
		
			[image: image-IUYNQ3UW.jpg]
		

	
		
			[image: image-IUYNQ3UW.jpg]
		

		

	
		

		Seduced By The Babysitter

		

		Anna May

		

		Published by Anna May, 2026.

		

		

		Table of Contents

		

		
			Title Page
		

		

		
			Chapter 1
		

		

		
			Chapter 2
		

		

		
			Chapter 3
		

		

		
			Chapter 4
		

		

		
			Chapter 5
		

		

		
			Chapter 6
		

		

		
			Chapter 7
		

		

		
			Chapter 8
		

		

		
			Chapter 9
		

		

		
			Chapter 10
		

		

		
			Chapter 11
		

		

		
			Chapter 12
		

		

		
			Chapter 13
		

		

		
			Chapter 14
		

		

		
			Chapter 15
		

		

		
			Sign up for Anna May's Mailing List
		

		

		
			Also By Anna May
		

		

	
		Chapter 1

		

		Katie Webster stood in her knickers and bra in front of the bedroom mirror and tried to remember how to be a woman someone might want.

		The wrap dress lay across the bed like a dare. Navy blue, jersey fabric, the kind that forgave the extra half stone she'd put on since the divorce but still showed the curve of her waist if she tied it right. She'd bought it three weeks ago with Megan's voice in her ear down the phone. "Something that says you're available but not desperate." Katie had wanted to say that thirty two and a single mum probably said both of those things regardless of what fabric she wrapped around herself, but she'd bought the dress anyway.

		She pulled it on now, one arm through, then the other, crossing the panels across her chest. The neckline sat lower than she remembered from the changing room. A hint of cleavage she wasn't sure she'd earned the right to display anymore. She tugged it up. It slid back down. Fine. Fine.

		Her reflection stared back. Brown hair she'd blow dried into something approximating a style. Mascara on. Lips done in a colour called Vintage Rose that had looked sophisticated on the model and made Katie look like she'd been drinking Ribena. She wiped it off with the back of her hand, tried again with a nude shade. Better. Maybe. Christ.

		From downstairs, the tinny explosion sounds of whatever Kyle was watching filtered up through the floorboards. Half past six on a Friday evening and her eight year old was in his pyjamas already, glued to the television, completely unbothered by the fact that his mother was upstairs having a small existential crisis about a wrap dress.

		Her phone buzzed on the dresser. Megan.

		"Tell me you're getting ready and not sitting on your bed in your pants looking at the ceiling."

		Katie glanced at the ceiling. A crack ran from the light fitting to the corner where the plaster had started to bow. Another thing to add to the list of things David had promised to fix before he decided to fix his loneliness with a twenty six year old accounts assistant instead.

		"I'm nearly ready."

		"Liar. What are you wearing?"

		"The navy dress."

		"Good. Tits out?"

		"Meg."

		"I'm joking. Sort of. Mark's lovely, Katie, I promise. Pete's known him for years. He's divorced, he's got his shit together, he's not going to try and finger you under the table at Prezzo."

		"The bar is on the floor."

		"The bar is in hell, babe. But you've still got to step over it. Are you nervous?"

		Katie sat on the edge of the bed. The mattress dipped under her weight. She could see Kyle's dinosaur stickers through the open door, marching in a line along the hallway wall. A brontosaurus. A T-Rex. A triceratops with one horn peeling off.

		"I don't know if nervous is the word. I just feel..." She searched for it. "Old."

		"You're thirty two."

		"I feel forty."

		"You look twenty five."

		"You can't see me."

		"I have faith. Listen, about the babysitter. Charlotte texted me, she's come down with something, she can't do it."

		Katie closed her eyes. "Meg."

		"I know, I know. But listen. My neighbour's daughter, Laura. She's back from travelling, she's on her gap year, she babysits for half the street. She's brilliant. Kyle will love her."

		"I don't know her."

		"I do. She's been watching Archie for me since September. She's gorgeous, she's responsible, she charges a tenner an hour, and she's free tonight. I already asked."

		"You already asked."

