new order to the three others that she was already preparing.

The mid-morning rush was something that she’d come to dread, a hectic hour of mums who’d dropped their kids off at their summer holiday clubs and seemingly had nothing better to do than drink coffee with their friends and, more often than not, complain.

Caught up in making her orders, she was only vaguely aware of raised voices at the till until Tom, the owner of the coffee shop, called out, “Katie… the cappuccino for table 3 needed to be oat milk, not almond milk.”

Katie looked up in surprise. “Oat milk? You said almond.”

Tom looked at her for a moment, then replied, “Just… do it. Ok? You’ve got to get these things right.” She saw him roll his eyes with an apologetic smile to the woman at the counter, and her smile back at him in return.

Prick, she thought to herself, but only to herself. She was doing this as a summer job while at home after her second year at uni, whereas this was Tom’s full time job all year round. Katie knew that she had to hold her tongue, she needed the money to go travelling for the last month of the holidays.

Tom rode all the staff pretty hard, which Katie understood to an extent. It was his business, and he prided himself on his independent coffee shop being better than the chain coffee shops dotted all around the high street. And as someone in his late twenties he was in the sweet spot for a coffee shop owner in their commuter belt town, a great looking, super cool character for the mums to flirt with but with more gravitas than the students who typically worked for him.

His cool image was helped a great deal by his hobby, playing guitar and lead singer in a moderately successful band, and the look he cultivated with a variety of tattoos and piercings to go with his dark, short cut hair and blue eyes, the retro, vintage sports car that he drove, and the trips he went on in his time off which usually involved music festivals in exotic locations. Tom was not shy about publicising all of that and the local private school mums who formed his main clientele lapped it up.

But still, he could be a prick sometimes, like now when he’d definitely told her it was almond milk. Shaking her head, she saw her co-worker Mark walking over with a sympathetic smile on his face.

Mark was another student, aged twenty like Katie, working at Tom’s coffee shop for a summer job. He’d been on the receiving end from Tom already a couple of times that morning, and as he lined up next to Katie to help get her on top of the orders he whispered, “I heard him say almond too…”

Katie just smiled at him, but in that moment really appreciated the solidarity. Mark was pretty much the opposite character to Tom, a good guy, friendly and approachable, and someone that Katie had known loosely when she’d been at school, someone she’d never been in a class with but was a friend of friends. He was good looking too, but unlike Tom, he didn’t know it. Mark almost came across as innocent.

“Thanks for the help,” she whispered back, as the two of them worked to clear the backlog and survive the yummy mummy rush.

***

A few hours later, Katie finally got a chance to take her lunch break, heading outside to the park nearby to catch the summer sunshine.

She spent most of the time messaging her old friends from her school days, arranging various meet ups as most of them were also home from uni for the summer. It made her smile to think about how they’d all changed after two years of university, she had the friend who’d got in with the stoner crew, the friend who’d turned into a huge clubber, the friend who’d discovered she was actually a wannabe elite sportswoman, and so on. All of them previously (relatively) strait-laced private school girls. It was a cliché that everyone discovered themselves at uni, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t true.

What didn’t change though was their friendship, and when they met up again in the holidays they all immediately reverted back to how they’d been several years before. It made coming home for the holidays really feel like coming home, not just returning to the place where you lived.

Katie wasn’t even supposed to be around that summer, but circumstances had conspired against her. Right up until early June she’d been planning to visit South America with her boyfriend of six months, but their relationship had spectacularly combusted when he’d left her in the lurch at the end of a night out to party with his friends one too many times so instead she found herself back at home, saving to go away still later in the summer with a couple of her uni friends.

To be fair, there were worse things in the world than ending up at her parents’ house for the summer. For one thing her parents were away on holiday at their place in France for the next month while her older brother and sister both worked and lived in London, so she had the house to herself.

And the house wasn’t bad either, a large, detached property with a few acres of garden and a swimming pool, thanks to both of her parents being ‘something in the City’, now semi-retired. It was an epic place to hang out with her friends, and she’d had some great parties in the past which she figured either her parents hadn’t known about or, if they did, were pretty relaxed about the whole thing.

The one downside was location, being in one of the more upmarket roads on the edge of town meant it wasn’t really walkable, so Katie needed to catch the bus that ran once an hour in each direction to get to and from work as the cost of driving and parking would have spent most of her money as she earned it. And, hand in hand with that, it could feel quite isolated at home on her own, the next door neighbours being a little distance away simply due to the size of the gardens and the privacy from the large hedges and trees surrounding each house.

But, all in all, the location was very much a first world problem, and when she socialised in the evenings there was always a friend offering to drive and drop her home so it all worked out fine.

A message pinged up on the group chat with her local friends suggesting they all meet in the pub at 8pm that night. Excellent, thought Katie, that’s my evening sorted.

***

Getting back to the coffee shop, Katie took a few minutes in the small staff area to get herself ready, changing back into the uniform of navy blue t-shirt and impossibly trendy and unnecessary brown apron, and tying back her shoulder length dark blonde hair.

She paused for a moment, catching sight of her reflection in the mirror. Katie was an attractive woman, her face combining just the right mix of traits inherited from her Dutch dad and Spanish mum, with a dusting of freckles when she caught the sun as she had recently. She was taller than average, though not too tall, with a swimmer’s physique, a little broader across the shoulders, slim elsewhere but with the right curves in all the right places.

While she knew that she was attractive, and had certainly never had any problem getting attention from men, she wasn’t remotely arrogant with it, a consequence of her upbringing which taught her to always see the best in everyone and to instinctively be friendly to people. This meant that she was generally quite popular, with a lot of people that she knew beyond her immediate groups of close friends.

Tom though… he tried even her patience. She’d made a conscious effort when she started working for him to be friendly but it was like there was a wall that he put up around his inner self that she couldn’t get through, the need for him to project his cool persona making it difficult to form any real bond.

The frustrating thing was that there was something about him, his charisma, which made her still want to try. Probably, she reflected, the same thing that kept all the local mums coming back again and again for coffee and, if rumour among the staff was anything to go by, not infrequently coming back for something else as well. Gossip was that he was responsible for at least three divorces, but Katie wasn’t sure how much to believe that.

Katie realised she was daydreaming and snapped herself out of it, quickly finishing getting sorted and heading back for her shift. The coffee shop closed at 5.30 and she’d need to stay around a little to help clean up, but she was looking forward to then having a few hours in the sunshine before meeting her friends for their evening.

***

As the day wound down the coffee shop was quiet, just a few customers and not much to do. Tom had asked Katie and Mark to close up, so as the final customer left with a cheerful good evening they set about cleaning up the coffee machines, sweeping the floor, and all the other chores involved in keeping the place nice, making the sort of relaxed small talk that can only happen between people with a lot of friends in common.

As they finished up, Mark came over to her and asked, “Doing anything tonight?”

“Meeting friends later, how about you?”

“Same.” He paused and Katie could see him weighing up whether to say something more. Finally, he said, “I’ve got a while until I meet them, would you like to grab a drink first?”

Katie looked at him, noticing that Mark was blushing slightly. Ah, a drink like that, she thought, I see. But… she’d not really done anything like that since her break up a month ago and Mark was a nice guy, nice and safe, and she did find him attractive. It wasn’t like she’d been thinking about him like that, but why the hell not?

“Ok,” she replied with a smile. “But somewhere in the sun. How about the beer garden at the Pitcher?”

“Down by the river? Sounds great, let me get changed.”

***

A couple of hours later and several drinks down Katie was having a better time than she’d expected. Mark was good fun out of work and his sense of humour was either better than she remembered or had come on leaps and bounds since he’d gone to university.

As she waited for him to come back from the bar she sat in the evening sunshine, thinking about how different her summer was turning out from how she’d planned. Her now ex-boyfriend lived at the other end of the country, and they were done, no coming back. He’d been a nice guy, good looking, in fact if Katie’s friends were asked, they’d say he was her usual type: safe, sensible, nice, clean cut, wholesome.

She played it safe with her choice in men and always had, a caution that extended to how her relationships went. She always took it slowly at first, not wanting to give away too much too early, and even with her recent ex she hadn’t slept with him until they’d been together for three weeks, a lifetime in university terms. She’d never had a one night stand and never planned to, too secure in herself to need to seek one out.

She saw Mark walking back over with their drinks and realised that he could well be the next one. She wasn’t out to get into a full on relationship so soon after her last, but she liked the thought of seeing where her and Mark might go. He fit her type like a glove, even if he was probably too innocent to realise it.

“So, I wanted to ask,” she said to Mark as he sat back down. “Tom… what gives with him? He’s always giving us a hard time, but the customers seem to keep coming back and so do we.”

Mark laughed. “He’s the cool teacher.”

“How do you mean?”

“Do you remember Mr Jeffries at school?” Katie nodded. “Well, Tom is Mr Jeffries. Tough on us? Check... very tough sometimes. Fair with it? Probably check. Very good looking? Even I can say check. Charisma and life experience by the bucket load that make you want to do anything to impress him? Check. Far cooler hobbies than everyone else? Check and check.”

Katie smiled and nodded. “You’re right… Tom is Mr Jeffries.” A memory came from nowhere of the huge crush she’d had on Mr Jeffries as well, probably shared with half the girls in her year. Of course, she’d never acted on it but… well, even several years later, he was probably the one person she’d break her no one night stand rule for. But of course, that was never going to happen.

"Well... Mr Jeffries with a dark side, I'd say."

"Dark side?" asked Katie with a raised eyebrow.

"How can I put it... I've got it on good authority that the rumours about him and some of our customers are true, and that at least one woman got divorced to be with him only for him to walk away."

Katie laughed. "How on earth can you know that?"

"You know my friend Phil." She nodded. "His mother."

"Seriously? I never knew."

"And one other thing... you know that Tom spent some time in prison, right?"

Katie's eyes widened. "No way... that can't be right. I mean I know he's got an edge to him, but prison? What for?"

"No-one knows, but I'm sure as hell not going to ask him. I think all of us guys working there are a little scared of him."

"It's just part of his aura, surely?"

Mark laughed. "Well, either way, Mr Jeffries with a dark side."

“I was going to suggest my friends meet here in a bit,” said Katie after a pause, changing subject before they went down the Mr Jeffries rabbit hole too far. “How about you get yours down here too? It can be a mini-school reunion.”

Mark smiled. “Great idea, let me message people now.”

Katie got her own phone out, excited about what was shaping up to be a fun evening.

***

Over the next couple of weeks Katie and Mark saw each other often, not just at work when their shifts overlapped but also in the evenings, going for a drink after work. He and some of his friends came over one day off for a swim in Katie’s parents’ pool, and Katie was having a fun time getting to know him.

True to her initial assessment he was a nice guy, almost too nice. Despite frequent hints she ended up having to take the initiative one night and be the first to kiss him, and he put no pressure on her to take things further. The same was true when she wanted him to touch her, she literally had to take his hand while they were making out and put it where she wanted it, he didn’t make any move himself.

It felt like they were becoming good friends who fooled around sometimes rather than anything more, and right then in her life she figured that she was content with that. Something casual and easy was perfect.

One day she was at work, Tom and a couple of other staff on duty but no Mark who had the day off to go to a family wedding. They’d hit the late July period where everyone had gone on holiday, so business was light though they’d still had the mid-morning rush to contend with.

As it quietened down mid-afternoon, Tom came over.

“Quiet today,” she said with a smile.

“Yeah, always this way at this time of year.” He paused, stood looking at her with his blue eyes, almost seeming to see her properly for the first time since she’d started working there, and then continued. “You did well this morning, we’ll make a barista out of you yet.”

Finally, thought Katie, a bit of praise and a chink in his armour. She’d never had the opportunity yet to chat to him and she wasn’t sure why, maybe just as a challenge, but she wanted to.

“This place is popular normally. What made you want to open a coffee shop?” Lame she knew, but he soon opened up about how he’d seen how coffee was grown on his travels in South America, and wanted to bring the best coffee back to the UK but in an ethical way.

There was something about Tom, so hard to put your finger on, but when he talked you listened, and you hung on his every word. As he talked about it Katie felt herself transported to a coffee plantation, his description so vivid, so intense, and so certain. She realised suddenly with a start just why he had the reputation that he did… he was as cool as could be, with life experience by the bucket load, and a mature attitude to it all that said that he didn’t need to take the mundane aspects of suburban life too seriously. Just a tiny bit Katie could feel the intangible aura that surrounded him take a hold on her.

“And you combine this with your band?” she asked when there was a pause.

He smiled, a smile that made her smile back even though she didn’t know why. The sort of smile that she would come to recognise later in life that you only see when someone is thinking about something they love. “Yes, I’m not sure how far the band will go but that’s my passion.”

‘Passion’ thought Katie. From most men that would sound cheesy, but from Tom she truly believed it, delivered as it was in his deep voice with earnest intensity backed up by those eyes.

“I’d like to come and watch sometime,” she blurted out, not sure if that overstepped a boundary.

He looked at her for a few moments then nodded. “We’ve got a gig next Saturday, I’ll send you the details if you fancy it?”

“I’d like that.” For some reason Katie realised she was blushing, and she quickly turned away, saved by a customer coming up to order.

She knew though, for reasons she couldn’t fully explain, that she was going to do everything in her power to go to that gig.

***

The following Saturday she made the journey up to South London to the old theatre turned night club that was hosting the gig, accompanied by Mark. A sort of date but not-date, her thing with Mark still going on but not really progressing. Katie wasn’t really sure what she’d call it, certainly she wouldn’t categorise him with the three proper boyfriends she’d had in her life, maybe her summer fling? But she liked to spend time with him, and that was fine for now.

Katie hadn’t been sure what to expect but the pub next door to the venue was buzzing when they arrived for a pre-gig drink. People were spilling out on to the street and her and Mark joined them, the mid-summer heat wave that had started a couple of days before pushing temperatures into the high twenties still in the early evening, and well above that inside the pub.

She’d tried to dress to fit in and it looked like she’d achieved it, a combination of denim mini skirt, knee high boots and white strappy top hitting the rock festival vibe that seemed to match with at least one of the demographics attending.

Mark had tried but… well, she reflected, at least he'd made the effort. He was wearing jeans and a shirt, all very sensible, but a bit strait laced for this crowd. Mark had admitted on the train up that he’d never been to a gig before so he’d tried his best, though he almost seemed a little nervous. It wasn’t his usual scene.

As the concert time got closer they joined the queue to get into the venue, and once they were inside Katie was impressed. Tom’s band were the support act, on first, but there were some people in the crowd who were clearly there specifically to see them, and it was busier than Katie had seen for other support acts in the past.

Katie guessed the venue itself had room for a thousand people, mostly standing tickets on the main floor with some seating up above and a long bar at the back. She could feel the temperature rising with all the people and the heat outside, the air conditioning struggling to compete.

Half an hour later, ice cold beers in hand, the two of them were stood somewhere near the back when the lights dimmed, and then after a couple of minutes building anticipation the first notes from the band’s electric guitars rang out and the crowd went wild.

Straining to catch a glimpse as the curtains lifted, Katie saw Tom up on stage with his three band mates, singing and playing a loud, aggressive, catchy song that must have been one of their own. She started getting into it, dancing along with most of the crowd, singing along to the chorus, while Mark settled back to listen off to the side, clearly a long way outside his comfort zone.

A few songs in, Katie was starting to see why Tom had called this his passion. He was so into it, and his band clearly put so much effort in, he was in his element up on stage.

In fact, more than that and somewhat to Katie’s surprise based on his personality at the coffee shop, he was a natural showman, engaging in banter with the crowd, getting everyone up for it, making it a show where everyone felt like they’d been invited in to hang out with him and his friends. His charisma carried through easily and he put on a much better show than some more famous bands she’d seen.

About half way through the set he paused between songs, drenched in sweat as were most people in the place. “We need to cool down,” he said to the audience. “Man, it’s hot in here. You’re all enjoying the cold beer, right?”

The crowd cheered in response.

“I thought so!” he continued. “We’ll be joining you when we’re done.” He turned to the lead guitarist, gesturing to the sweat soaked t-shirt that Tom was wearing. “You reckon they’ll throw us off stage if I do it?”

The lead guitarist just laughed, and some of the crowd cheered. “You want me to do it?” he called out to the crowd, who cheered louder. Katie didn’t have a clue what was going on, but she was curious.

“Ok… got to please the fans,” he said, before he put down the microphone and ripped off his t-shirt, standing there bare chested as he threw it into the crowd and then pouring a bottle of water over himself.

Katie found herself frozen to the spot, unable to tear her eyes away from Tom as the next song started. He wasn’t just toned, he was absolutely ripped, hard muscle on hard muscle. She’d never seen anyone with a body like that in the flesh, ever.

She could see the little rivulets of water running down between the muscles, the six pack flexing as he sung, the definition running down to his waistline. And the tattoo running down across his abdomen and disappearing behind his belt immediately made her look lower, seeing for the first time his tight, muscular ass through his jeans when he turned around, not to mention his muscular back. Then, to top it all, she saw a bulge in his trousers that could only be one thing.

Katie’s mind involuntarily started to imagine being with him, a fantasy of him taking her backstage, lifting her effortlessly off the ground, and taking her hard up against a wall. She imagined dropping to her knees and taking him in her mouth, felt her cheeks reddening at the thought, the most base, carnal thoughts she’d ever had. God, but Tom was so… fucking… hot. Even if he knew it, even if he could be a prick sometimes, she didn’t care.

A hand squeezed hers and she turned, having forgotten who she was there with, before coming out of her daze to realise it was Mark, looking concerned.

“Are you ok?” he shouted over the music. “You look flushed, and you’d stopped dancing.”

“I think so,” she replied with a smile. “Just got a bit hot. Let’s get another drink.”

They spent the rest of the set stood near the bar, out of the manic energy a little. Ostensibly they spent that time arm in arm listening, but not really. Katie was watching Tom, oblivious to anything else, marvelling at how he had the crowd jumping to his tune, but more than anything drinking in his body, imagining what it would be like to touch those muscles, to feel them against her, to feel him doing something much, much more to her.

As they left at the end of the set to get their train home, Katie could barely think about anything else.

***

On the train home Katie had cuddled up with Mark, his arm round her. He thought that she was under the weather, but the reality was far from it. She was in an almost dreamlike state, so turned on by the fantasies running through her head that she knew she needed release.

Turning to Mark as they neared their station, she asked quietly, “Would you stay over tonight? I don’t want to be home alone.” Her parents were still away for another week so it was true she didn’t want to be at home alone, but the reality was that Mark was about to get lucky and sooner than she would normally progress things. He just didn’t know it yet.

He smiled gently. “Sure, shall we get a taxi from the station?”

When they got back to her parents’ house it was dark, with no lights on. The street light on the road was screened by trees so very little light made it through onto the front garden and drive. As they walked up the drive the security light on the four car garage came on.

“I can see why you wouldn’t want to get back late on your own,” mused Mark.

“Yeah… it’s fine, we’ve got a burglar alarm, but I’d like it if we had cameras or something I could check.” She paused and laughed, gesturing at the garage. “My dad’s cars have better security than the people!”

They got through the front door and, with the alarm off, Katie went around turning on a few lights while Mark waited by the grand, open stairs that led up to the first floor.

She went to switch on the outdoor lights, and suddenly the darkness through the French doors at the rear of the kitchen was punctured by a variety of soft lights coming on, illuminating the trees and bushes that bordered all three other sides of the large expanse of lawn and swimming pool. It was almost a shame to have that all and to feel unable to use it at night when there on her own, the almost complete privacy of the back garden, as large as some town’s public park, perfect for family life but not particularly safe feeling for a woman there on her own.

Walking back over to Mark by the stairs, she put her arms around him and said with a smile, "Shall we go upstairs?"

"Sure, of course. I guess you'll be wanting to get to bed, you looked so tired on the train. Just show me where the spare room is, or I can sleep on a sofa."

She wanted to roll her eyes but knew that it wouldn't help the mood. Here they were alone in the house, literally no chance of being interrupted, she'd invited him to stay over, suggested they go upstairs, and he was doing his best to not pressure her into anything. Katie appreciated that that was what the nice guys did but still... for maybe the first time in her life she just wanted a man to take charge, to take her by the hand and practically drag her upstairs, ravaging her as they went… the thought came unbidden into her head that she reckoned Tom would do precisely that.

Katie decided to be direct instead. “I meant go upstairs to the same bed… together…” She raised an eyebrow while she smiled to emphasise her intention.

“Oh… uh, if you’re sure? I don’t want to pressure you.”

“I want to go upstairs with you and do what men and women do. Is that clear enough?”

He smiled. “Crystal. Lead the way.”

She led him up the grand main staircase, then up the smaller staircase to the second floor where she still had her childhood bedroom which, despite her attempts to modernise, was plastered in posters from her favourite bands and various trinkets picked up on her adventures over the years. When she'd been young she'd had a smaller room downstairs, smaller than her siblings, but when her parents had converted the attic she'd won the lottery, getting a large bedroom with the best view of the garden in the whole house and an ensuite bathroom. Her older sister had been green with envy.

Switching on a couple of lamps she led him over to her double bed (a concession she'd finally got out of her parents when she went to university, having explained patiently that yes, she was an adult now) and they started to kiss, soon progressing from sitting to lying down.

Their hands started to roam, and as the kissing grew heavier and more passionate, she felt his hand slide along her leg and slip under the hem of her mini-skirt… maybe there was more to him than she’d thought after all? Katie reached up and unbuttoned his shirt before reaching down to undo his belt, more than happy to reciprocate.

“Have you got protection?” she asked after a few minutes.

Mark looked surprised, then shook his head, flustered. “I didn’t think to…” he stammered.

For fuck’s sake, thought Katie again, do I have to do everything myself? “Wait here,” she said as she went into her ensuite bathroom and emerged with the necessary item. “Now where were we?”

She lay back down next to him and, as their clothes gradually came off, she let out a sigh of contentment… this may not be Tom, but God this was exactly what she needed.

***

Far too few minutes later, Katie lay there, eyes open, thinking seriously, was that it? She needed her own climax so badly, couldn’t he have held on for just a few minutes more?

“That was so good,” murmured Mark, kissing her as he rolled onto his back. “Did you… you know? It sounded like it.”

No, you bundle of inexperience, she thought, I did not. But she just smiled and lied, “I think I might have…”

“Good…” he whispered, cuddling up next to her.

After a few minutes she reached for him, thinking that he might want to go for round two, when a soft snore came from his side of the bed.

You’ve got to be kidding me, thought Katie, I need this badly.

She looked over and weighed up two options in her mind. Option one was to wake him up, and option two was to not.

Option one wasn’t particularly appealing to her, Katie reflecting that he’d had his chance, and it was his problem if he didn’t want to take the opportunity to spend the next few hours having fun together. The mood she was in he could have had the night of his life, but he’d blown it. And also, based on his performance so far, she wasn’t sure she had the energy to instruct him on what to do better.

So… option two then.

Katie needs a few minutes to herself to clear her head before sleep. Quietly slipping out of bed, leaving a naked, snoring Mark behind, she went downstairs to the main bathroom and turned on the shower, choosing a cool setting to offset the heat still in the air.

Standing under the water, she tried to make sense of what was going on in her head. That evening with Mark had been fine… perfectly fine. The end wasn't ideal but, well, she'd had better and she'd had worse. In fact she'd had worse quite a few times. So why did she want more?

After her shower she went downstairs to get a drink of water. Standing in the kitchen in her dressing gown she found herself replaying the concert in her mind. That moment when Tom had taken his shirt off, that swaggering confidence… she knew viscerally that if it had been him rather than Mark in her bed upstairs it would have been an entirely more satisfactory experience. In fact she was confident that if it was Tom she wouldn't be in the kitchen, alone, right now.

Katie shook her head, trying to break the spell. This was ridiculous. She barely knew Tom. He was her boss. He had a reputation.

And yet…

A few minutes later, after she'd quietly climbed into her bed next to a still naked, still very much asleep Mark, she drifted off to sleep herself, Tom still very much at the front of her mind.

***

The next few days had something of a dreamlike quality, the heatwave persisting and everyone seeming to go into slow motion. Things were fine between her and Mark the next morning, though she avoided his attempts at morning sex by pleading an imaginary hangover.

She had Sunday off but on Monday morning she was back at work, on shift from early right through until late. Tom wasn’t there when she arrived, and she wasn’t sure whether that was a good thing or not as he’d been living rent free in her head since Saturday night and she wasn’t quite sure how she’d react.

Katie realised, with a surge of embarrassment, that she’d developed a huge crush on him. That wasn’t supposed to happen to empowered, independent twenty year old women yet here she was…

She’d reflected on Sunday night after retreating alone to her room for the third time that day to deal with the overwhelming physical need that Tom had awoken in her that her sudden infatuation was because he was unobtainable, a man who showed little interest in getting to know his student staff and whose passion was his band. Katie knew that she was not remotely in his league, that he could have the pick of the women, that attractive as she knew she was he’d want a grown woman, not a student, and even if he was interested he'd just use her and cast her to one side, being the bad boy that his reputation demanded. But... the thought of him using her like that, well that triggered a whole new set of fantasies.

As it got to late morning, she kept herself busy working and then suddenly he was there, stood at the far end of the coffee shop. Her breath caught in her throat when she saw him, her eyes drawn immediately to his t-shirt and remembering what was hidden beneath.

He finished talking to a very attractive woman in yoga kit in her late thirties sat at one of the tables, or more accurately finished flirting with her and her with him, then walked over to Katie.

“How are things today?” he asked. “Busy?”

She felt herself blushing for no reason and struggled to make eye contact. Covering it up by pretending to clear some cups away, she replied, “Pretty quiet. How about you?”

‘How about you’ she thought to herself, what a ridiculous question to ask. He wasn’t making conversation, he was asking about his business. She felt flustered.

Looking at him, she thought she could detect a hint of a smile around his eyes as he replied in his deep voice, “Busy, thanks.” He looked into her eyes for a few seconds, and she looked back, feeling her cheeks redden.

Then he smiled, and said, “Did you enjoy the gig on Saturday?”

“The gig… uhhh…” she stammered, her mind gone blank stood face to face with the man she’d not stopped imagining doing unspeakable things to her since Saturday night.

He laughed, a deep laugh. “Yeah, I saw you dancing in the crowd. You enjoyed it?”

“It was… uhhhh… great, thanks. I had a great time.” She nearly said something about him taking his top off but held her tongue. “The band was great… you were great.” Oh shit, she thought, that sounded weird. “I didn’t mean you… well I guess you were… but…”

“Don’t worry,” he said with a kind chuckle, “why don’t you take your break now, I can handle this?”

Katie looked at him in gratitude, acutely conscious that he’d seen she was flustered and wanted to help her save face. She hurried off to the small staff room at the back and took a few moments to compose herself. My god, she thought, he’s not remotely my type yet I can barely string a sentence together, what has happened to me?

***

Two days later, on the Wednesday, Katie worked the early shift and finished at around 1pm, keen to make the most of the last day of the heatwave which was forecast to break that evening.

Work for those two days had been fine, she’d kept on getting flustered around Tom, and her crush was growing stronger and stronger the more amusing he seemed to find it, albeit he was kind with it and always gave her a way out.

She was pretty sure that Mark had spotted that something wasn’t quite right as she’d caught him looking at her when she had been embarrassed and stuttering talking to Tom several times, but he’d kept it to himself and in fact on Tuesday night they’d had a nice evening out with friends, though one that had ended apart rather than staying over.

Getting changed quickly, Katie rushed out of the coffee shop to catch her bus home, only to see it disappearing down the road ahead. Great, she thought, an hour until the next one…

Accepting her fate, she went to the nearby park to relax in the sun for the next 45 minutes, then made her way back to the bus stop to wait for the next one.

And wait. And wait. And wait. After 20 minutes she concluded that it must have been cancelled and was hit by a dilemma. There was a 2 hour gap between services mid-afternoon, while it was an hour and a quarter to walk home in the heat.

Weighing the two up and deciding that she’d temporarily lost all faith in the bus service, she decided to walk.

The first thirty minutes were fine, a pleasant enough stroll along tree lined roads with nice houses, hot but manageable. But as she got close to the half hour mark, she noticed that dark clouds were starting to come in. It looked like the heatwave might break a bit earlier than forecast.

Five minutes later she felt the first drops of rain, and soon after there was a flash and a peel of thunder, and the heavens opened, the sort of rain that isn’t far different to stepping straight in the shower.

She was quickly soaked through and ran for cover under a bus stop next to the road, stood watching the rain as the water dripped from her hair, wondering how she was going to get home from there without waiting forever for a bus to show up.

A handful of cars drove past but it was a quiet road and there was no one that she knew, until she saw a dark green vintage sports car drive past before coming to a stop and reversing in her direction. Immediately she was on edge, always conscious that even in broad daylight there could be some man out there who might try something.

Katie stepped back into the rain on the far side of the pavement to put some space between her and the car, but then she heard Tom’s deep voice call out, “You look like you could do with a lift?”

She leaned down and he was there, a smile on his face. “Seriously, hop in.”

Katie didn’t need a second invitation, opening the passenger door and climbing in. “Thanks,” she said to Tom as she put on her seat belt. “The buses haven’t been kind to me today.”

He smiled, then said, “Where do you need dropping?”

“My house please, straight along here and I’ll tell you where to turn.”

They drove off mostly in silence, making a little small talk about the area, and five minutes later they arrived, Tom swinging the car onto the large gravel drive.

Katie climbed out and then paused, in the rain. She wasn’t sure what the etiquette was here, but he’d just done her a huge favour, so it seemed a bit rude to just close the door behind her. Leaning back in, she asked, “Would you like to come in? For a drink or something?” She wasn’t quite sure what she actually meant by either ‘a drink’ or ‘something’, but it felt like the right thing to say.

“No, that’s fine,” he replied. “I wouldn’t want to intrude on your family.”

She smiled. “Don’t worry about that, my parents are away on holiday, it’s just me here this week.”

He smiled back. “Well in that case, why not?”

The rain started to come down hard again and she said, “I’ll see you at the front door,” before she ran over to it.

When she got there, she was shivering from being soaked through and was struggling to get her key in the lock. Tom walked up and said, “Here, let me help you,” taking the key and opening the door for her.

She found herself blushing and struggled to make eye contact as she said, “Thank you,” before going inside.

They stood in the hall for a moment, Katie unsure what to say or do. Tom looked around and said, “Very nice.”

She smiled and replied, “Thank you.” She pointed through an open door. “The kitchen is through there, I’m just going to go upstairs and get changed, but help yourself to anything you want. I’ll be right back.”

Tom smiled back and as he walked through she ran upstairs to her bedroom. When she got in there and closed the door, she leaned back against it and took a deep breath, despite her wet clothes. What am I doing, she thought to herself, and what am I supposed to do? The man she’d spent the last ninety six hours fantasising about non-stop, the man who could reduce her to an almost incoherent wreck with just the smallest smile or comment, was downstairs in her house. And she was there alone with him.

Ok, she thought, play it cool. This is nothing. He’s just come in for a cup of coffee then he’ll be on his way. It’s just me being nice, that’s all. And he wouldn’t be interested in me that way anyway, he’d be more in to women his own age.

This was what she kept running through her head while she got changed, picking out almost without thinking her sexiest casual look, the denim mini-skirt from the Saturday night paired with a loose t-shirt half tucked into it.

Not wanting to keep Tom waiting she made her way downstairs, towelling her hair dry as she went, and when she got there she saw that he was standing by the floor to ceiling windows at the end of the kitchen, looking out at the garden and the swimming pool, bottle of beer in hand.

Hearing her approach, he turned and smiled at Katie, a smile that nearly made her melt on the spot, a smile that said I’m really happy that we’re doing this. She smiled back and he said, “I hope you don’t mind?”, indicating the beer.

“No, not at all,” Katie replied, fetching herself one and opening it. “Cheers.”

“Cheers,” he replied, tapping his bottle against hers and looking Katie in the eye.

They both took a swig of their beers and looked out at the garden.

“Rain’s stopped and the sun’s coming out again,” he said.

“Good… I want the heatwave to last a little longer.” Katie wondered what to say next. “Why don’t we sit down in the living room for a bit? We can go outside once it dries up.” Did I just invite him to stay for a while, she wondered? Her mouth was running at twice the speed of her brain, and she wasn’t sure how to slow it down without getting flustered again.

They settled down on a large sofa which looked across the living room to another great view of the garden. Katie sat at an angle at one end, legs curled up on the seat, and Tom followed her lead, doing similar, so that they could chat easily.

“This is some place,” he said, looking around. He seemed genuinely impressed, which was the first time Katie had seen him like that.

“I’ll give you the grand tour in a bit if you’d like. We’ve been here all my life…” and with that the ice was broken, Katie’s nerves dissolving as they got into a long conversation about the house and the garden and what it had been like to grow up in.

Soon they’d finished their beers. “Would you like another?” she asked.

“If you’re having one?”

She smiled. “I might as well make the most of my afternoon off.”

When she got back with the beers they got onto the topic of where Tom lived. It turned out that he’d been on his way home when he drove past her earlier, home being a cottage on the edge of a village about twenty minutes’ drive further away.

Katie started laughing when she heard that. “Really?” she teased.

“Yes, really,” he replied, feigning indignation.

“It’s just… I assumed you’d live in some impossibly cool apartment somewhere, playing music all the time and doing cool things with your cool friends, hanging out with cool women.”

It was his turn to laugh. “Sorry to break the illusion.” He lowered his voice, then continued, “I’ll let you into a little secret if you promise not to tell anyone?”

“Pinky promise,” she replied smiling, holding out her pinkie.

“I’ve got pet guinea pigs…”

She looked at him incredulously. “Really? You’re not winding me up?”

“100% true.”

“That would ruin your image if people knew.”

“Exactly. That’s why I’m trusting you to keep it secret.” He winked.

Katie smiled again at the thought of Tom and his guinea pigs. “Do you mind if I ask why?”

"My daughter adores them, so I look after them."

Katie froze. Daughter?! She had no idea he had a daughter. And presumably a wife, maybe some other kids. She felt so stupid, having just assumed that because he didn't talk about that at work, not that he talked about much, and because of the staff rumours about him, he must be single.

Play it cool, she thought. It's not like this is anything more than a casual drink anyway.

"I didn't know you've got a daughter. How old is she?"

"She's eight. Here... let me show you a picture." He brought up a photo on his phone of her holding a guinea pig, looking impossibly sweet.

"Ahhh... she looks great. You and your wife must be so proud?" Katie was pleased with how she slipped that question in.