		"I anticipated the crisis. That's what best friends do. I'll send you her number. Text her now, she said she'd be up for it."

		Katie stared at the phone after Megan hung up. Downstairs, something exploded on the television and Kyle laughed. The crack in the ceiling seemed to widen slightly. Probably her imagination.

		She typed the number Megan sent. Stared at it for a moment. What did you say to a nineteen year old you'd never met? Hi, will you come and sit in my house with my child while I go and let a stranger bore me over Italian food?

		She typed something simpler. Hi Laura, Megan gave me your number. I'm Katie, I live on Pemberton Road. Any chance you're free to babysit tonight? 7ish? My son Kyle is 8 and very easy.

		The reply came in under a minute. Hiya! Yeah totally free. See you at 7 xx

		Two kisses. Katie smiled despite herself. She put the phone down and turned back to the mirror. The dress had ridden up on one side. She smoothed it down, retied the belt, adjusted the neckline again. Checked her teeth for lipstick. Sprayed perfume into the air and walked through it like her mother used to do.

		Downstairs, Kyle hadn't moved from the sofa. The blue glow of the television made his face look unearthly.

		"Kyle. Someone's coming to babysit tonight, okay? A girl called Laura. Megan's friend."

		"Where are you going?"

		"Out for dinner."

		"With who?"

		"A friend."

		He accepted this with the total disinterest of an eight year old whose programme hadn't finished yet. Katie moved into the kitchen, checked the fridge for things Laura might need, tidied up the Lego on the coffee table, plumped the sofa cushions. Nervous energy with nowhere to go.

		Seven o'clock. Coat on the bannister. Keys in her bag. Phone at 83 percent. She caught her reflection in the hall mirror and leaned close. The woman looking back was tired around the eyes in a way no concealer could fix. Tired in the bones.

		"Please let this one be normal," she whispered.

		The words fogged the glass for a moment and then disappeared.

		

	
		Chapter 2

		

		The doorbell rang at five to seven.

		Katie's hands were wet from the kitchen sink where she'd been wiping down a counter that was already clean. She dried them on her dress, which was a mistake, and opened the front door.

		The girl on the doorstep smiled first, and Katie forgot what she'd been about to say.

		Laura Jones was small. Five three, maybe five four in the white trainers she was wearing, which were somehow spotlessly clean despite the October drizzle. She had a blonde bob that swung just above her jawline, the kind of cut that costs either twelve quid at a salon school or two hundred pounds somewhere with exposed brick and flat whites. On her it looked like it cost two hundred pounds. Her eyes were wide set, very blue, slightly upturned at the corners, giving her a permanently amused expression. She wore denim shorts that ended well above mid thigh despite the season, and a cropped white t-shirt with a cartoon peach on the front that rode up when she lifted her hand to wave, showing a flat strip of stomach. A thin gold chain sat against her collarbones. No bra under the shirt, or if there was one it was doing very little, and Katie noticed this in the way you notice a flash of lightning. Impossible to miss, impossible to look away from, impossible to make sense of.

		"Hiya! You must be Katie. Oh my god, that dress is gorgeous."

		Katie stepped back to let her in. "Hi. Yes. Thank you. Come in, come in."

		Laura was already inside, already looking around with open, unselfconscious curiosity. She smelled like coconut shampoo and something faintly sweet underneath it. Sugar? Vanilla? Katie's hallway was narrow and Laura brushed past her, close enough that Katie could feel the warmth radiating from her bare legs.

		"I love your hallway. Is that an original tile floor? My nan's got one like that but she carpeted over it in the seventies, criminal behaviour honestly."

		"It was under lino when we moved in. I spent a whole weekend on my hands and knees with a scraper."

		"Worth it. They're beautiful." Laura kicked off her trainers without being asked, revealing pink socks with tiny embroidered strawberries on them. "Where's the little man then?"

		"Living room. He's a bit shy at first."

		"Aren't we all." Laura grinned and padded through the door Katie pointed to.

		Katie followed, watching from the doorway. Kyle had paused his programme and was looking at Laura with the wide eyed assessment only small children can get away with.

		"Alright, Kyle? I'm Laura. Your mum's going out for a bit and you're stuck with me, sorry about that."

		"Hi."

		"I like your dinosaur pyjamas. Which one's the best dinosaur?"

		"Spinosaurus."

		"Really? Not T-Rex?"

		Kyle's face shifted into the particular expression of a child who has been asked something stupid. "T-Rex is basic."

		Laura let out a laugh that filled the room. Bright and sudden and genuine. She dropped down onto her haunches so she was eye level with him, her shorts pulling tight across her thighs. "Basic! Fair point. What about that one, the one with the big claw?" She mimed a slashing motion.

		"Therizinosaurus. They're vegetarians though."

		"A vegetarian with claws that big? That's energy. That's confidence."

		Kyle grinned. A real grin. Katie watched from the doorway with something caught in her throat.

		"Right." She cleared the emotion away. "Let me show you where everything is. Kitchen's through here."

		The tour was brief. Kitchen, fridge, snack drawer for Kyle, first aid kit under the sink, back door locked, spare key on the hook. Emergency numbers on the corkboard. Bedtime at eight thirty, one story, no more than two if he bargains hard. Teeth brushed, nightlight on, door open a crack.

		Laura listened to all of it with a nod and a smile and none of the glazed politeness of someone who has heard this speech a hundred times. She asked questions. Where the cups were. What Kyle liked to drink before bed. Whether there were allergies.

		"He's easy," Katie said again, aware she was hovering, aware she was talking too much, aware that Laura was looking at her with those blue eyes and a small smile and that it was making her heartbeat do something funny.

		"He seems great. Proper little character."

		"He is." Katie glanced at the clock on the microwave. "Right. I should. My coat."

		They walked back through to the hallway. Katie pulled her coat from the bannister, checked her bag for the third time. Keys, phone, purse, lipstick. Laura leaned against the newel post, one hip cocked, arms crossed in a way that pushed her small breasts up against the fabric of the peach t-shirt.

		"So where's dinner?"

		"That Italian on Mill Street. Valentino's."

		"Good breadsticks there."

		Katie laughed. "I'll report back."

		The doorbell rang. Mark. Katie's stomach dropped in a way that had nothing to do with excitement. She opened the door to a man in a blue shirt, salt and pepper at the temples, aftershave that preceded him by several feet.

		"Katie? Mark. Lovely to meet you." He leaned in for a kiss on the cheek. Dry lips. Firm hand on her upper arm. A squeeze that lasted a beat too long.

		"Hi. Mark. Yes. Let me just..."

		She turned back. Laura was still by the bannister, watching with that same gentle amusement. She caught Katie's eye and gave a small wave.

		"Go. Have fun. You look gorgeous."

		Something in the way she said gorgeous. The word seemed to have weight when Laura used it. It landed on Katie's skin like a palm pressed flat to warm stone. She felt colour rise in her cheeks and didn't understand why.

		"Thank you. I won't be late. Text me if you need anything."

		She pulled the door shut behind her and stepped into the cold October night with a man she didn't know, leaving the warm house and the bright girl and her son behind. The street was wet. The sky was the colour of nothing. Mark was talking about the parking.

		Katie walked beside him and tried to settle the strange buzzing in her chest into silence.

		

	
		Chapter 3

		

		The restaurant was half full. White tablecloths, fake candles in red glass holders, a mural of the Amalfi coast painted on the back wall with more enthusiasm than skill. A waiter with gelled hair showed them to a table by the window. Katie sat down and arranged her napkin in her lap and smiled at Mark across the table and tried, with genuine effort, to be present.

		He was handsome enough. Tall. Broad shoulders. His shirt was expensive and well fitting. His watch was the kind that men buy themselves after a divorce to prove something. He smiled easily and often, teeth very white, and there was nothing wrong with him. Katie held onto that thought. There was nothing wrong with him.

		"Wine? Red or white? I'm a red man myself. Shall we get a bottle? The Barolo here is excellent if they still have it. I came a few months back with Pete and his wife and we had the Barolo and it was, honestly, revelatory. Not that I'm a snob. I just think when you've had good wine you can't really go back, you know?"