Tom smiled. "We split up when she was young, so we take it in turns to look after her. No wife for me..."

Katie felt her heart leap to hear that there was no wife on the scene. The more she hung out with him the more she was liking him, add that to the immense physical attraction that she already felt and it was an intoxicating combination. She wanted to check one more thing though.

"How about your girlfriend?"

He looked at her for a few moments, then smiled. "I'm firmly single at the moment." He paused, then asked Katie, "How about you? I feel like you and Mark are an item, am I right?"

Katie blushed slightly, then shook her head. "I... don't know what we are, but we're not an item. Kind of friends who fool around, I guess? Certainly not exclusive." Oh my god, she thought, why am I sharing this with him?

"You've got a boyfriend at university?"

"I did, not any more. We were supposed to go travelling together this summer, but we broke up."

Tom nodded in understanding, and Katie got the feeling he'd been through more than his fair share of heartbreak and relationships over the years. "It can be tough," he said, then laughed. “But look on the bright side, you got to work at my coffee shop instead, and without that you and I wouldn't be sitting here right now."

Katie couldn't help laughing too. "Very true..."

***

They shared a couple more beers, the conversation really opening up and getting into talking about each of their history, Tom's own time at university, Katie's experience of it so far, how she used to swim competitively but stopped because she didn't want to get up early in the morning, pretty much everything. Tom was a great listener, much to her surprise, keeping quiet when he needed to but asking insightful questions that showed that he'd really been listening and thinking about what she'd told him.

The sun had come back out, it was still above 30C in the early evening, and they'd long before moved outside to sit on the terrace to make the most of the weather.

"So, do you still swim?" asked Tom, taking a sip of his beer.

"Only casually."

"That pool looks pretty inviting..." he hinted, looking at Katie with a twinkle in his eye.

"We can go for a swim, definitely," she replied. "My brother always leaves a pair of swimming shorts here just in case, let me find them and you can borrow them. He's about your size."

At the back of her mind, and quite a lot at the front too, was the thought for Katie that Tom in the swimming pool equated to Tom's incredible body being on display. Her heart had started to race at the thought of taking a dip with him, but still she wanted to play it cool. She was having a great time and didn't want to do anything to ruin that by making a stupid move on him.

Standing up, she went upstairs and dug through her brother's old room until she found his swimming shorts. Then, going up to her room, she took a look at her options. She really didn't know what to wear... a full swimming suit to emphasise that yes, she really was a serious swimmer, a tiny string bikini she'd bought for her girl's holiday after A-levels, or something in between.

Something in between won in the end, choosing a more substantial bright pink string bikini that she knew she'd look good in but wouldn't look like she was just offering herself up on a plate to Tom.

She changed quickly and went back downstairs with the shorts and a couple of pool towels. He was already down by the pool, so she walked across the lawn to him, passing him the shorts and a towel. "You can get changed in the pool house if you'd like?"

"Thanks, I'll see you in the pool in a minute."

Katie walked over to the side and dived in, revelling in the sensation of the cool water over her skin and the freedom that she had underwater.

When she surfaced, pushing her hair back, she saw that Tom was getting changed next to the pool instead of inside the pool house, the towel wrapped around his waist as he took off his boxer shorts and slipped on the swimming shorts. Without wanting to get caught, she stared while his back was turned and caught the briefest glimpse of his rear as he pulled the shorts up.

She felt herself flush at the sight, the muscular top of his thighs and ass even tighter than she'd imagined over the last few days. And then, when he pulled his t-shirt off, the sight of his muscular back was something else. Quickly, she turned around so as not to be seen but she could feel her body responding to the sight. Katie couldn't quite believe that her massive crush was about to jump into the pool semi-naked with her. Be cool, she thought, be cool.

There was a splash, and then Tom surfaced from under the water, a couple of meters away from her. "It's a great temperature," he said with a smile, then headed off to swim a few lengths.

After twenty minutes in the water, Katie decided to get out and make the most of the evening sun. "Are you staying in?" she asked Tom.

"If you don't mind?"

"Go for it, I'm going to sunbathe for a bit." Tom nodded and swam off again.

Katie climbed out, picked up her towel, and laid it out on the lawn a few yards from the pool, separated from the rest of the lawn by hedges. Putting her sunglasses on and closing her eyes, she felt the heat of the sun and the air around start to dry her off naturally, and she felt herself relaxing, listening to the noise of some wood pigeons in one of the trees at the end of the garden punctuated by the occasional splash from Tom in the pool.

Maybe twenty minutes later she heard him get out, and looked over without wanting to look like she was looking over, feeling the need to catch sight of his body again before he covered up. As she lay there, hoping that the sunglasses meant he couldn't see she was watching, she watched him wrap the towel around his waist, then reach under to pull off the wet swimming shorts which he laid to one side.

She then saw him lean over to pick up his boxer shorts and pause, glancing over at Katie for a moment. She watched him put them back down again, and then start to walk over to her, naked except for the towel around his waist.

Oh my god, she thought, her mind racing. Suddenly it felt like something was happening. There was no way he glanced at her then walked over basically naked without an idea in his head. For Katie it felt like it had just got real. What will I do, she thought, if he makes a move? But then, of course, she knew exactly what she'd do... she'd been thinking about little else since Saturday night. Still, she reminded herself yet again, play it cool.

As he got to her, he said, "Do you mind if I join you?"

Pretending to have just been dozing, she looked up and smiled at him. "Of course not, it's lovely here in the sun." She took in the incredible, ripped torso leading down to the towel at his waist, but only quickly so as not to let on. Then Katie settled back and closed her eyes for real.

Tom lay down next to her, his back directly on the grass, and the two of them lay out in the sun together for a few minutes.

Eventually, Tom propped himself up on his elbow and said, "You know, I was happy to see you at the gig on Saturday night.”

Katie turned her head to him and took her sunglasses off, to be met by his blue eyes staring intently into hers. "Really?" She was genuinely surprised.

"Really." He looked at her for a few moments more, then leaned over towards her until their faces were only a few inches apart, saying softly, "Really really."

She smiled, and he closed the last few inches, his lips meeting hers. Katie froze for a few seconds, surprised still at this turn of events, before her brain reminded her that yes, this was exactly what she wanted, and she kissed him back.

Their kiss started gently, a gentleness that surprised her for a man like Tom, and then grew more passionate as their bodies moved closer and their arms wrapped around each other. His muscles felt incredible, taut and firm under her touch. She couldn't help but let out a soft moan as he pressed against her… the kiss felt so good.

His hand moved down her side, his fingers starting to toy with the string tie of her bikini bottoms, and Katie realised that it was about to get very real. She wanted it more than she'd ever wanted anything.

Tom broke the kiss and looked down at her intently. "You want me to keep going?" he asked in his deep voice.

Katie nodded, biting her lip, a picture she was sure of pure outright desire.

"I need to hear you say it."

She almost melted at that… on top of everything else he'd proven he was a real man, a man unafraid to check that she was happy, a man who wanted to know that she wanted it too. Not many men did that in her limited experience.

"Yes please," she whispered.

Tom smiled. "Good."

She felt the string come undone on one side, then the other. Before long she had nothing on at all.

Then he lost the towel and, well, suffice it to say that he was everything she'd hoped for and more.

And then, on the lawn of the house that she grew up in, she learned what it was like to be with a real man.

It didn't disappoint.

***

Tom lay down next to her on the grass, smiling and leaning over to kiss and gently stroke her, which Katie returned hungrily. And then he lay back, and she cuddled up against him, her hand gently stroking across his chest and six pack.

As she lay there in her dreamy, post-orgasmic state she felt alive. She’d just broken every rule she had about sex, no one night stands, no sex until at least a few weeks in, no sex without protection, all gone out of the window in her outright lust for this man. She had absolutely loved it.

Katie had NEVER had sex that came remotely close to what they'd just done. In her admittedly limited experience sex usually went on until the first person climaxed, usually the man, and that was it.

Having someone in Tom who was so self confident that he was focused far more on her than on himself was a revelation. She'd lost track of time, and the way he'd made her feel more than once was simply incredible.

And she also knew that, at least that evening, after the pleasure that he’d just given her, she couldn’t stop there. She was going to be Tom’s, to do whatever he wanted with her.

***

Katie must have drifted off to sleep for a few minutes because she awoke with a start to a rumble of thunder. Confused for a second, she looked down at Tom’s naked body and her own, and smiled to herself.

His hand stroked her hair, and he said, “I think that was the last of the sun.”

She looked up at the dark clouds rapidly filling the sky and agreed. Looking up at him as she traced her fingers over his six pack she smiled as she said, “I think we made the most of it.”

He smiled back and kissed her hair. “Me too.”

A few large drops of rain started to fall, looking like the precursor to a big storm.

“Do you ever swim in the rain?” he asked.

“Is it safe with a thunder storm?” she replied.

“I’d say so… with all these tall trees around we’d be fine for a bit.”

She started to stand up. “Race you there!” and she ran up to the pool, diving in, still completely naked.

Katie turned to watch Tom walk over to the pool himself and found herself mesmerised. It was the first time she’d seen him properly fully naked, and the confident, relaxed way he walked that ripped physique was, quite probably, the hottest thing she’d ever seen.

He paused at the side of the pool, smiling when he saw that she’d been checking him out, and then dived in himself, swimming to the other side then back to where Katie was waiting, submerged save for her head, in the middle.

Tom came up to her, only his head above the water as well, and she felt his arms reach around her. She put her arms around his shoulders and kissed him, long and hard. He returned the kiss, and soon they were passionately kissing as the rain grew harder, the fizzing sound of the drops landing on the water all around them creating a fine mist.

It had got quite dark suddenly with the storm clouds above, and the underwater lights for the pool came on, lending a slightly surreal feeling while it was still daytime.

It was starting to get heated again between them and Katie could feel Tom's renewed excitement against her under the water when a flash of lightning interrupted them, the rain pouring down now, and the rumble of thunder following shortly after told them that the storm was nearby.

“We’d better get out of the water first,” suggested Katie. Tom smiled ruefully and nodded, and they both climbed out, gathering their soaking wet towels and discarded clothes as they ran back up to the house.

Getting back inside through the doors to the kitchen, they stood naked and dripping wet for a few moments, looking out at the storm. Katie reached out her hand to find Tom’s, and when she gave a little squeeze, he looked over at her.

“I’ll get some dry towels, wait here,” she said, hurrying off to go upstairs.

When she got to the main bathroom, she raided the cupboard for as many bath towels as she could carry, then paused. Leaning back against the wall, unconsciously mirroring what she’d done when Tom had first come over earlier, she took stock for a moment.

What she had just done was so far out of character it might as well have been someone else occupying her body. Katie had always been the good girl, attentive at school, polite at home, friendly with everyone, cautious with men, vanilla in her relationships. She had never had sex outdoors, or in the pool. Never. It just wasn't something she did.

This, though, was like something out of a fantasy, she thought, I’ve wanted sex like that more than I could possibly have known, to do this with a man who knows what he’s doing. She felt flushed just thinking about it. She needed more of what he’d given her earlier, usual character be damned.

Katie heard footsteps coming up the stairs, and then Tom appeared at the bathroom door. Walking in, he smiled and said, “Sorry, you were taking a while, and I was getting your kitchen wet…”

She blushed, she wasn’t even sure why, then handed him a towel and said, “No problem, here.”

He took the towel and dried himself, and Katie did the same. They both looked at each other while they did that, her unashamedly casting her eye over his naked body while he, to her surprise, did the same with her.

When they’d both dried off there was a comfortable pause, neither sure what to say. Katie broke first, asking, “Would you like another drink? I can open a bottle of wine, maybe we can watch the storm?”

Tom smiled. “I’d like that. But first…” He walked over to stand in front of her and reached a hand to cup her chin, thumb brushing across her cheek. Looking deep into her eyes he leaned in to kiss her, but as she closed her eyes he just held back, so that she ended up leaning forward and kissing him, bridging the couple of inches difference in height that he had over her. He took Katie’s hand and led her out of the bathroom.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

He simply led her over to the stairs leading up to the second floor and helped her to sit down a few steps up.

“Right here. It's your turn,” he replied, kneeling down on the carpeted landing in front of her and pushing her legs apart.

It seemed that wine could wait.

***

The thunder storm outside was definitely the one forecast to break the heatwave, you could feel the change in the air as the rain lashed down and lightning flashed across the sky.

Katie and Tom were sat cuddled up together on an outdoor sofa looking down over the garden, under cover but exposed on three sides. Tom's clothes were drying in the utility room, and looked like they might take some time, so he was wearing a borrowed dark blue dressing gown while Katie wore her favourite white cotton one.

To Katie it felt cosy, but tempered by the thrill of the storm going on around them and, ever so slightly, by the growing realisation that she’d just somehow brought her boss home and fucked him. Though possibly more accurate would be to say that he’d fucked her… it had the potential to be awkward next time she went to work, but that was for another day.

They’d drunk most of the bottle of rose wine, and when they’d got peckish Tom had shown that he really was very capable by going into the kitchen and whipping them up some dinner which Katie thought possibly better than any other food that had ever emerged from that kitchen, and which they ate back outside. He even washed up afterwards.

The sun was setting behind the clouds, and Katie asked, “Do you have anywhere you need to be tonight?”

“Nothing important, no. You?”

She shook her head. “I’d loosely said I’d meet some friends, but I can swerve that. I mean… if you’d like me to?”

He smiled. “I’d like that. I mean, I can hardly leave until my clothes are dry, can I?” he teased.

Katie smiled back, and continued running her hand across his chest and stomach, still marvelling at the hard, well-defined muscles. She reached inside the dressing gown to touch them directly, and looked up at Tom.

“You must work out a lot?”

He shrugged. “You only live once… I figure I might as well take care of myself.”

“Amen to that,” she agreed.

They sat there quietly for a while, her hand continuing to stroke his muscles while he stroked her hair, the storm still raging beyond their sheltered spot. They talked from time-to-time but, mainly, were just content to be there together watching the storm.

As night started to fall she heard a car pulling up on the gravel drive at the front, and then two car doors slamming and female voices joking with each other.

"Expecting company?" asked Tom, quietly.

"Oh... shit," whispered Katie, realisation dawning. "I forgot to cancel going to my friend's house this evening, they've probably come to see where I've got to. Wait here." She paused and gave him a quick kiss. "Right here, and don't say anything. I'll be right back."

Katie climbed off him and, hurriedly rearranging and tying up her dressing gown, realising she had no time to get dressed or smarten up, she went through to the front door just as the doorbell rang.

Opening it, her friends Imogen and Gabby were stood sheltering from the rain under the porch. "There you are!" exclaimed Imogen. "We waited and you weren't answering your phone. Are you nearly ready?"

Katie smiled ruefully. "I'm really sorry... I don't think I'm going to be able to make it. I'm not feeling great, I was just heading to bed." Which, Katie reflected, while that last part was probably strictly true, there was a lot that went unsaid.

"We'll bring the evening here then, we'll look after you," said Gabby with a kind smile. She stepped towards the door, but Katie pulled it half closed and stepped in the way.

Gabby stopped in her tracks looking surprised and slightly offended.

Imogen, on the other hand, simply burst out laughing. "Who is it?" she teased. "Can we meet him?"

Katie felt her cheeks burning bright red with embarrassment.

Slower on the uptake, Gabby finally nodded her head in understanding. "Ah... ok, I see." She grinned. "You've been so busy you lost track of time?"

That made Imogen laugh more, while even Katie had to break into a smile before whispering, "I'll see you both tomorrow, I'll tell you all about it then."

"Everything's ok though?" whispered Imogen, more serious now. "If it's not, just give us The Sign." The Sign was a gesture they'd worked out between them to show if one was uncomfortable with a guy they were talking to on a night out, a kind of please don't leave me alone with this man warning. It had got them all out of a few situations over the years.

Katie just smiled though, leaned over to both of them, and whispered quietly, "It's great. Really. Now go!"

The other two smiled, wished her a pleasant evening, and went to get back in the car.

When Katie walked back into the house, closing the front door behind her and heading to the kitchen, she called out to Tom, "Coast is clear, it was my friends but I told them I'm getting an early night."

Tom came walking through from outside via the living room into the kitchen, not a stitch of clothing on him. Katie felt her heart race at the sight, something very distracting swaying enticingly between his legs as he walked confidently across the room. This was a man, she thought, entirely comfortable in himself and who he was, no pretence, no insecurity. Compared to the students that she dated he was a different level entirely.

He stopped in front of her, close, and kissed her softly. "You need to show me your room," he said quietly in his deep voice, his blue eyes looking into hers, hands on her hips.

"Do I?" replied Katie, teasingly and with a smile, her hand slipping gently down across his chest. "Why would that be?"

He looked into her eyes for a few moments, and as her hand slipped lower a small sigh, almost a growl came from him. "Because you and I have a lot more to do tonight. A lot."

Katie started laughing, to her own immense surprise.

“What?” he said, puzzled.

“I don’t even know, really,” she replied with a grin. “It’s just that… oh, I really don’t know, just come here and kiss me, and then I want you to do whatever you want to me.”

And she really didn’t know why she was laughing, other than that she was having the best sex she’d ever had by a huge distance, and if she couldn’t laugh about that then what else was there to laugh about either?