		"White, actually. For me. If that's okay."

		"Of course! Of course. We'll get a glass of white for you and I'll have the Barolo. Unless you want to try it? You might convert."

		"I'm fine with white. Thank you."

		He ordered for her. A Pinot Grigio she hadn't chosen. She let it go. Pick your battles. The wine arrived and she took a sip and it was perfectly fine and she wished she were drinking it somewhere else.

		"So, Katie. Megan tells me you're in HR?"

		"Office manager, actually. For a dental practice."

		"Oh right, right. Good stuff. Teeth." He smiled broadly to demonstrate his own. "I'm in insurance. Commercial mostly. It's not sexy but it pays the bills. More than pays them actually, I've just put a deposit on a place in Marbella. A little apartment, nothing flashy, but the views are incredible. Do you like Spain?"

		"I've only been once. Lanzarote, when Kyle was little."

		"That's Canaries, technically. Not mainland Spain. Different vibe altogether. Marbella's another world. You'd love it."

		Would she. Katie smiled and nodded and drank her wine. The breadstick basket arrived and she thought of Laura saying good breadsticks there and something fluttered in her ribs.

		Mark talked. He talked about Marbella. He talked about his ex wife, whose name was Sarah, who had "taken him to the cleaners" but who he harboured "no ill will towards, honestly, life's too short." He mentioned Sarah three times in the first course alone. He talked about the gym. He talked about intermittent fasting. He asked Katie if she'd read any good books lately and when she started to answer he cut in with his own recommendation, a business memoir by someone she'd never heard of.

		The pasta arrived. Katie ate it slowly, nodding at the right intervals, making sounds of agreement when they seemed required. Her mind kept drifting. To the house. To Kyle, who would be asleep by now, or close to it. To Laura, probably curled on the sofa in those ridiculous shorts, watching something on her phone. Laura, who'd listened to her entire tour speech without interrupting. Laura, who'd crouched down to look a shy eight year old in the eye. Laura, who said gorgeous like she meant it.

		"You're very quiet."

		Katie blinked. "Sorry. Long week."

		"I get it, I get it. Listen, relax. This is meant to be fun." His hand appeared under the table and landed on her knee. Warm through the fabric of her dress. His thumb moved in a small circle.

		She moved her leg. His hand followed.

		"Mark."

		"What?"

		"I'm just. Not really a first date touching person."

		"Fair enough." He raised both hands in surrender, grinning. "No pressure. I'm a gentleman."

		The tiramisu came. Katie ordered a coffee she didn't want to fill the time. Mark talked about his Peloton. His hand crept back to her knee ten minutes later and she removed it again, less politely this time, and his smile tightened slightly at the edges.

		They split the bill. Katie insisted. He walked her home through streets that smelled like damp leaves and chips from the kebab shop on the corner. Their conversation was the kind of nothing that fills space between two people who have already decided, separately, that this is going nowhere. Except Mark hadn't decided that. Katie could tell. He was walking close enough that their arms bumped. He was steering her gently with a hand on the small of her back. He was building towards the door.

		They reached her gate. The living room window glowed warm behind the curtains. Somewhere inside, Laura.

		"Well." Mark stopped on the path, turned to face her. "I had a really good time."

		"Me too." A lie. A white one. A polite one.

		"We should do this again. Next week? There's a new place opened on—"

		"Let me check my diary and get back to you."

		"Sure, sure." He leaned in. His face loomed. Aftershave, red wine breath, the faint sheen of oily skin around his nose. She turned her head and his lips landed on her cheek. She held still for the duration of it.

		"Night, Mark."

		"Night, beautiful."

		She walked up the path. Put her key in the lock. Didn't look back. Closed the door behind her and leaned against it and let out one long, slow breath that emptied her lungs completely.

		The hallway was dim. Laura's trainers by the door, pink socks stuffed inside them. The sound of the television, low and murmuring, drifted from the living room. And then a laugh. Laura's laugh. Soft and surprised and delighted by whatever she was watching.

		Katie stood against her own front door and listened to that laugh and thought, with a clarity that frightened her slightly, that she would rather have spent the last three hours here. In this house. On that sofa. Listening to that laugh.

		She didn't know what to do with the thought. She put it in a drawer in her mind and closed it firmly and walked through to the living room.

		"Hey."

		Laura looked up from the sofa. She was lying on her side, one arm tucked under her head, the throw blanket pulled over her legs. Her face was pink from the warmth of the room and her bob was slightly mussed where she'd been lying on it. She looked sleepy and young and impossibly cosy and Katie's chest did something strange.

		"You're back! How was it?"

		"Fine." Katie dropped her bag on the chair. "He was. Fine."

		Laura's eyebrows lifted. She sat up, tucking her legs underneath her. "That doesn't sound fine."

		"No, he was nice. He was perfectly nice. I'm just..." Katie trailed off. Kicked her heels off. One hit the wall and she winced. "I don't think there's going to be a second date."

		"Breadsticks not up to scratch?"

		Katie laughed. God, the relief of laughing. "Breadsticks were fine. The man was the problem."

		"They usually are." Laura said it lightly, but something in her voice suggested she meant it.

		Katie looked at her. Laura looked back. Something held for a moment, unnamed and warm, and then Katie blinked and fumbled in her bag for her purse.

		"Right. Let me pay you. Three hours, is that right?"

		"Just about." Laura stood, stretched. Her cropped t-shirt rode up, revealing the gentle curve of her stomach, the dip of her navel, the line of her hip bones above the waistband of her shorts. Katie looked at the wall.

		She handed over three ten pound notes. Laura took them with a smile and tucked them into the back pocket of her shorts.

		"Kyle went down at half eight on the dot. No dramas. He beat me at two rounds of Uno first though, so my ego's bruised."

		"He cheats."

		"I know. I let him."

		They stood in the hallway. Laura pulling on her trainers, bending at the waist, and the view from above was the curve of her back and the slight part of her thighs and Katie looked away again, heart hammering without explanation.

		"Thanks, Laura. Really."

		"Any time." Laura straightened. Stepped forward. And then she was hugging Katie. Arms around her waist, chin against her shoulder, her body warm and small and smelling of coconut and that sweet something underneath it. The hug lasted one, two, three seconds longer than a hug from a stranger should. Katie stood very still inside it.

		Laura pulled back. Beamed. "Get some sleep, yeah? You look knackered."

		"Charming."

		"Gorgeously knackered."

		That word again. Gorgeous. Katie's cheeks warmed.

		Laura opened the door. Cold air rushed in. She gave a little wave over her shoulder and jogged down the path to the pavement and disappeared around the hedge. Katie closed the door and locked it and stood in the hallway and pressed both hands flat to her own warm face and said, out loud, to nobody, "What the hell was that?"

		

	
		Chapter 4

		

		Katie paid the babysitter, poured herself a glass of wine, and sat in the indent Laura had left on the sofa. She told herself she was decompressing from the date. She was not thinking about the hug. She was not thinking about how Laura's arms had felt around her waist or how the girl's cheekbone had pressed against her shoulder or how her breath had been warm against Katie's neck for those three excess seconds.

		She drank the wine too quickly and went to bed and dreamed about nothing she could remember in the morning.

		The weekend passed. Kyle had football on Saturday. Katie cleaned the bathroom, took him to his match, clapped from the sideline in the drizzle, brought him home and made fish fingers for tea. Normal. Everything normal. The drawer in her mind stayed shut.

		Wednesday.

		Her phone buzzed at half eleven, just as she was leaving the dental practice for her lunch break.

		Laura. How was the rest of your week? Did Mark text you? Tell me everything.

		Katie stood on the pavement outside the surgery with her phone in one hand and her packed lunch in the other and smiled at the screen like an idiot. She typed back. He texted twice. I didn't reply. Am I a terrible person?

		No you're a legend. Do you want to grab a coffee? I'm free now and absolutely bored out of my skull.

		Katie should go back to the office. She had a sandwich in her bag and a stack of appointment letters to print and forty five minutes of lunch break and she should spend it at her desk being a responsible adult.