***

The next morning Katie woke up late, around 10am, to overcast skies outside and much cooler temperatures. They'd finally run out of steam and different rooms to try around 3am, though they'd slowed down a lot in the hours before then, and as they had drifted off to sleep, Katie wrapped safely in Tom's arms, resting against his muscular chest, they had been kept company by the soft sound of summer rain falling on the roof above their heads.

Rolling over she was disappointed to see that the bed was empty next to her, though she wasn't entirely sure what she would have done if Tom was still in it in the cold, sober light of day. Probably, she reflected, it was a good thing, unsure whether sleeping with him the next morning would be either wise or desirable, and thinking that maybe it was best to leave it at the fantastic afternoon and night they'd spent together.

Katie wasn't due at work until lunchtime so the 10am start wasn't a problem, but she'd have liked to have a bit longer to get her head round the day before. She knew his reputation, knew what he was like, could tell just from getting to know him the day before that this would be a one-off, not the start of something. Katie felt a pang of regret thinking that, that in all likelihood by far the best sex of her life so far would be something never to happen again.

Shit, she thought, remembering everything they'd done… or possibly it was quicker to list what they hadn't done. Work later. Tom would be there. So would Mark. This would be awkward. But, regardless, worth it.

Tom had opened her eyes to a world of possibility, made her realise that her pleasure shouldn't be an afterthought, that it was possible for sex to take time but also to be something frenetic and wildly passionate, to involve the most amazing pleasure for both partners again and again and again. It was a lesson for which she would be forever grateful. Yes, she'd broken all her rules the night before. Literally all of them. But it was fine. She had done so willingly, and she was happy.

Getting up and gathering her dressing gown from where it had been discarded on the bedroom floor, she put it on and went downstairs, secretly hopeful that Tom might be about somewhere. The house was silent though, just her, with no sign of what had happened between her and Tom at all and his car gone from the drive.

Heading into the kitchen, she noticed something on the kitchen counter. Tom had made her breakfast, leaving it covered up, and next to it was a piece of paper and a rose on top, presumably picked from the garden (Katie made a mental note that her mother would be furious if she ever found out about the rose, which she wouldn't).

The paper was folded in half, her name written on the front, and when she opened it, a brief note said:

Katie, Thank you for a wonderful evening. I'll see you later. T x

Really, Katie reflected on reading that for the second time, smiling to herself as she sat down to eat the breakfast that he'd so thoughtfully prepared, Tom wasn't so bad after all.

In fact, truth be told, she really quite liked him.


The Backup Plan


Sloane and Harper


The Junior Year Boyfriend

The thing about being in love with your best friend is that you become an expert at pretending you're not.

And Sloane had it down to an art form.

She could laugh at Harper's jokes without her voice faltering. She could hug Harper goodbye without holding on just a second or two too long. She could listen to Harper talk about her latest boyfriend with her smile seeming genuine.

Most of the time, at least.

“So I think Drew might be the one,” Harper said, sprawled across Sloane’s bed in their shared apartment, painting her toenails a deep shade of pink that happened to match the colour that he cheeks went when she talked about him. “Like, actually the one. Forever. Is that crazy?”

“Not crazy,” Sloane replied from her desk, eyes focused on her laptop where she was absolutely not getting any work done with Harper there talking to her. At least she was pretending to though. “You guys have been together, what, six months? You’ve survived the vacation apart. That’s serious.” She was kind of joking but Harper didn’t catch her deadpan delivery.

“I know, right? And he’s just so… easy. Like, being with him is easy. No drama, no games. We just fit.”

Sloane felt her chest tighten the way it always did when Harper talked about Drew. She forced herself to turn around, to look interested and supportive like a good best friend should be.

“That’s great, Harp. I’m really happy for you.”

And she was. She was genuinely happy that Harper was happy. She just wished it didn't feel like someone was kicking her in the shins every time she had to say it.

Harper looked up from her toes, her blue eyes bright. "You really think so? You don't think it's too fast?"

"I think if it feels right, it feels right. You can't put a timeline on these things."

"You're the best, you know that?" Harper grinned. "This is why you're my favourite person. You always know what to say."

Sloane turned back to her laptop before Harper could see her face. Favourite person. The friend zone had never sounded so much like a life spent in purgatory.

***

Sloane’s mind drifted back to that night a little over six months ago… the night she tried not to think about but couldn’t seem to forget.

They’d gone to a party at someone’s house off-campus, one of those massive, chaotic affairs where the music was way too loud and the drinks were way too strong and everyone was young and stupid in their invincibility and invincible in their stupidity. Sloane had lost track of how many drinks she’d had. Harper had matched her shot for shot, laughing and dancing and pulling Sloane onto the makeshift dance floor.

And then somehow they were kissing.

Sloane still wasn’t entirely sure who’d started it. One moment they were dancing, Harper’s hands on her waist though that was normal, they’d always been tactile with each other since they’d first met at the start of college. The next moment their lips were touching and the whole world had narrowed down to the two of them and nobody else.

They’d stumbled back to their apartment, still kissing, falling through the door and onto Sloane’s bed. Harper’s shirt had come off. Then Sloane’s. And then…

Sloane shut her eyes against the memory. It had been perfect. Absolutely perfect.

They’d woken up the next morning naked, tangled together, sunlight streaming through the curtains, Harper’s head on Sloane’s shoulder. For one blissful moment before Harper woke up, Sloane had let herself imagine… that this was the start of something more, that she got to wake up next to Harper every morning, that they were together. It felt so right.

Then Harper stirred, sat up and immediately started laughing.

“Oh my God,” she’d said, clutching the sheet to her chest. “Did we..? Holy shit, Sloane, we totally hooked up.”

Sloane had tried to read her expression, tried to work out whether there was anything there beyond hungover amusement. But Harper had simply been grinning, shaking her head like it was the funniest thing in the world.

"We are never drinking that much again," Harper had said, hunting for her clothes. "Jesus. That was so stupid. We were so drunk."

And Sloane had laughed along, agreed it was stupid, agreed they should probably never mention it again. Because what else could she do? Harper clearly regretted it, clearly saw it as a drunken mistake between friends who'd gotten too wasted and crossed a line they shouldn't have.

So Sloane had pushed it down, locked it away, pretended it had meant nothing.

Even though it had meant everything.

Two weeks later, Harper had started dating Drew. Some guy from her econ class who was nice and normal and exactly the kind of person who it made sense for Harper to date. And Sloane had smiled and been supportive and pretended her heart wasn't breaking a little bit more every single second she saw them together.

***

"Hey," Harper's voice pulled her back to the present. "You ok? You seem distracted."

"Just stressed about the exam on Monday," Sloane lied. She'd gotten good at lying to Harper. Small lies, protective lies. I'm fine. I'm not upset. I'm happy for you. I don't love you, though that one she kept to herself.

"Want me to quiz you later? We could order pizza, make a study night of it."

"Can't. You're going to Drew's place later, remember? You guys are watching that movie."

"Oh shit, you're right." Harper finished her last toenail and put the polish away. "You could join us though? I know Drew would love to hang out with my best friend."

The thing was, Drew was nice. Annoyingly nice. The kind of nice that made it impossible to hate him even though Sloane desperately wanted to. He was good to Harper, made her laugh, clearly adored her. He was exactly the kind of boyfriend a best friend should want for their best friend to have.

Sloane just wished he didn't exist.

"Thanks, but I really do need to study," Sloane said. "You guys enjoy your movie."

"You sure? I feel bad leaving you alone on a Friday night."

"I'm sure. Go have fun with your boyfriend."

Harper got up, carefully avoiding smudging her polish, and crossed to Sloane's desk. She placed an affectionate kiss on the top of Sloane's head… entirely casual, the kind of thing she'd done a thousand times before that night they'd slept together and continued doing after, as if nothing had changed.

As if everything hadn't changed.

"Love you," Harper said. "Best roommate ever."

"Love you too," Sloane replied, and it was the truest thing she'd said all day.

***

The Pact

Three years later, Sloane stood in the kitchen of their apartment… a different apartment, bigger, nicer, but still theirs… and watched Harper get ready for their friend's engagement party.

They'd graduated, got jobs, stayed roommates because, they told themselves, it was easier and cheaper but really because neither of them could really imagine living with anyone else. The Harper-and-Drew era had lasted another eight months after that Friday evening, descending into a split-up-then-get-back-together melodrama that had taken all of Sloane’s capacity for understanding to get through until a final, spectacular split in their senior year.

Since then, Harper had dated casually. A guy from her PR firm for a few months. Another guy she’d met at a book launch. Nothing serious and, thankfully, nothing that made Sloane feel like her ribcage was being slowly crushed day by torturous day like the Drew relationship had.

Sloane had dated too. Tried to, anyway. But every relationship felt like a pale imitation of what she actually wanted. She'd gone out with nice people, interesting people, attractive people. It never lasted more than a couple months. Something always felt missing.

She knew exactly what that was. She just couldn't have it.

"How do I look?" Harper came out of her room in a dress that should have been illegal. Green, tightly fitted, showing just enough skin to tantalise and revealing enough of her figure to make anyone with a pulse want to find out more.

"You look stunning," Sloane said honestly. "Claire's going to be pissed you're upstaging her at her own engagement party."

Harper laughed. "Please. Claire's going to be too busy staring adoringly at Connor to notice anyone else."

They took an Uber to the party together, Harper chattering about work, about their friend group, about how crazy it was that Claire and Connor were actually getting married. Claire was part of the tight group of six women who’d met in their first week at college and stayed close ever since, but they all knew Connor too… he’d been on the scene for most of their time through college.

Now Claire and Connor were engaged. Becca, Emma and Sarah were all in their own long term relationships. That left just Harper and Sloane, perpetually single, perpetually the ones that the others made jokes about being each other's backup plans.

The party was at a trendy bar downtown, already crowded when they arrived. Claire spotted them immediately and pulled them both into hugs.

"You made it! Oh my god, you both look amazing. Come meet Connor's brother, he's visiting from Seattle and he's single, Sloane..."

"Claire, no," Sloane laughed. "No setups tonight. This is about you and Connor."

"But you two would be perfect together!"

"Leave her alone," Harper said, sliding an arm around Sloane's waist in a gesture that was probably meant to be protective but just made Sloane's heart beat that little bit faster. "We've got each other. We don't need your matchmaking."

Claire rolled her eyes but let it drop, dragging them over to meet Connor's family instead.

The party was fun. Good music, good drinks, good people. Sloane found herself relaxing, laughing, enjoying the evening. She danced with Emma and Sarah, congratulated Claire and Connor approximately seven times, and tried not to notice how good Harper looked in that dress.

That was something that she was failing spectacularly at, unfortunately.

Around eleven, after they'd all had way too much champagne, someone made a joke about Sloane and Harper being the only single ones left in their group.

"Don't worry," Emma said, laughing. "You two will find your people eventually."

"Or they'll just marry each other," Sarah added. She looked from Sloane to Harper and back again. "You basically already act like a married couple anyway."

Everyone laughed. Sloane laughed too, even though she could feel her cheeks getting red. Harper, who'd had significantly more champagne than Sloane, suddenly stood up.

"You know what?" she said, swaying slightly. "That's actually not a bad idea."

"What?" Sloane asked, her pulse suddenly thumping in her ears and her breath catching.

"Marrying each other. Like, if we're both still single at thirty, why not just... do it? We already live together. We already know we're compatible. We already love each other." Harper's eyes were bright but she wasn’t focusing properly, clearly worse for wear. "Makes perfect sense."

"Harper, you're drunk," Sloane said, trying to keep her voice light even though her heart was pounding.

"So? Drunk words, sober thoughts, right?" Harper dropped to one knee right there in the bar, taking Sloane’s hand in hers, and Sloane's heart stopped. "Sloane, will you be my backup wife?"

Everyone was laughing, pulling out their phones to record this. Claire was cackling. Becca was wolf-whistling.

"I'm serious!" Harper insisted, though she was grinning. "If we're both still single at thirty, we get married. Deal?"

She kept on holding on to her hand. Sloane stared at it.

This was a joke. Obviously this was a joke. Harper was drunk and playing to the crowd and this didn't mean anything. It couldn't mean anything.

But when Sloane looked at Harper's face, at those blue eyes that she'd been in love with for years already, she saw something flicker there. Something that might have been hope, or might have been uncertainty, or might have been nothing at all.

Harper held eye contact with her for a moment too long. Two moments. Three.

"I'm serious," Harper said again, but with a seriousness this time underlying the smile.

And Sloane couldn't tell if she was still joking.

She couldn't tell, and it was going to drive her insane.

"Ok," Sloane heard herself say. "Deal."

She helped Harper up and let Harper pull her up into a hug while everyone cheered. Harper's arms were tight around her, her perfume intoxicating.

"Seven years," Harper whispered in her ear. "It’ll pass in no time."

Then she leaned back, grinning, and someone pushed another glass of champagne into each of their hands and the moment passed.

But Sloane couldn't stop thinking about it.

Later, much later, when they were in the Uber home and Harper was drowsy and leaning against Sloane's shoulder, Sloane finally worked up the courage to ask.

"Did you mean it?"

"Mean what?" Harper mumbled.

"The... the pact. The backup marriage thing."

Harper was quiet for a long moment. Long enough that Sloane thought maybe she'd fallen asleep.

"Would it be so bad? If we did?" Harper said eventually.

Sloane's breath caught. "Did what?"

"Got married. To each other. Eventually."

"Harper..."

"We're good together, Sloane. We work. Better than I've worked with anyone else." Harper's voice was drowsy, honest in the way drunk people sometimes are. "Sometimes I think about that night sophomore year. When we hooked up. And I wonder what would've happened if we hadn't laughed it off."

Sloane's heart was pounding so hard she was sure Harper could feel it. "You remember that night?"

"Of course I remember. How could I forget?" Harper shifted, curling up closer. "Best mistake I ever made. Even if we did pretend it never happened."

"You called it stupid," Sloane said, trying not to let her annoyance show. "The next morning. You said it was stupid."

"I thought that's what you wanted me to say. You laughed about it. I thought you regretted it."

"I didn't regret it."

Harper lifted her head, looking at Sloane in the dim light of the Uber. For a moment Sloane thought, no hoped, that Harper would kiss her. That this would be the moment everything changed.

Then the Uber pulled up to their apartment building.

"Come on," Harper said, sitting up. "Let's get inside before I fall asleep in this car."

The moment was gone.

They went upstairs, got ready for bed, of course in their separate rooms. Sloane lay awake for hours, Harper's words playing on repeat in her mind.

Best mistake I ever made.

I thought that's what you wanted me to say.

Would it be so bad? If we did?

In the morning, Harper didn't bring it up. She made them both pancakes while nursing a monster hangover, complained about how much champagne she'd had, laughed about the ridiculous proposal.

"Can't believe I got down on one knee in a bar," she said, grinning. "That's going to be a story they tell forever."

"Yeah," Sloane said. "Hilarious." She wasn’t laughing.

She waited for Harper to mention the conversation in the Uber. To ask about what Sloane had meant, about not regretting that night. To acknowledge that maybe there was something real beneath the drunken jokes.

But Harper just kept making pancakes and talking about how beautiful Claire and Connor's wedding was going to be.

And Sloane realised, with growing horror, that Harper didn’t remember the Uber conversation. She’d been too drunk. She’d said all those things and she didn’t even remember.

Sloane excused herself and went to take a shower where Harper couldn't hear her cry.

***

The Wedding

Two years later, Sloane was stood at the wedding… Claire and Connor’s, a long time in the arranging but then Claire was never going to have anything but the perfect wedding day, so they’d taken their time.

Claire and Connor's wedding was beautiful. A vineyard in wine country, late summer, everything golden and perfect. Sloane had been looking forward to it for months.

What she hadn't been looking forward to was spending the wedding day watching Harper in a bridesmaid dress that fit her like it had been designed specifically to destroy Sloane's composure.

They'd been living together for seven years now. Seven years of friendship, of domesticity, of knowing each other so well that Sloane could predict when Harper would wake up based on how many times she hit snooze on the alarm she could hear through the bedroom wall. Seven years of being in love with someone who saw her as a best friend and nothing more.

The pact from two years ago had become something Sloane tried not to think about. It was easier that way. Easier than letting herself hope that maybe, possibly, Harper had meant it as something more than a joke.

Five years left now until she turned thirty. Five years until she'd know for sure if Harper had been serious.

Five years that felt like an eternity.

"You look beautiful," Harper said, walking up beside her at the reception. They'd made it through the ceremony without either of them crying, which felt like a notable achievement, and now the real celebration was beginning.

"So do you," Sloane said, and it was an understatement. Harper's strawberry blonde hair was swept up, her freckles visible across her nose and shoulders, and she looked like something out of a dream. No, a fantasy. Sloane’s fantasy.

They found their seats at the second wedding party table, the one for the non-family. Harper was next to her on one side, and on Harper's other side was Ryan, the groom's best friend who'd been strategically seated there by well-meaning matchmakers.

Sloane tried not to be jealous as she listened to Ryan make Harper laugh throughout dinner… she felt sick to the stomach realising that there was good chemistry there, while the man to her own side was a charisma-free zone. She didn't know what she'd do if Harper ended the night with Ryan, but the prospect filled her with dread.

After the meal, after the speeches, after the first dance, people started filtering onto the dance floor. Harper grabbed Sloane's hand.

"Dance with me?"

"You should dance with Ryan. You two look good together."