		Where?

		The Hideout? Corner of Mill Street? They do this oat milk thing that'll change your life.

		Katie walked to Mill Street in three minutes flat. The Hideout was one of those coffee shops that had opened in the last year. Exposed brick, mismatched chairs, a chalkboard menu with too many words on it. She spotted Laura immediately.

		The girl was in the far corner, curled into a battered armchair with her legs pulled up, a book open on her lap. She was wearing loose grey joggers that sat low on her hips, a black long sleeved top pushed up to her elbows, and her hair was pulled back with a clip that left wispy blonde strands falling around her face. She looked up when Katie walked in and her whole face broke open.

		"You came!"

		"I came." Katie slid into the opposite chair, suddenly aware of her work outfit. Black trousers, white blouse, sensible shoes. The boring uniform of a woman who processes insurance claims for root canals. "What are you reading?"

		Laura held up the book. The cover showed two women in period costume, their faces very close together. "Sapphic Victorian romance. A friend recommended it. The repression is exquisite."

		Katie didn't know what to do with that so she looked at the menu.

		They ordered. Laura got the oat milk thing, Katie got a flat white because she didn't know what half the menu meant and refused to ask. They sat in the mismatched chairs and Laura said, "Right. Tell me about Mark. From the beginning. Don't spare me."

		Katie told her. The wine lecture. The hand on the knee. The Marbella monologue. The Sarah mentions. The attempted door kiss. She told it better than it had been, funnier, sharper, because Laura was listening with her chin on her hand and her eyes wide and her mouth twitching at the corners, and Katie found herself performing the story, embellishing it, making Laura laugh.

		And Laura did laugh. A proper laugh, the same bright sudden one from Friday night, loud enough that people at other tables glanced over. She laughed and she asked questions and she listened to the answers and when Katie got to the part about the knee she said, "Oh, for fuck's sake," with such genuine indignation that Katie laughed too, properly, the kind that sneaks up on you and bursts out through your nose and makes coffee come dangerously close to leaving your nostrils.

		"Attractive," Laura said, grinning.

		"God, sorry." Katie wiped her nose with a napkin, face hot.

		"No, I love it. You've got a great laugh when you actually let yourself."

		"What does that mean?"

		"It means you hold back. I can tell. You've got this whole..." Laura waved a hand vaguely. "Polite thing. Like you're afraid of taking up space."

		Katie stared at her. This nineteen year old in grey joggers who had known her for less than a week, sitting in a coffee shop in the middle of a Wednesday lunchtime, seeing her with a precision that David had never managed in nine years of marriage.

		"Maybe." Katie turned her coffee cup in her hands. "I suppose I got used to. Being quiet. Making things easy."

		"That's not the same as being happy though, is it."

		It wasn't a question. Laura said it flatly, with certainty, like she was reading from a page.

		"No," Katie said. "It isn't."

		They looked at each other across the small table. Laura's knee was bouncing under it. A curl of steam rose from her mug. The cafe hummed with conversations that weren't theirs. Katie felt something shift in her chest. Something loosening.

		"Right." Laura slapped both palms on the armrests. "Next weekend. You're getting back on the horse. And this time, I'm vetting the man first."

		"You're vetting him?"

		"Show me the profile before you say yes to anyone. I've got an eye for dickheads. It's a gift."

		Katie laughed again. Easier this time. "Deal."

		"And I'll babysit. Obviously. Kyle still owes me a Uno rematch."

		"You don't have to."

		"I want to." Laura shrugged one shoulder. The gesture was simple and certain. "It's fun. Your house is nicer than mine. Your sofa's better than mine. And Kyle's cool."

		"And?"

		Laura tilted her head. Smiled. Something flickered in her blue eyes that Katie couldn't name and didn't try to. "And I like you. Is that allowed?"

		"I think so."

		"Good."

		Katie walked back to work after. The streets were the same streets she always walked. The sky was the same grey sky. The dental practice was the same dental practice with the same flickering light in the corridor and the same stack of letters on her desk. Everything was the same and nothing was the same and she couldn't work out what had changed.

		She felt light. She felt like a fist had unclenched somewhere inside her ribcage.

		At her desk, she opened her dating app, scrolled through faces, and thought about Laura's offer. Show me the profile before you say yes. She screenshotted three options. Sent them. Laura's reply came back in under a minute.

		No.

		God no.

		Maybe. He's got kind eyes. What's his bio say?

		Katie grinned at her phone and typed back and the afternoon disappeared in a haze of messages that had nothing to do with dental appointments.

		

	
		Chapter 5

		

		Saturday.

		Katie had booked Laura for seven again. The date was called Daniel. He was thirty four, worked in marketing, had kind eyes in his profile picture and a bio that said nothing objectionable. Laura had approved him with a string of conditionals. "If he mentions crypto, leave. If he orders your food without asking, leave. If his hands go below the table before dessert, throw the dessert at him and leave."

		Katie was in her bedroom again, getting ready again, standing in front of the same mirror in her bra and knickers again. A different dress this time. Black, fitted, a scoop neck that showed the tops of her breasts. She'd shaved her legs in the shower. She'd put on her good perfume. She'd done all the things you do when you're trying to convince yourself that tonight might be different from last time.

		The doorbell rang at five to seven. Katie pulled the dress over her head, smoothed it down her hips, and went to answer it.

		Laura.

		This time in a summer dress. October, and she was wearing a sundress. Pale yellow cotton with thin straps and tiny white flowers printed on it, the skirt ending well above her knees, swishing around her thighs. A denim jacket over the top, unbuttoned. Bare legs again. The gold chain at her throat, and this time a tiny silver pendant sitting in the dip between her collarbones, catching the hallway light. Her lips were glossy. Her mascara was dark. She looked like she was going somewhere better than someone else's living room.

		"Hey! Oh wow, Katie. Stunning."

		The word landed in Katie's stomach. Not on her skin this time. Lower. Deeper. A pull. She blinked.

		"Thank you. You look... that's a lovely dress."

		"This old thing." Laura spun on the doorstep, the skirt flaring out, showing a flash of upper thigh. She caught herself, grinned. "It's the last warm weekend, I'm in denial about autumn."

		"It's October."

		"Denial." Laura stepped inside, close enough that Katie caught the scent of her again. Not coconut today. Something warmer. Amber, maybe. Something that made Katie think of bedsheets. She shook the thought away.

		Kyle appeared from the living room. "Laura!"

		"Hey, champ! I brought cards. You're going down this time."

		He grinned and disappeared back to the sofa. Laura watched him go, then turned back to Katie, head tilted. Her eyes moved down Katie's body and back up in a way that was quick but not quick enough to be casual. Katie felt it like a fingertip drawn along her spine.

		"Turn round."

		"What?"

		"Your zip. It's not done up all the way."

		Katie touched the back of her dress. The zip sat half an inch below where it should. She'd been yanking at it for five minutes upstairs and given up. "Oh. It sticks."

		"Here." Laura stepped behind her. Close. Her fingers found the zip at the small of Katie's back and Katie went still. Laura's knuckles were warm against bare skin. She could feel them, each one individually, pressing gently as Laura gripped the zip pull. A small tug. The zip didn't move. Laura laughed, breath warm against Katie's shoulder blade.

		"Hold still."

		"I am."

		Laura's other hand pressed flat against Katie's lower back, steadying the fabric. Four fingers and a palm spread across the strip of skin between the zip and Katie's knickers. Katie stopped breathing. Laura tugged again. The zip caught, then gave, sliding upward in one smooth motion, Laura's knuckles trailing up the ladder of Katie's spine, over each vertebra, between her shoulder blades, to the top.

		"There you go, gorgeous. Knock him dead."

		Katie turned around. Laura was inches away, looking up at her with that slight smile, that blue gaze steady and warm. The pendant glinted at her throat. Her lips were parted slightly. Katie could see the fine blonde hairs on her forearms, the faint freckles across the bridge of her nose, the place where her gloss had caught on her lower lip.

		"Thank you," Katie said. Her voice came out strange.

		"Any time."