"Don't want to dance with Ryan. Want to dance with you." Harper tugged her toward the floor. "Come on. It's basically tradition at this point."

It was true. They always danced together at weddings, at parties, at bars. It was their thing. The fact that it made Sloane's heart race every single time was just something she'd learned to live with.

They found a spot on the floor and Harper pulled her close. Closer than necessary for the song, which wasn't particularly slow. Close enough that Sloane could smell her perfume, could feel Harper’s body against hers.

"Remember the pact?" Harper asked quietly after a few minutes.

Sloane's heart stuttered. "What?"

"The pact. From Claire and Connor's engagement party. About getting married at thirty if we're both still single."

"I remember." How could she forget?

"I've been thinking about it." Harper's voice was uncharacteristically hesitant. "About that night. About what I said."

"You were drunk."

"I was. But I meant it." Harper pulled back slightly to look at Sloane's face. "I meant all of it. The pact. What I said in the Uber after."

Sloane felt her whole world tilting on its axis, all of her assumptions vanishing in a puff of smoke. "You remember the Uber?"

"Of course I remember. I wasn't that drunk." Harper's smile was nervous, uncertain in a way that Harper rarely was. "Did you mean it? What you said about not regretting that night?"

"Harper, I..." Sloane couldn't do this. Not here. Not in the middle of a wedding with all their friends around them. "I don't think this is the right time."

"Then when? We've been dancing around this for seven years, Sloane. Certainly since that night sophomore year. Maybe even longer." Harper's hand tightened on Sloane's waist. "I'm tired of pretending. I'm tired of acting like you're only my best friend when you're so much more than that to me."

"What are you saying?"

"I'm saying..." Harper took a deep breath. "I'm saying what if we didn't wait until thirty? What if we just... did this? We already live together. We already do everything together. We already love each other. Why do we need to wait five more years to make it official?"

Sloane felt tears in her eyes, unable to comprehend that this was happening. "You're not serious. Please don’t tell me you’re joking, I couldn’t cope with that."

"Why does everyone keep saying that?" Harper laughed, but it sounded nervous. "I'm completely serious. I've been in love with you for years, Sloane. I just didn't know how to tell you. Didn't know if you felt the same way."

"You've been in love with me?"

"Since that night we hooked up, at least. Maybe before. I honestly can't remember a time when I didn't love you." Harper's eyes were bright and Sloane could see that she was fighting back tears too. "I laughed it off the next morning because I thought that's what you wanted. I was scared. I didn't want to lose you by making it weird. I couldn’t lose you. So I pretended it was just a drunken mistake and tried to move on. Dated other people. Tried to forget."

"Drew," Sloane said.

"Drew was a disaster. In the end. They all were. Because none of them were you."

The song ended but they kept swaying, holding each other in the middle of the dance floor.

"I've been in love with you since junior year," Sloane whispered. "Since before that night. Watching you with Drew nearly killed me. The pact… I convinced myself it was a joke because I couldn't let myself hope it was real."

"It was real. It is real." Harper looked intently at Sloane. "So what do you say? Should we stop wasting time?"

"Harper, we can’t steal Claire’s thunder in the middle of her wedding reception."

"You’re right. Not here." Harper grinned mischievously. "But... come to my room later? After the reception. I have something I want to show you."

"What is it?"

"It's a surprise." Harper kissed her cheek, casual and quick, simple affection between friends for anyone watching, but her eyes were intense. "Please? Trust me."

Sloane nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

The rest of the reception passed in a blur. Sloane went through the motions, dancing, chatting, congratulating the happy couple, but her mind was somewhere else entirely.

Harper’s room. After the reception. Harper had something to show her.

I've been in love with you for years, Sloane.

Could this really be happening? After too many years of hoping and hiding and pretending, could this actually be real?

***

Around midnight Sloane saw Harper slip away from the reception and, a few minutes later, she followed. Her heart was pounding as she made her way through the hotel corridors to Harper's room.

She knocked. The door opened immediately.

"Hi," Harper said, and Sloane could see that she was nervous. Really nervous.

"Hi."

Harper pulled her inside and closed the door. The room was lit by a couple of lamps, soft and intimate. This was strange. Harper was never nervous.

"So," Harper said. "I have something to tell you. Or… show you. Both, I guess."

"Ok..."

"That pact. I want you to know that I really was serious. I've been serious about you for a long time. Since that night sophomore year. Since before that, if I'm honest." Harper took a shaky breath. "And I know the pact says we wait until thirty. But I don't want to wait anymore, Sloane. I don't want to waste five more years when I already know you're it for me. You've always been it for me."

Sloane's vision was blurring with the tears that were threatening to come flooding out. "Harper..."

"So I have a question for you." Harper reached into her pocket and pulled out a small velvet box.

Sloane's breath caught and the room seemed to collapse into nothing around her.

Harper got down on one knee.

"I bought this ring the week after we made the pact," Harper said, opening the box to reveal a simple, perfect diamond ring. "I've been carrying it around ever since, waiting for the right moment to ask. Waiting to be brave enough. But I realised tonight that there's never going to be a perfect moment. So I'm just going to ask."

Tears were streaming down Sloane's face now, and Harper was matching her.

"Sloane, we've been best friends for seven years. Roommates for seven years. And whether we admitted it or not, I think we've been in love for most of that time too. You know me better than anyone. You've seen me at my worst and you're still here. You make me laugh, you make me think, you make me want to be better. And I don't want to wait five more years to make this official." Harper's voice broke over her words. "Will you marry me? For real this time, not as a backup plan or a joke among friends, but because I love you and I want to spend the rest of my life with you?"

Sloane couldn't speak. Could barely breathe. Seven years of longing and hoping and hiding and here was Harper, on her knee, offering her everything she'd ever wanted.

"Yes," she finally managed to choke out. "Yes, of course yes."

Harper's face broke into the most beautiful smile Sloane had ever seen. She stood up, sliding the ring onto Sloane's finger with shaking hands, and then they were kissing.

It was nothing like that drunken kiss all those years ago. This was tender, loving, a kiss that felt so absolutely, perfectly right, and a kiss that Sloane would remember for all of her days.

When they finally broke apart, both of them were crying and laughing at the same time.

"I can't believe you've been had this ring for almost two years," Sloane said, looking at the ring on her finger. It was perfect… simple, elegant, exactly what she would have chosen for herself.

"I've been waiting for the right moment. Kept chickening out. Convinced myself I was crazy, that I was reading too much into things." Harper wiped at her eyes. "But tonight, dancing with you, I just knew. I couldn't wait anymore."

"You had this planned?"

"I’ve had this whole speech prepared in my head for months now." Harper laughed. "Which I completely forgot the moment you walked through that door."

Sloane kissed her again, softer this time. "I would have said yes to any speech. I would have said yes seven years ago if you'd asked."

"We were so stupid."

"So stupid," Sloane agreed. "But we're here now."

"We're here now.” Harper took Sloane's hand, her left hand, the one with the ring on it, and led her towards the bed. "So... I know it's late, and we have the brunch tomorrow, but..."

"But?"

"But I've been in love with you for seven years and we just got engaged and I really, really want to make up for lost time." Harper's smile was soft, vulnerable. "Will you stay with me tonight?"

Sloane laughed. “I don’t know… I don’t really believe in sex before marriage.”

Harper grinned back. “You know that I know that you don’t believe that…”

Sloane simply answered by kissing her again.

***

Sloane woke to sunlight streaming through a gap in the curtains and Harper's arm draped across her waist. For a moment she thought she was dreaming. Then she looked at her left hand and saw the ring and knew it was real.

Harper stirred, opening her eyes and smiling when she saw Sloane awake.

"Morning, fiancée," Harper said.

"Morning, fiancée," Sloane replied, and they both started giggling like teenagers. “I was wondering… I need to get you a ring too. If you’d like?”

Harper smiled contentedly as she stretched. “I’d like that, but no rush. We have plenty of time.”

Sloane kept looking at the ring on her finger, unable to quite believe it was there.

"Should we tell people?" Harper asked. "Or keep it quiet?"

"I don't think we could keep it quiet if we tried. Someone's going to notice the ring. And there is no chance I’m taking it off. Ever."

"True. Plus I kind of want to shout it from the rooftops."

***

The brunch was in a private room overlooking the vineyard. Most of the wedding party was already there, nursing mimosas and coffee and looking pleasantly exhausted from the night before.

Becca spotted them as they walked in and waved them over to the table where their group of friends were sat. "There you two are! We thought you'd both slept through brunch entirely."

"Wouldn't miss it," Harper said, sliding into a seat at the table. Sloane sat next to her, and Harper immediately took her hand, her left hand, and held it in hers on top of the table.

Emma was the first to notice. Her eyes went wide.

"Ummm… what?!”

Becca’s boyfriend looked over and started chuckling, but Becca was slow to follow. “What… what’s going on?” He whispered something in her ear and her eyes went wide too. “Is that… is that what I think it is?”

Everyone’s head swivelled towards them. Sloane felt herself going red, but Harper was just grinning… a wonderfully relaxed, joyful, happy grin.

The table was silent for a moment just as Claire walked over with her new husband.

“Surprise?” Harper said with a shrug.

“Oh my God,” Claire shrieked, understanding immediately. “Oh my GOD. Did you two… are you…?”

“We got engaged,” Sloane confirmed, and couldn’t stop herself smiling.

The table erupted into complete chaos, so much so that others around the room started looking over. Claire was crying and hugging them both, Emma not far behind while Sarah was peppering them with questions about when it happened and Becca was saying that she knew it and she’d called it years ago.

“I proposed last night,” Harper explained, beaming. “After the reception. I couldn’t wait any more.”

“But wait, have you two been… together? All along?” Emma asked.

Sloan and Harper looked at each other and burst out laughing. “No… we kind of only got together when she proposed,” Sloane said.

“But then, we’ve kind of always been together,” Harper added. “We just realised last night that we’ve both been dumb enough to never tell each other how we felt.”

“And we’ve fixed that now.”

“Guys,” Claire said. “This is the best day-after-the-wedding present ever.” She stood up and looked around for a waiter. “We need some champagne. No excuses.”

"It means we have another wedding to plan," Sarah said. "When's the date? Are you doing a big thing or intimate? Can I be a bridesmaid?"

"We literally got engaged last night," Sloane laughed. "We haven't thought that far ahead."

But even as she said it, she caught Harper's eye across the table and knew they were both thinking the same thing: they'd been thinking about this for seven years. They didn't need to plan. They already knew.

"What made you finally do it?" Emma asked. "After all this time?"

Harper squeezed Sloane's hand. "I realised I was tired of waiting for the perfect moment. Tired of being scared. And I looked at Sloane and knew I didn't want to spend one more day without her knowing how I felt."

"Plus we had that stupid pact," Sloane added. "About getting married at thirty if we were both still single. And twenty-five is basically thirty, right?"

"That pact!" Claire cackled. "From our engagement party! Oh my god, I recorded it. Harper got down on one knee in the middle of the bar."

"And here we are," Harper said, grinning. "Turns out drunk me knew what she was talking about all along."

They spent the rest of brunch fielding questions, telling the story, basking in the happiness of their friends. Sloane kept looking at the ring on her finger, at Harper beside her, and felt like she might burst with joy.

Later, as they were getting ready to leave the hotel and head back to the city, Harper pulled her aside.

"Hey," she said softly. "I know everything's been kind of crazy and fast. Are you ok? Having any second thoughts?"

"Not even a little bit," Sloane said honestly. "Are you?"

"Not a chance. You're stuck with me now." Harper kissed her. "I love you. I'm going to keep saying it until you're sick of hearing it."

"I'll never be sick of hearing it."

She thought about that young woman all those years ago, the one who'd woken up next to her best friend and been too scared to admit what she felt. She wished she could go back and tell her: It's going to be ok. You're going to get here. It's going to take longer than you want, but you're going to get here.

But maybe the wait had been necessary. Maybe they'd needed those seven years to become the people who were brave enough to choose each other.

Or maybe they'd just been young and stupid and scared, and they were lucky enough to get a second chance.

Either way, they’d got there in the end. And that was all that mattered.


A Hallowe'en To Remember


Amy and Imogen


Even years later, Amy could remember the precise moment that she met Imogen.

October 31st, 2018. A Wednesday.

Hallowe’en.

Amy was sat in the junior common room of her Oxford college, just after an early lunch, chatting to friends. There was always a good buzz on a Wednesday lunchtime, the one day that you could rely on in the week where all but the most devoted students would take a break from their studies and get out in the fresh air to do some sport.

The buzz was even better than usual that Wednesday because the main mid-week student night at one of the nightclubs in town was hosting a special Hallowe’en party, one where fancy dress was mandatory and that promised to be a lot of fun. The excitement of something a little different to the usual nights out was palpable, even that early in the day, and as Amy was in her third and final year she'd been to a couple of these before and knew they had a tendency to get pretty wild.

On that specific Wednesday, Amy was waiting for her friend Naomi for them to go and play a lacrosse match that afternoon.

Amy was, in all honesty, getting a little impatient... if they weren't there for the warm-up then she probably wouldn't get to start the match and would be stuck as a substitute. But then, she reminded herself, Naomi had gone to collect a school friend from the bus station who was coming to visit for the night for the Hallowe’en party. The infamous Imogen… Amy had never met her, somehow having always been away when she’d come to visit Naomi before, but to listen to Naomi talk about her she was going to be a lot of fun even if she had just split up with a relatively long term boyfriend.

Ten minutes later than agreed, so not quite too late yet given the buffer that Amy had learnt to factor in when trying to get Naomi to go anywhere, Naomi came rushing in with her friend in tow and came straight over to Amy.

"I'm so sorry we're late," she said with an apologetic smile. "Imogen’s bus got stuck in traffic." She started to walk out and then stopped. "Oh... sorry, Amy meet Imogen, Imogen meet Amy."

"Hi," said Imogen, with a broad smile. Amy was struck immediately by how open and friendly she seemed, despite having literally only said a single word. And also how beautiful, long, dark straight hair that was lighter towards the ends tied back from an attractive, olive skinned face, medium height, slim, well dressed for the Autumn weather. Not that Amy was into women, not remotely, but she could appreciate beauty when she saw it, and she saw it right then.

"Hi," Amy replied to Imogen, returning the smile. "Are you coming to watch our match?"

"I've given her my room key, she's going to get settled in then maybe come later on,” Naomi interrupted. “Now come on, we've got to go, or you know what will happen."

Naomi took the lead and Amy followed her to the door, before some instinct made her turn her head and look back. As she did, Imogen turned to look in her direction and flashed her a shy grin, which Amy couldn't help smiling back at, before she was out of the door.

As they hurried through the main quad, surrounded by imposing stone buildings, out of the college lodge and up the road to get to the sports grounds, slightly out of breath, Amy asked Naomi, "Shouldn’t we have brought her with us?"

"No, she’s fine. She knows her way around from when she came last year. She's great fun, you'll get on really well. I've really built up the Hallowe’en party later, so I hope it's as good as I've made it out to be!"

"I hope so too... shit, it's going to be touch and go whether we're at the warm up in time."

"Fast as we can then, I don't want to be stuck as a substitute again this week."

Amy started laughing, as much as she could as they'd started jogging now to get there on time. "I don't think you've got any problem starting the match this week, not after where you and our Princess of a dear leader ended your night last Wednesday!”

Naomi blushed, and replied, "Let's not talk about that... it'll be your turn one of these days."

They jogged on in silence from there, making it with a couple of minutes to spare.

***

Apart from seeing her briefly as she watched the end of the lacrosse match, Amy didn't see Imogen again until they sat down for dinner that evening.

As with most weeknights it was served in Hall, an ornate, formal setting with High Table at one end for the Master and Fellows, and long, dark wood tables with benches running along the rest of the room. The college was over five hundred years old and, sat in Hall, you really felt it, particularly with the gallery up above and the high ceilings, not to mention the many portraits of famous alumni. The weight of history and past achievement could bear down on you in that room if you let it, but also the sense of tradition and connection could be uplifting, reminding the students that some very famous and very clever people had done exactly what they were doing now and had gone on to great things. In Amy's experience what she thought about that tended to be pretty well correlated to whether she was in the depths of an essay crisis or not, and thankfully that Hallowe’en evening she very much wasn't.

The buzz from lunchtime had carried through to dinner, the excitement about the Hallowe’en party palpable. No one was in costume yet, but straight after dinner Amy knew that the college would feel empty for half an hour while people got their costumes on, and then suddenly the college bar would be packed by all sorts of weird and wonderful sights and the evening would really be starting.

Amy found herself sat next to Imogen, Naomi across the table, among their set of friends that usually had dinner together. Imogen seemed on the quiet side, which Amy supposed was fairly normal when surrounded by a load of people that she didn't know very well. She turned to Imogen as the main course was served and asked, "Am I right in thinking you're at Cambridge?"

Imogen smiled. "Yes, that's right. This all seems weirdly familiar, but not. Like, at my college we have to wear gowns for dinner. I think I prefer it like this though, less formal."

Amy laughed at that. "It's funny, isn't it? For a lot of people this would be hugely formal, but when you're part of it, it just seems normal."

"We're lucky."

"Very."

"You see the gallery up above," said Amy, pointing to the large balcony at the opposite end of the room to the High Table. Imogen looked up and nodded. "Probably my favourite tradition here, we have a Christmas dinner at the end of term. The college choir go up there and sing, and when they do the Twelve Days of Christmas everyone in the hall joins in, jumping up on the benches for Five Gold Rings. It's a brilliant atmosphere as it's end of term, everyone goes a bit crazy. Nobody ends up very sober either.”

"That sounds great fun," replied Imogen, looking around. "My college, we don't quite go that far but we do get a Christmas dinner. Again, probably a bit more formal."

"You want to know the other thing about the gallery?"

"What?"

"It's one hundred percent haunted in the corridors behind there."

"Really?" Imogen looked sceptical. “You’re joking, right?”

"I know it seems topical for tonight, but honestly, two different people that I trust have said the same. There's a route that we're not supposed to know about that takes you up to the roof, a fantastic view if the doors are unlocked, but people have seen and heard things in the dark on the way up there."

Imogen thought about that for a moment. "You and Naomi need to show me that later, it wouldn't be Hallowe’en without scaring ourselves silly at some point!"

They ate in silence for a minute, the buzz around the Hall continuing, then Amy asked, "What subject do you do at Cambridge?"

Imogen looked slightly embarrassed. "I'm not sure you'll believe me..."

"Try me," replied Amy encouragingly.

"Well... Maths."

Amy laughed. "Really? I mean I'm sure you're telling the truth but..."

"...but?" replied Imogen, also laughing now even as she pretended to look offended.

"How can I put this? You don't look or seem like a mathematician. I mean, not in the slightest."

"In what way?" teased Imogen.

"I think you know..." teased Amy in return.

"I get that a lot. How about you though? What do you study?"

"Psychology, though I've got a plan to do a law conversion next year."

"I could see that," teased Imogen. "You look like a psychologist."

"How do you mean?" replied Amy, suddenly blushing.

"Let's just say that the same thing that makes me not look like a mathematician makes you look like a psychologist." She smiled as she said it, and there was a moment or two, very brief, where there was something that passed unsaid between them.

Soon, the conversation moved on, Naomi and a couple of other friends joining in and talking about the evening ahead, the moment gone although the thought lingered with Amy, completely straight as she may be, that she’d quite liked the way that Imogen had looked at her.

***

Twenty minutes later, eight of them had gathered in Amy's room to get their costumes on, a couple of bottles of wine to hand to help get the evening properly started. Amy had lucked out in the third year room ballot, coming near the top and having her choice of room in college. There had been a wide range to choose from, ranging from a large, wood panelled room overlooking the oldest, front quad, right through to rooms with all mod cons in the newest accommodation block built only a few years before. In the end she'd opted for character over convenience, choosing a room that had once belonged to a Fellow and so had a separate study-cum-living room and bedroom, located off the front quad halfway up an ancient stair case. It had character in spades, with a view over the Master's garden, and was perfect for study and for relaxing. The one down side was that apart from a sink it had no other plumbing, so to use the bathroom she had to traipse down a flight of stairs, but she figured it was worth it for the full Oxford experience.

They'd decided to go for a group look for their Hallowe’en costumes, that of zombie field hockey players, the thinking being that they could mix the two best parts of Hallowe’en dressing up in one. First, when you're in your early twenties about to go to a student party, you really want to look hot. And the college hockey kit was perfect for that purpose, tight red and black tops, short black skirts, long red socks... just the right level of showing what you have without giving too much away. And Amy's group of female friends were all firmly at the more attractive end, all of them into their sports and in good shape.

Amy herself took pride in keeping in great shape, fitness training for lacrosse mixed with running and strength training to give her toned legs and arms, and something pretty close to a six pack which she hoped to keep for as long as possible despite the student lifestyle. Her and her friends never seemed to struggle for male attention, put it that way.

The second best part of Hallowe’en was looking terrifying, and they had plenty of stage make-up to hand to really go to town. Two of the friends were involved in amateur plays at the university so had some experience of using it, and the plan was to really hit the zombie look.

Under their guidance, the eight of them paired off to get ready and, as luck would have it, Amy paired with Imogen. Someone had turned on Amy's music to a Hallowe’en themed playlist in the background to help with the ambience. They'd already all put the hockey kit and tied their hair back as if ready to play sport, leaving just the make up to do.

"You want to go first or second?" Imogen asked.

"How about I do yours first, then you can sort me out?"

"Deal. Where do you want me?"

"How about if you kneel down over here, near the light?" There was happy chatter between each of the pairs around the room, with occasional shrieks of laughter when someone turned to show off their zombie look.

Amy knelt opposite Imogen, both with their glasses of wine to hand. "Ok... hold still," said Amy, focusing on putting on the base layer to really hit that un-dead look. It didn't take her long to get that done, then she moved on to making around the eyes darker and putting on the red lipstick that they'd all agreed to wear.

"Take a look in the mirror," said Amy, grinning when she'd finished that part.

Imogen turned around and burst out laughing, then turned to show the rest of the room. If she wasn't looking undead, she certainly looked unwell, the lipstick contrasting nicely with the rest of the makeup. Amy noticed though that she still looked very attractive... it was like she just had one of those faces that it was impossible to make ugly.

"Ok, time for the blood and gore..." Amy continued, with a smile.

"Sure, just one second." Imogen took a big drink of her wine, then smiled. "For courage!"

Amy started to put various streaks of fake blood on her face, leaning in close to do it. She was conscious that she might be invading Imogen's personal space a little, but when she apologised Imogen didn't seem to mind at all. She then wanted to apply some to Imogen's arms as well, asking her to hold them out as she delicately drew some more blood, before finally asking Imogen to raise her chin up so that she could draw some more on her neck as well.

"Ok," Amy said, "I think we're done. Take another look."

Turning around to the mirror again, Imogen grinned and turned back to Amy. "It looks great, thank you so much."

Naomi looked over and agreed, and when Amy looked at her she could see that Naomi was also in full zombie mode, including her hair standing out from her head in various directions thanks to very liberal use of hairspray. She looked both absolutely terrifying and, weirdly, kind of hot with it.

In fact, everyone else was done, Amy having taken a long time with Imogen, so she was the only one left still to do. "Sorry everyone, I won't be long." She turned to Imogen. "Why don't you go to the bar with everyone else, and I can sort my own out?"

"No way," replied Imogen with a smile that said she had a plan for Amy’s look. “You've done mine, so I'll do yours. We can catch the others up."

"You're sure?" asked Naomi.

"Absolutely, Amy and I will see you down there."

As the others left, she turned to Amy and said, "Ok, come and kneel over here." She leaned in close and started to apply the make-up, starting with the base layer and, like Amy had, making her darker around the eyes and with the bright red lipstick.

"I think that looks pretty cool already," Imogen said, while Amy looked in the mirror.

"Yeah, wow... you're good at this."

"One thing though, the lipstick. I reckon it would look better smudged." She had a devilish look in her eye, and Amy had a sudden thought that maybe there'd been a reason that Imogen had wanted them to stay behind just the two of them, remembering that brief moment between them in Hall. Amy wasn't entirely sure what she'd do, the image flashing through her head of Imogen leaning across the last few inches between them, smudging both their lipstick at the same time.

But quickly she realised she'd taken 2 + 2 and come up with 20. Looking around her for something to use, Imogen dipped her thumb into her wine, then used it to gently touch Amy's lips, artfully smudging the lipstick around. "There you go."

When Amy glanced in the mirror, she realised that it looked better like that. "That's spot on… exactly the look that you'd expect if a zombie apocalypse had descended and the hockey players had for some reason been playing hockey with bright red lipstick on, and hadn't reapplied once they'd taken to devouring the human population."

Imogen laughed. "Precisely! How did you know that was the exact scenario I had in mind?” she joked. “Now, onto the blood."

Just as Amy had done, Imogen leaned in close to apply the blood make-up across Amy's face and neck. Amy told herself she was imagining it, but with just the two of them sat there, alone in her room, it felt surprisingly intimate, having Imogen's face so close to hers, and a couple of times they looked at each other and smiled, Amy feeling a little spark when they did. It was comfortable, and Amy realised that she genuinely liked Imogen even in the short time they’d known each other, as well as getting the feeling that Imogen liked her.

Once they were done, Imogen doing a fantastic job of getting Amy looking terrifying and hot in equal measure, they stood up, and Imogen took Amy's hand and gave it a little squeeze. "Thank you, I really appreciate you letting me join in with your costumes tonight."

Amy looked at Imogen and smiled. "No problem, any friend of Naomi's is a friend of mine." She paused, then continued. "Plus... she's told me a lot of stories about you, I feel like I know you already."

"Nothing bad I hope?"

Laughing as they headed out of the door to go to the college bar, Amy replied, "That depends on your definition of bad..."

***

Much later that evening, around midnight, Amy was queueing at one of the bars in the club, the Hallowe’en party in full swing around her.

She smiled to herself as she remembered the college bar that evening, at least a hundred and fifty students in there, all in Hallowe’en fancy dress, and with massively varying degrees of scariness, effort and, to be honest, weirdness, all having a great time.

One of the nice things about the college environment, particularly when you'd been there for two years already, was that you pretty much knew everyone else there who was remotely sociable, so on a night like that you were constantly talking to different people, having conversations that you didn't expect, and getting pulled into all sorts of craziness. It was different when you then mixed with people from the other colleges that made up the university, like in the night club, where of course you knew some of them but not many. The college group though were, sort of, a family.

The club was particularly fun that night as a consequence, pretty much all of that hundred and fifty (except for one unfortunate member of the college rugby team who'd drunk rather too much for the bouncers to let him in) in there so that wherever you went you saw someone you knew, even with over a thousand other students packing the place out.

Carrying their vodka and cokes back over to Naomi once she'd got served, she looked around.

"I got one for Imogen too," she said, or more accurately shouted over the thumping music into Naomi's ear.

Naomi said nothing but pointed to the dancefloor where Imogen was having a great time with some of their other friends, particularly a couple of the guys who probably fancied their chances with a rebounding Imogen.

"She's great fun," continued Amy.

"Yeah, she is. Get a few drinks in her and she's got a bit of wild side though."

"Really?"

"Yeah, I mean the stories I've told you about boarding school... a lot of them were her." While Amy had gone to an all-girls boarding school herself, which had had its share of interesting aspects, it paled in comparison to Naomi's school which had been mixed. Imagine the effect of jamming together hundreds of hormonal teenagers with not a lot to do in their spare time, and the stories of the bed hopping and the middle of the night creeping in and out of the various boarding houses were legion. Naomi had had her fair share of those stories about herself, but if the others were about Imogen, then suffice it to say she was probably more experienced with both men and women than most other people in the club that night.

"She doesn't seem like that though?"

"Whoever does, right? If she sees what she wants in here tonight then we’ll not be seeing her until morning, but if she doesn't then she won't. It's always on her terms. I reckon she's looking for someone tonight, she's on the rebound.” Naomi paused and grinned mischievously. “Speaking of which, I think she quite likes you..."

Amy felt her cheeks redden. "You know I'm not into that..."

Naomi laughed at that. "When you're sober, yes. But when you're a little drunk like now... I'd call you straightish."

"Straightish?"

"Yeah... you've kissed your share of girls, right?"

"Maybe..."

"So, I'm just saying, she likes you, that's all."

They stood sipping their drinks, trying to hear themselves think over the music. Amy was surprised to hear Naomi say that she thought that Imogen might like her like that, but also when she thought about it not disappointed. She did like Imogen after all, and if she was being quite honest with herself she'd developed a bit of a lady crush since that brief introduction to her at lunch time. There was definitely a spark there, without a doubt. If things went that way, maybe for once she wouldn't be averse to it. Maybe.

Naomi turned to Amy. "I saw you talking to James in here earlier," she said with a teasing smile. "You going home with him later?"

Amy blushed and shook her head. "No chance. I'm playing the long game there, he's nice but he's a rugby lad and he's got a reputation, despite his public school charm."

"You two look good together."

"We'll see. How about you? I saw Charlie about earlier... have you spoken to him?" Charlie had been Naomi's on again / off again not quite boyfriend for the last few weeks, they seemed to never really even acknowledge each other around college, but come 2am on any night out they'd be the couple all over each other in the corner, waking up in one of their beds in the morning.

"No, but..." Naomi pulled a funny face. "You know..."

"Yeah, I know," laughed Amy. "Look, if you and him, you know, I'll get Imogen back to college safely. Don't worry about that. I'm sure from what you've said she wouldn't expect you to turn him down on her behalf."

"Thanks. I appreciate it." She took a final sip of her drink. "I'm feeling the need to dance, you coming?"

***

2am and people were starting to drift off from the club, the party winding down. As expected, Naomi had indeed disappeared with Charlie back to his place, earlier than usual. Amy wasn't sure if that meant something or not, but really it didn't matter. So long as Naomi was having a good time, she was happy for her.

Amy rounded up Imogen from the dancefloor, and the two of them headed out into the cool Oxford night and back to college. Neither had bothered with coats, the hassle of queueing for the cloakroom meaning that they would rather just get cold, but even with a fair amount of alcohol in their bloodstreams both were feeling the chill as they did the ten minute walk back to the college gates.

"This is the one problem with being a zombie hockey player," joked Imogen. "The kit is designed to make sure you don't get hot, not to keep you warm..."

Amy stopped and looked at her, then burst out laughing. "We should look at ourselves, we both look ridiculous!"

Imogen joined her. "You're right, I mean we look terrifying, but this is one look I'm going to remember for a long time." She paused as they continued walking. "Naomi was ok when she left?"

"Yeah, completely, her and Charlie have been doing that every time we've gone out this term. They should just admit defeat and start going out."

"She's always been like that though. Always. It's a big thing in her head to date someone, so she kind of does but without admitting she is."

"Sounds like you think differently?"

"I guess..." Imogen paused while she thought. "We're young, it's important to have fun. All that serious stuff can come later, but that means also dating people and just enjoying it. Thank you by the way for helping me get back, I'm not sure I'd have been able to get into your college or find her room to sleep in on my own."

"No problem. I don't know about you, but I'm hungry. There's a good kebab van up here that does chips and cheese, fancy sharing one?"

"One hundred percent. No, one hundred and twenty five percent. And as a mathematician I can tell you that that is, in fact, possible."

They walked slowly along once they'd got the chips, not feeling the cold so much with some warm food, chatting about not a lot, and when they got back to college Amy walked with Imogen up to Naomi's room, which was at the top of one of the oldest staircases on the front quad. Naomi had left the key hidden by the door and when they got inside Amy put on some music and flopped down onto the small sofa, Imogen next to her, both finishing the last of the chips.

"So, that thing you said about behind the Gallery being haunted. Were you serious?" asked Imogen.

"Completely," replied Amy. "One of my friends was up behind there one night and saw a figure walking across the room when there was no way a person could have been there. And another time, one of the staff members came out screaming one morning, having just seen a figure come down some stairs and go through a wall. And that's only the ones I've heard about."

"Seriously though? You're not winding me up?"

“Pinkie promise I'm telling the truth,” replied Amy, holding up her pinkie which Imogen wrapped her own around.

"Ok, what are we waiting for? It's Hallowe’en, we need to have an adventure."

"Ok... though I'm going to borrow one of Naomi's coats. Otherwise, they'd find us frozen to death up there in the morning, and then people would gossip." She winked as she said that, drawing a broad grin from Imogen.

"Let them..." she teased back. Amy wasn't quite sure how to respond to that, so simply flashed a smile back at Imogen while Amy rummaged through Naomi's wardrobe, looking for a coat.

***

The door that started the route up to the roof was tucked away next to a cleaner’s cupboard on the floor below Naomi’s.

As they stood outside it, Amy explained. “So, first thing to remember is no lights or torches and we have to be quiet… students aren’t supposed to be able to access a lot of this, particularly not at night, and we don’t think the college authorities know about it. It’s kind of a convoluted route, so we think they don’t think it exists. The porter does night rounds and if he sees or hears something he’ll investigate, which we don’t want.”

Imogen nodded her understanding.

“Second thing, if it gets scary, we can get out of there quickly. I’m not embarrassed to, I mean I really believe those accounts of people seeing things, and the building is so old who knows how many people have literally died here? Luckily coming back out is quicker as there’s a fire escape that you can get out of but can’t get in through on the way up, if you know what I mean.”

“I completely agree, hopefully we don’t need to though.”

Amy was about to push open the door when she stopped and grinned. “We might see some other people up there, it’s kind of a good place to take someone you’re interested in at the end of a night out. Sort of like ‘make out point’ or whatever they call it in American small town high school dramas, the place they all drive to overlooking their town.” She paused and blushed. “Not that I’m saying that’s what we’re doing, that came out wrong.”

Imogen laughed, then said, “So we’re going through a scary, ancient haunted house to get to make out point on Hallowe’en? Sounds like we’re making our own budget horror movie to me!”

“I guess it does,” replied Amy, laughing too.

“One question though.” Imogen raised her eyebrows and smiled teasingly. “If you’re taking me to make out point, which one of us is the cheerleader and which one is the quarterback?”

Smiling back at Imogen, Amy replied, “Maybe we’re the unstoppable axe murderers instead?”

“How exciting…” Imogen teased. “Lead the way.”

The first part was relatively easy and boring, going through the door and down a corridor with plenty of light coming in through windows that ultimately went behind the Senior Common Room, inner sanctum of the college Fellows. Somewhere you could get into a lot of trouble for going into uninvited, but at that time of night very low risk.

It got much more interesting afterwards, where the route went down rather than up, through some of the college’s cellars.

As the two women walked through the darkened cellar, lit only by the occasional glow from equipment left charging overnight, it started to get spooky. Corridors branching off to the side ended in total darkness, impossible to see anything, and Amy’s imagination started to see things that weren’t there.

At one point Imogen gasped and grabbed Amy, only for it to turn out to be the shadow of a discarded set of overalls hanging from a peg. They both laughed quietly in relief at that one.

When they reached the far end there came what Amy thought was the most challenging part, a set of wooden stairs that went up three floors, inky darkness without a hint of light with no overhead lighting on, and the stairs were creaky, so that you made a lot of noise and wouldn’t hear over it if there was anyone else coming up or down. She’d nearly jumped out of her skin during her second year when she’d gone along this route with a guy and they’d literally collided, completely unexpectedly, with a couple coming back down in the opposite direction.

“Hold on to the hand rail, I’ll go first so put your other hand on my shoulder. Trust me, it’s a lot easier if you know where the other person is. And watch out for anyone coming back down.”

They started to climb, slowly but not too slowly, their imaginations more than happy to fill the darkness with all sorts of ghouls and spirits.

About half way up Amy stumbled and Imogen lost her grip on her shoulder, and suddenly Amy was alone. She took two more steps to make sure that Imogen didn’t walk into her then stopped, waiting and listening.

Silence. That stretched on. It was as if the darkness had simply swallowed up not just Imogen but the whole world, Amy’s existence reduced to just her for those few moments in a vacuum. If her hand hadn’t been firmly on the banister she would have lost her balance and fell, adrift in the darkness.

Then, very quietly, she heard Imogen whisper, “Are you still there?”

“Yes, a few steps up. I’ll hold out my hand.”

It felt like an eternity as she heard movement from below, then she felt a hand touch her arm, then move along it until it grabbed her hand tightly, interlocking fingers with hers.

“I really hope that’s Imogen’s hand,” whispered Amy, her imagination telling her all sorts of alternatives it could be instead.

“Yep, it’s me.” Imogen’s voice sounded scared.

“Are you doing ok?”

“Mildly terrified,” she replied, and Amy thought she could detect some amusement in her tone. “So long as you never let go of my hand ever again, I think I’ll be good though.”

They crept up the rest of the stairs slowly, and at the top got some respite, a small landing lit by the half-moon shining in from outside.

“You want to go on?” Amy asked in a whisper. “That short cut out is just over there.”

“I’m good if you are?” Imogen looked a little scared but determined. It was, it occurred to Amy, a look that looked strangely good on Imogen, covered still in her zombie make up as she was.

“Yes, this last bit is the spookiest though. It’s the old library, and is where those sightings I mentioned happened.”

Imogen lifted up her hand, still holding Amy’s. “You’d better not let go then.” As if to emphasise Imogen gave Amy’s hand a squeeze, their fingers firmly wrapped around each other’s. Amy had to admit that she was feeling more scared than usual doing this route, and Imogen’s hand felt nice and reassuring.

They stepped through the door to the Old Library and stopped. It was a grand old room, high wood panelled walls and a vaulted ceiling painted white between dark wood beams with a beautiful old oak floor underneath, maybe fifty metres long and fifteen wide. In Amy’s opinion the room was criminally underused and would have been an amazing place to study compared to the more modern college library at the other end of the college.

“We need to get up those stairs at the far end,” Amy whispered, pointing.

Easier said than done as in between were a load of old, empty book cases, and no clear route through. There was no choice but to work your way between the narrow corridors created by them, all illuminated by the moon shining through the large windows that ran down the right hand side as they looked. Amy realised that darkness wasn’t the concern here, it was the shadows between tightly spaced book cases and the fear of being trapped in a cul-de-sac that would terrify them, particularly as they were already on edge.

A few steps in Imogen stopped and whispered, “Is it usually so cold in here? It feels weird.”

Amy thought for a second. “It does seem a lot colder than usual. You still up for this?”

“To make it to Makeout Point? Of course.” She was grinning as she said it.

They held on to each other just a little bit tighter, and started to walk between the first book cases, confidence growing.

It was when they reached the middle of the room, deep between the cases with no easy way out, that it began.

Both women, at pretty much the same time, heard it. A soft shuffling that seemed to mimic their steps, but not quite, stopping half a second after they did. They tried walking again, then stopping, with the same result. And the noise was between them and the door they’d come in from.

“What the fuck is that?” whispered Imogen as quietly as she could. Amy just shrugged, suspecting that her face had the same wide eyed expression of terror on it that Imogen’s had.

They kept going, as quietly as possible. The shuffling stopped, but just as they breathed a sigh of relief the whispering started. Latin words, whispered softly, coming from behind and then also from what sounded like the other side of the book case they were next to.

Both women looked at each and needed no words to break into a run to the other end. As they got about three quarters of the way across the room they saw a dark, cloaked figure move between two bookcases they’d been heading towards, so veered to the right, finding themselves in a dead end with their backs to one of the windows.

Looking back, they saw the dark figure coming towards them slowly and suddenly realisation hit Amy…

“Jack… you fucking prick,” she said, too loudly but she didn’t care at that point. “I know it’s you. I recognise your trainers.”

The figure stopped, then dropped their hood and said, “Amy, sorry, I didn’t realise it was you.”

Imogen stood looking between the two of them in bewilderment. “What the fuck just happened?” she asked cautiously, adrenaline coursing through her. She’d stayed hand in hand with Amy, unsure what was going on still.

Amy smiled in relief. “Jack, meet Imogen, Naomi’s friend from school.” She paused. “I’m guessing the shuffling and the Latin were Tom and Zach?”

Jack grinned as Tom and Zach joined them from the shadows. “Busted. A Hallowe’en trick, but you were the only people to come through here so far. Did it work?”

“Damned right it did… Zach, I’m telling Harriet about this, you’ll be in trouble with her.” Amy hid a grin as she saw Zach look nervous while Jack and Tom started laughing. She turned to Imogen. “Are you ok?”

“I am now.” Imogen smiled tentatively at Jack. “You were on the dancefloor at the party earlier, right?”

They chatted for a few minutes, nerves calmed, before the three guys headed off to their respective beds, but only once they’d gallantly escorted Amy and Imogen up to the roof.

Once Amy had pointed out some of the key landmarks, they stood shoulder to shoulder looking out at the view, still holding hands, neither quite relaxed enough after the journey up to the roof to not want the reminder that someone else was there with them, having given each other enough scares to last for the next few Hallowe’ens too. Or at least that was the excuse that Amy gave herself at the time.

After a few minutes contemplating the spectacular view and watching the stragglers from the Hallowe’en party make their way back into college far down below, Imogen leaned closer to Amy and said with a cheeky smile, “You know… I’ve never kissed a zombie.”

Amy turned to face her, and Imogen did the same. They were stood close, still holding hands, their fingers intertwined. “Neither have I,” Amy replied, smiling back. “They’ve not usually been my type. I tend to go for the living rather than the dead.”

“Oh, don’t rule them out until you’ve tried it once.” Imogen’s other hand reached up and pushed a stray strand of hair back from Amy’s face. “At least that’s what I’ve heard.”

“Is that so?” Amy teased.

Imogen moved towards Amy, whispering, “I guess we are playing quarterback and cheerleader after all…” before their lips met, gently, softly.

Amy had had her fair share of drunken snogs with women before, much as Naomi had pointed out. But this was different, very different.

Rather than a frantic, performative mashing of lips this was slow, soft and sensual. Imogen could kiss well, very well, her lips playing over Amy’s in a gentle caress, setting all her nerve endings on fire. Amy did her best to match Imogen, and could feel her respond, a soft moan from Imogen punctuating the kiss after a couple of minutes.

They’d soon pressed their bodies up close to one another, arms around each other, and though their thick coats meant that she couldn’t feel much of Imogen’s upper body, their bare legs were pushed up against each other, Amy thrilling at the feel of Imogen’s smooth skin against hers, and for a couple of moments even felt Imogen’s thigh pressed up between her legs, that contact triggering a hint of a deeper, more base desire within her.

When they broke off the kiss some minutes later both women were flushed. Amy was hugely turned on, the kiss, the situation, the euphoria of a great night out all combining. She wanted more than just a kiss, she knew that with absolute certainty, and she got a strong feeling that Imogen thought the same.

Imogen was smiling at her. “So, I think that zombies are pretty good kissers…”

“So do I…”

Imogen took hold of both of Amy’s hands. “I hate to break the moment, but I’m freezing, can we head back down.”

“Me too, hopefully less eventful on the way back.”

Heading back down into the Old Library, the room didn’t feel anything like as oppressive or terrifying as on the way up, the prank having taken away some of the mystery.

When they got to the bottom of the stairs and were starting to walk across, Imogen put a hand on Amy’s arm to stop her. “Did you hear that?” she whispered, very quietly.

“What?” Amy said, feeling her alarm building again. She wasn’t sure she could take another scare.

But Imogen was smiling. “Someone is coming up those dark stairs at the other end of the room, can you hear?”

Amy listened and could just make out the creaking noise. Whoever it was was probably still on the first flight and sounded like they were being cautious.

“Do you want to have some fun?” asked Imogen, an excited look on her zombie face.

“What sort of fun?”

“The table and chairs we went past on the way up, the ones on the wall opposite the windows. If we sit there…” and she whispered the rest of her plan into Amy’s ear.

***

A couple of minutes later, Amy and Imogen were sat opposite each other at the table, the wall to one side of them, and lines of book cases behind and in front. The moonlight coming through the windows didn’t reach that far into the room. Anyone walking through the library would see a dead end with a study table at the end of it, which was all part of Imogen’s plan.

They’d found some old, discarded hardback books that had obviously been missed in the move to the new library which lay opened in front of them. And then the masterstroke was that Imogen had set up the lights on both their phones, hidden in the book cases, to cast a spooky, up lit glow, an effect not dissimilar to when someone telling a ghost story shines a torch under their chin.

Imogen whispered very quietly to Amy, “Remember, don’t say a thing, but copy what I do. I’ll do the talking as they won’t recognise me.”

Amy just nodded and grinned back. Imogen looked truly terrifying with her zombie makeup on and the uplighting, and Amy was sure that she had the same effect. They’d hidden their coats so were only in their hockey costumes which just added to the weirdness. She could see from the look in Imogen’s eyes that she was excited and really enjoying herself too.

As they sat there quietly, Amy could here whispers as whoever had come up the stairs started to cross the room. It sounded like a man and a woman, and from the way they were talking she got the feeling that they were both enjoying the thrill of scaring each other, and also that neither were sober, possibly some of the stragglers coming back into college from the Hallowe’en party not yet ready to head to bed.

The whispers got closer, and at one point she heard a soft exclamation as one of the people thought they saw something. Amy looked at Imogen who winked back at her.

She could hear quiet footsteps now, they must be close, and then she heard a man’s voice say quietly, “Wait… there’s a light over there.”

“Seriously, stop fucking with me. It isn’t funny,” replied a woman’s voice, also quietly.

“I’m not… look.”

They both went quiet, and Amy heard their footsteps coming near, rounding the corner, then she heard the man’s voice say, a little louder, “What the fuck…”

Out of the corner of her eye Amy could see that both of them were stood at the opening to their dead end, but she resisted the temptation to react or look at them, focused on pretending to read the book. Imogen was doing likewise.

“I don’t like this…” said the woman quietly. “Did you set this up?”

“No…” replied the man. He took a step towards Amy and Imogen. “Hello? Are you ok?”

Imogen snapped her head up and turned to look at the two of them, then smiled and, reaching out her hand, said, “Would you like to join us?”

That was too much for the woman who let out a blood curdling scream and ran for the exit. Amy looked up to see the man fixed momentarily to the spot with a look of absolute terror, then he also bolted, following the woman.

As they fled the Old Library, Amy heard them both making their way as quickly as they dared back down the creaky stairs. Imogen was grinning and Amy started to grin too.

“That went better than I hoped,” Imogen whispered. “I hope they’re ok though, I think we gave them a bit more of a fright than I’d planned!”

“I didn’t see her, but he’s a graduate student who has a bit of a reputation, so we might have just done whoever she was a bit of a favour… We should head back down, it doesn’t look like they knew about the fire escape so we can head out that way.”

“One thing first though…” Imogen took Amy’s hand again and leaned over to give Amy a quick kiss. “I’m not going to sleep just yet. Your place or mine?”

***

They chose Amy’s room, on the basis that the two of them fooling around in Naomi’s room, even if she wasn’t there, was maybe pushing the bounds of friendship a little too far.

The walk back didn’t take long though they were careful to avoid other people, not wanting to bump into the people they’d just terrified.

Once they got back upstairs and were safely behind a closed and locked door, Amy walked over to Imogen and kissed her, going for the same gentle approach that Imogen had taken with her up on the roof.

“Thank you for a brilliant end to the evening, that was so much fun. You’ve got a wicked sense of humour,” Amy whispered when they broke off from their kiss.

“No, thank you, I had so much fun on our Hallowe’en adventure through the haunted house to makeout point,” Imogen replied, laughing.

“Shall we get this make up off? I like kissing zombie you, but I’d like to kiss you you too…”

“Maybe in a minute?” replied Imogen. “It’s kind of hot like this…” She started to kiss Amy again, but more hungrily, with more passion.

After a few minutes she took Amy by the hand and led her over to the small sofa where the two of them sat down and resumed their kissing. They’d discarded their coats when they came through the door, and soon their bodies were pressed up against each other, their bare legs touching, the tight fabric of the hockey shirts leaving little to the imagination.

Both women’s hands were wandering, stroking each other gently, and Amy couldn’t resist brushing her hand over Imogen’s chest, something she’d never done with a woman before. Imogen did the same, before Amy felt her hand move down to her bare leg and then slide up.

Amy’s arousal was through the roof, the flirting earlier that evening, the sexy-as-hell kiss on the rooftop, and the sensation of holding Imogen’s hand on their adventure all combining. She felt it between her legs, and knew that she wanted to be touched, and touched right now.

Parting her legs slightly, Imogen got the hint, sliding her hand between, initially touching through the fabric of the underwear but then moving her hand up and inside. Amy let out a soft moan at the contact, kissing Imogen back harder.

Sliding her hand down lower on Imogen, Amy felt Imogen’s legs part as well and slid her hand inside her underwear too. She stopped for a moment, confused by the unfamiliar angles, but soon got her geography right and started to touch Imogen in what she hoped was the right way.

Quickly, too quickly, Amy felt herself building towards a peak and she couldn’t help but moan into the kiss. She seemed to be doing something right with Imogen too as she was making similar sounds, and their kiss was getting sloppier as they both got more and more aroused, lips giving way to their tongues pressing against each other, searching each other out.

Suddenly Imogen’s breathing grew rapid, and she broke off the kiss, leaning her head back, letting out a louder moan. Amy realised she was climaxing which pushed her over the edge too, her climax welling up from deep inside her, her own moans mixing with Imogen’s, until she felt Imogen shudder and heard a long, low moan as her climax rocked through her, Amy following seconds later, burying her head into Imogen’s shoulder as she did.

They lay there entwined, both recovering, lazily kissing each other and smiling, stroking each other gently, until Imogen started laughing.

“What?” asked Amy with a smile.

“That’s my bucket list complete at the age of twenty one, surely.”

“How do you mean?”

“Fingered by a hot female zombie hockey player… what in the rest of my life can ever beat that?” replied Imogen with a grin.

Amy smiled back, but the only reply really was to kiss Imogen again.

***

When they finally got up from the sofa, Amy got her wish that they take off their make-up. She led Imogen through to her bedroom and, with Imogen sat on her bed, Amy kneeling between her legs in front of her, she slowly and delicately removed the zombie make up, the real Imogen gradually revealing herself.

Whereas earlier when they’d been applying the makeup it had been flirty but nothing more between them, now it was so much more. Imogen had a peaceful, happy look on her face that suggested to Amy that, once the make-up was off them both, sleep was the last thing on her mind, and while Amy removed the last traces of Imogen’s zombie look Imogen wasn’t shy to touch and stroke Amy’s arms and cheek affectionately.

The two women swapped places, and Amy thrilled to have the opportunity to look at Imogen’s beauty close up while she had her own make up removed. What really grabbed Amy were her eyes, her nose, and her mouth, always on the verge of a smile. They made a lot of eye contact, just as they had when getting ready earlier, but it felt even better now that they both knew where they each stood with each other.

As Imogen finished, she stayed kneeling between Amy’s legs. “So…” Imogen said, with an impish smile.

“So…” replied Amy, returning the smile.

“So… I’m much too scared to possibly sleep alone tonight after a fright like that. Could you protect me?”

Amy laughed. “I think so, yes.”

“Good. Can you just point me to where your bathroom is? Then I think you and I shouldn’t go to sleep just yet. I think we might be playing cheerleader and cheerleader rather than quarterback and cheerleader tonight…”

“Bottom of the stairs and turn right. Don’t be long!”

Imogen headed out of the door and, after sending a quick text to Naomi to tell her where Imogen was, although not what they were doing, so that she wouldn’t think that she’d had gone missing overnight, Amy took off her hockey costume, setting it to one side, and changed into her sexiest nightwear, a pair of short cotton shorts that showed off all of her legs, and a top with straps that didn’t leave a lot to the imagination.

When Imogen came back in a few minutes later she was laughing to herself and, when she saw the quizzical look on Amy’s face, she said, “Take a look out of the window!”

Amy opened a window and could hear a heated discussion in the quad down below. “It’s our victims,” continued Imogen. “They’re trying to get the Night Porter to investigate, and he’s having none of it. In fact, he’s asking them what they were doing up there.”

A small crowd of those up late had gathered, and Amy got the feeling that it wouldn’t be long until the story of another ghost sighting up behind the Gallery took hold around the college. She wondered to herself whether people playing pranks was the source of the earlier stories too.

Amy closed the window and turned back around, only for Imogen to have disappeared.

“Where’d you go?” she asked.

“Through here,” came Imogen’s voice from the bedroom. Amy walked through and stopped at the door. Imogen was lying in her single bed, duvet pulled up to her bare shoulders, and most tellingly her hockey kit, bra and underwear were all sat on a chair in the corner.

“You don’t mess around, do you?” teased Amy.

“No, I don’t,” replied Imogen, smiling. “Are you going to join me?”

“Gladly…”

Amy switched off the lights in her living room, before closing her bedroom curtains and climbing into bed next to Imogen, sneaking a glimpse of her naked body as she lifted the covers.

They kissed, gently again, arms around each other, until Amy started to run her hand down Imogen’s side and she broke off the kiss, the realisation that she was in bed with a naked woman hitting her.

“I’ve never done something like this before,” Amy admitted. “Have you?”

Imogen nodded. “Yes, quite a few times. Don’t worry, it’s fun.”

“Oh, I don’t doubt that. Can you tell me if I need to do something differently?”

“Of course. First thing though, I haven’t got any nightwear, and I don’t think it’s fair that you do…” Imogen tugged at Amy’s top and Amy sat up and pulled it off, feeling slightly shy to have her chest naked in front of Imogen.

Imogen seemed to sense that though, and once Amy lay back down she took charge, rolling Amy onto her back and then kissing her again, before moving down to kiss Amy’s neck while her hand touched Amy’s body.

Amy let out a little sigh of satisfaction and Imogen leaned up, looking at her. “It feels good?”

“Very…” Amy let out another sigh as Imogen moved down, using her tongue and her hand on her body, before Imogen slid her hand down lower, stroking Amy over her toned, muscular abdomen and then teasing lower still.

“Can I take your shorts off?” Imogen asked, looking up from where she was still kissing Amy’s chest. Amy nodded and Imogen moved lower, kissing down across her abdomen to her waist band and then tugging on it. Amy lifted her hips and then her legs, and Imogen kneeled up to pull off the shorts but didn’t let Amy’s legs down immediately, resting them on her shoulders instead.

Amy looked up at Imogen who looked down at her with a look of hungry desire, and then Imogen ran one hand down from Amy’s waist, sliding it between her legs, teasing her, while her other hand held Amy’s thigh and Imogen’s lips kissed and gently nibbled Amy’s calf.

Not a move that any man had ever tried on Amy, but with Imogen doing it it felt great, the electricity between them palpable. Amy was getting increasingly turned on, and after a few minutes Imogen slowly let her legs down and positioned herself between them, kissing her inner thighs, starting at her knees and working her way up.

The kisses were driving Amy wild, and as Imogen got higher and higher Amy gasped in anticipation, until she felt Imogen’s tongue touch her where she needed to be touched.

Quickly Imogen got into a rhythm, and in case Amy was in any doubt as to Imogen’s skill with her tongue this proved that this wasn’t her first time going down on a woman. Amy was in heaven, and Imogen took her time, building her up slowly but steadily, so that Amy started to feel her second climax build deliciously, unrushed.

As Amy got closer and closer, she started to breathe rapidly, little moans and gasps, and she felt a little wave of pleasure shudder through her, her hips bucking involuntarily. Imogen reached a hand under Amy to steady her, then gradually increased the pace, until the climax hit Amy like a tsunami, an unstoppable force of pleasure that left her out of control, her loud moans echoing around the bedroom.

When she came down from the heights, Imogen was lying there still between her legs, head rested on one of Amy’s thighs, occasionally kissing her or stroking her between her legs, causing little aftershocks of pleasure.

“Mmmm… you’re good at that,” she whispered, reaching her hand down to stroke Imogen’s hair. “So good…”

Imogen smiled and moved back up the bed, lying down next to Amy and kissing her, then gently resting her arm on Amy and stroking her bare skin. “I’d been imagining doing that to you since we were talking at dinner earlier.”

Amy sat up. “Your turn,” she said with a grin, leaning down to kiss Imogen’s neck before going lower. As she kissed down over Imogen’s breasts, Amy realised this was a first for her, but didn’t stop, taking one nipple in her mouth and using her tongue, gratified to hear a soft gasp come from Imogen as she did so. She marvelled at the feel of another woman's breasts, taking her time to softly stroke and tease, enjoying this new sensation.

She then kissed lower, kissing along Imogen's flat stomach and over her belly button, until she found herself between Imogen’s legs. “This is new to me… can you tell me what to do?”

“Of course,” replied Imogen. “Why don’t you start by kissing, then do you remember what I did with my tongue to start with…”

Amy soon got the hang of it as Imogen gave her instructions, a lot to start with but then fewer and fewer as she got the better, until Imogen fell silent, the only sounds the noise of Amy’s tongue and the stream of gasps and moans from Imogen.

After a few minutes, Amy felt a shudder run through Imogen, and felt Imogen’s hips start to push towards her. Taking the hint Amy increased the pressure but not the speed, which seemed to achieve Imogen’s goal as she let out two long gasps in a row, then arched her back as her hands reached up for the bed frame above her head, and her climax hit her, Imogen’s legs wrapping around Amy’s head, Imogen crying out in pleasure.

When she’d finished Amy climbed back up to lie next to her, and Imogen teased, “Are you sure you’ve never done that before?”

Smiling, Amy replied, “Never.”

“Well, you owe it to womankind to do that to someone again one day…”

Amy kissed Imogen, and they lay there, cuddled up naked, kissing slowly until Amy turned off the bedside light and they drifted off to sleep, wrapped in each other’s arms.

***

Hours later, still night time outside with dawn some way off, Amy stirred, probably a noise outside, not quite awake but not quite asleep either, then jumped when she realised that she was in bed naked with Imogen. Her sudden movement must have disturbed Imogen as she lazily opened her eyes to look at Amy. Imogen mumbled something sleepily to herself and then settled back down again.

Amy thought for a moment. Looking at Imogen in the dim light she really was stunning, and Amy had enjoyed her time with Imogen the night before more than she'd enjoyed a night out for a long time. The fun they'd had scaring themselves silly, then playing the same prank themselves, and then the time they'd spent together in Amy's room, it had been a crazy, crazy night.

With absolute certainty for Amy it was a one night stand, nothing more. Her and Naomi were best friends, and Amy knew that she would see Imogen many more times over the years to come. Doing this again, even once, would be too much, would risk making her friendship with Naomi awkward, and Amy couldn't risk that. Plus, of course, Amy was one hundred percent straight. Or at least, one hundred percent straight for the living, if maybe the lines got a bit blurred for her when it came to the undead.

But... thought Amy, strictly speaking it was still the night before. And Amy wasn't quite ready for the one night stand to be over yet.

Snuggling back down, she reached her hand onto Imogen's naked hip, pushed her leg against Imogen's legs, and pulled herself against Imogen, their chests pushed against each other, their faces inches apart. The trick that she'd learned over the last two years, like many students learn, is that sleeping next to someone in a single bed is more than possible if you can just appreciate that you won't have any personal space. Imogen clearly was well versed in the art of sharing a single bed herself, and she instinctively cuddled up against Amy in response.

Amy spent the next few minutes, wide awake now, just enjoying the sensation of being skin to skin, the warmth of the duvet, the softness of Imogen's skin, everything feeling so warm and sensual. Then, slowly, she leaned forward and kissed Imogen softly on the lips. So softly that she likely wouldn't even realise, at first.

After kissing her a few times on the lips, Amy moved to kiss her cheek, then down to her neck, and when she did that Imogen stirred again, reaching her arm round Amy's rear to pull her closer. Amy took that as encouragement, and continued kissing, until Imogen let out a little sigh, and Amy moved back to her lips, a kiss which this time Imogen hungrily returned.

Their kiss this time had none of the gentle, slow caress that they'd had earlier. When their lips met it was passionate and urgent, Imogen wide awake herself by then, their tongues slipping against each other too. Amy knew that she was super aroused, and when she slipped her hand down between Imogen's legs she could feel the same. Imogen parted her legs, and Amy copied her.

For the next few minutes they lay there like that, slowly touching each other, until Amy couldn't help letting out a loud moan of pleasure. When she did that Imogen rolled over on top of her, and then half knelt up between her legs, supported on one arm and looking down at Amy while her other hand continued to touch her. Amy kept on with her own hand between Imogen's legs while she knelt there and, suddenly, Imogen was climaxing, her orgasm boiling up quickly as she bucked her hips against Amy's hand, riding Amy's fingers to prolong it as much as she could.

When she'd finished, she collapsed back down on to Amy and smothered her with kisses, before resuming with her own hand. Amy knew that she was close, and as her breathing grew rapid Imogen moved her head down to Amy's chest, using her tongue to pleasure Amy's nipples as her climax rolled through her, less intense than the ones earlier but longer lasting, drawn out until Amy grew too sensitive to be touched any more.

Then, without having said a word to each other at all, they settled back down, wrapped around each other, and went back to sleep.

***

Amy's alarm went off at nine thirty, just enough time for her to get dressed and go to her lecture at ten. She sat up to turn it off then lay back down, Imogen's eyes open, looking at her.

"Hey," Imogen said softly with a smile.

"Hey," Amy replied, smiling back.

They were inches apart, their naked bodies still pressed against each other in the small bed. It would have taken nothing to bridge the gap, for one to kiss the other, but neither did.

"So, I've got to get to a lecture," Amy continued.

"Ok... I'd better track down Naomi." Imogen started to sit up, holding the duvet against her. "This is going to be... awkward? I guess? How do we do this?"

Amy started laughing. "I don't know!" She thought for a second. "Why don't we just accept that we'll see each other naked for the next few minutes, then never talk about it again?"

"Deal. Ummm… can I borrow some clothes? I don't think it would be a good idea to do the walk of shame in my hockey costume. And, of course, that way I've returned the costume to you already," she joked.

"Of course." Amy bit the bullet and got out of bed first, walking over to her wardrobe. Secretly she quite enjoyed giving Imogen one last look, but she wasn't going to say that. Instead, she just took a little longer than necessary picking out some clothes to lend her, and shamelessly walked back over to the bed to give them to her. Imogen seemed like she had the same thought, as she climbed out of bed and took her time to pick up her discarded underwear and start to get dressed while Amy watched her, trying not to seem too obvious.

A few minutes later, though, both women were dressed and stood awkwardly by Amy's door.

"I... I'm not sure how to leave this," Amy admitted.

"Me too," Imogen replied. "It was good, but..."

"Yeah, it was good, but..."

"Look, it was a one night thing, nothing more. I'm usually into guys. Is that ok?"

"Completely," Amy replied, slightly relieved. While she'd never say never to a night like that again, she really was straight and really was into men. That was an aberration, a life goal ticked off and probably never to be repeated. "How about, to make sure we leave it on good terms, as, you know, we're going to see each other again and I wouldn't want it to be problematic for Naomi, why don't we have lunch later?" Amy blushed. "Purely platonically."

Imogen blushed too but smiled. "I'd like that. Let me give you my number. I'm heading back to Cambridge this afternoon, but I've got time for lunch. But really, genuinely platonically."

They stood looking at each for a minute, a little spark between them still. "Do we hug?"

"I think so?"

They stepped towards each other and hugged tightly, neither really wanting to let go, until Amy saw the time and said, "I've really got to get to that lecture."

Which, she reflected, was good, because it was a very real possibility that that hug would have turned into something more, and she wasn't sure whether that would have been a good idea.

***

Amy met Imogen for lunch at a coffee shop nearby, and thankfully it wasn't awkward between them as they reminisced about what had happened the night before (well, save for the part back in Amy's room anyway). Naomi came to join them and seemed to find something incredibly amusing.

"I've got to ask you both about some things," she said, grinning.

"Ok?" Amy replied, while Imogen looked curious.

"Apparently there was a ghost sighting late last night, a couple of the graduate students got so terrified they wanted to call the police. Ring any bells?"

"No, I was asleep nice and early," Imogen replied, looking innocent. Amy did her best to feign ignorance too.

"The ghosts were wearing hockey clothes..." Naomi continued, looking at them both.

Both women continued to feign ignorance.

"And looked like zombies?"

"Oh," Imogen admitted, "that might ring a bell after all." She looked at Amy. "I think?"

"Yeah," Amy replied, teasing Naomi. "I mean who knows though, it was late, we were tired."

"Well," Naomi laughed, "I think it's brilliant."

The three of them chatted for a few minutes about the party the night before, Naomi sharing some gossip that she'd heard with Amy. Then Naomi said, "There's another thing though, seeing as you two are as thick as thieves now... you both texted me late last night. Let me show you."

Imogen glanced at Amy in alarm, then they both looked intently at Naomi.

"Here's the first one, from Amy. 'Hi, Imogen got scared so she's staying over at my room, she's safe, plenty of room on my floor. A x'." She looked at Amy. "Very helpful, thank you. I wasn't worried about her when I read that."

Amy glanced at Imogen and could see that she'd gone bright red and was looking apologetically back at Amy.

Naomi couldn't stop laughing. "And here's the text from Imogen. 'Saw you went off with the guy, told Amy you should just date him. I got lucky too, see you in the morning.'"

When she heard that Amy went bright red too, and Naomi was finding it hilarious. "Did my two best friends have fun together?" she asked, pretending innocence.

Imogen and Amy looked at each other for a long moment, then Amy just thought, what have I got to hide?

"Honestly? Just between the three of us," she replied to Naomi, smiling before looking back at Imogen. "Yeah, I think we did. A lot of fun."

Imogen smiled back at Amy, then said, "Yeah." She paused. "Just between the three of us, it was perfect."
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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.

In the meantime… if you loved this collection of stories check out Coming Into The Light. It focuses on Amy (as in THE Amy from the Hallowe'en to Remember short story), eight years older, not a whole lot wiser… Amy's got her future path all figured out: career, long term boyfriend heading towards marriage and kids and the suburban dream. Then she meets Sarah. And Luisa. Suddenly, that comfortable path doesn't look so appealing anymore.

Here's a teaser:

The next morning Amy's alarm went off later than usual… the morning after was hardly the morning to get out of bed early for the hotel gym. They both stirred slowly, rolling to face each other in the dim light.

"Morning," whispered Amy with a smile.

"Morning," replied Luisa, also smiling. She reached out her hand to gently stroke Amy's cheek. "You looked beautiful sleeping earlier."

"You were watching me?"

"Only for a bit, before I went back to sleep. It's a very comfortable bed."

Amy rolled on to her back and stretched, before rolling back a bit closer to Luisa. "Yes, very."

They were silent for a couple of minutes, then Luisa asked, "How long until you go to work?"

"I've got about an hour until I need to get dressed."

"Hmmm... what can we do to use up an hour?"

"I'm sure you have some ideas..."

Luisa moved closer and kissed Amy, the same slow, erotic kiss that they'd first had on the Friday night. Amy returned the kiss eagerly, trying her best to slow down as well, figuring that if what Luisa was doing felt so good to Amy then it was the least she could do to do the same in return. Soon their bodies were pressed together and their hands were roaming… it was getting heated fast.

Amy wanted more though… needed more. She shifted and rolled Luisa onto her back, slipping one of her legs under Luisa's and pushing herself into a scissoring position. Luisa stopped kissing for a second and looked up at Amy.

"Don't worry," Amy reassured her. "Trust me, this is good."

“Oh, I know it is,” Luisa replied with a grin.

They resumed their slow kissing as Amy started to gently grind herself against Luisa. Luisa quickly caught on and started to grind her hips back into Amy in time to Amy's movements. She reached her hands down to rest on Amy's ass, pulling Amy into her with every thrust. As Amy felt her orgasm building she shifted position, raising herself up to look into Luisa's eyes and bracing herself with her hands on the bedframe, using her hold to increase the power of her thrusts.

She quickly felt her orgasm reaching a crescendo and, despite knowing that it would be even better if she slowed down and drew it out, couldn't resist thrusting hard through it, her orgasm rushing through her, leaving her moaning hard while still looking Luisa in the eye, ever so slightly embarrassed to have climaxed first.

Luisa was still building herself, so Amy continued grinding into her, more gently now following her own orgasm. Luisa had a look of passion in her eyes and rolled Amy over onto her back, quickly taking Amy’s position from before and taking over the grinding herself. Amy reached for her ass but Luisa had other ideas, taking both of Amy's wrists and pinning them above her head, using her own body weight to stop Amy from moving. Lying like this, holding Amy down, Luisa ground herself to her own orgasm, letting go of Amy's wrists and kissing her deeply as it shook through her.

Laughing afterwards, Luisa said, "I'm sorry about that, I hope you didn't mind with your arms?"

"No, not at all. I like it, so long as I can do the same with you?"

"Any time.” Luisa kissed her again. “I guess you need to get up for work now?"

Amy pouted in mock disappointment. "Unfortunately... I need to go in the shower… care to join me?"
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