		The taxi honked outside.

		Katie grabbed her bag and coat and left the house with her heart beating at a rate that had nothing to do with Daniel and everything to do with five fingertips that had pressed against the small of her back like a brand.

		Daniel was better than Mark. This was a low bar, but he cleared it with genuine grace. He held the door for her at the gastropub without making it a performance. He asked where she'd like to sit instead of choosing for her. He ordered his own food and let her order hers and didn't comment on her choice. He was handsome in a clean, uncomplicated way. Brown hair, clear skin, straight teeth. He wore a shirt with the top button undone and didn't mention his watch or his car or his Peloton.

		He asked questions. Real ones.

		"What do you actually enjoy? Like, outside of work and being a mum. What's the thing you do for yourself?"

		Katie paused. The honest answer was nothing. The honest answer was that she couldn't remember the last time she'd done something purely for her own pleasure. She'd stopped playing the piano when Kyle was born. She'd stopped running when David left because mornings became impossible. She read, sometimes, half a chapter before sleep dragged her under.

		"I'm working on that," she said.

		He nodded. Didn't push. Moved on.

		Three drinks in, though. Three drinks in, Daniel leaned across the table and his hand covered hers and his thumb rubbed her knuckles and his eyes went soft in a way that she recognised from men who have decided they're on a timeline.

		"Katie. I'm going to be upfront. I really like you. I don't want to waste time with the whole three date rule thing. Would you like to come back to mine tonight?"

		She pulled her hand away. "That's sweet of you, Daniel, but no. Thank you."

		His face changed. Not anger. Something worse. Hurt. The particular hurt of a man who has done everything right, followed the rules, been charming and patient, and still gets told no. He sat back in his chair. His jaw tightened.

		"Fair enough."

		The conversation died after that. He was polite but distant. The enthusiasm left his questions. He checked his phone under the table. By the time Katie suggested they call it a night, he was already standing, already reaching for his coat.

		They split the bill. He didn't walk her home. Said he'd get a taxi the other direction. Kissed her on the cheek on the pavement outside and she could feel the disappointment radiating from him like a fever. She watched him walk away and felt like she'd failed some test she hadn't agreed to take.

		She got a taxi. Sat in the back seat watching the streetlights blur past the window and thought about the expression on Daniel's face when she'd said no. Thought about how, for a moment, she'd considered saying yes. Not because she wanted to. Because he'd been nice. Because maybe she was broken. Maybe she'd spent so long not wanting anyone that wanting itself had become foreign to her and the only way to fix it was to let someone in whether her body agreed or not.

		The thought made her eyes sting.

		The taxi pulled up outside her house. She paid the driver, walked up the path. Put her key in the door as quietly as she could.

		The living room was amber with lamplight. The television was off. Laura was curled in the corner of the sofa in her yellow dress, legs tucked beneath her, reading the same book from the coffee shop. The Victorian sapphic romance. She looked up when Katie came in and her face broke into genuine, uncomplicated delight.

		"You're back!"

		And Katie burst into tears.

		She didn't mean to. She hadn't cried in front of another person since the divorce. But something about Laura's face, the warmth of it, the gladness, cracked something open that Katie had been holding shut all evening. All week. All year.

		"Oh, hey. Hey hey hey." Laura was off the sofa in an instant, hands on Katie's arms, guiding her to sit. "What happened? What did he do?"

		"Nothing. He didn't. He was perfectly nice. That's the thing, he was perfectly nice, and I felt nothing, Laura. Nothing. I've been on three dates and I've felt nothing and I'm starting to think I'm..." She couldn't finish.

		Laura didn't try to finish it for her. She disappeared into the kitchen and came back with a mug of tea, a blanket, and a box of tissues. She set the tea on the coffee table. She unfolded the blanket and draped it around Katie's shoulders, tucking it gently, her fingers brushing Katie's collarbones. Then she sat down next to her. Close. Close enough that their knees touched through fabric.

		"You're not broken," Laura said quietly.

		"How do you know?"

		"Because broken people don't cry about it. They just go numb."

		Katie wiped her face with the heel of her hand. Mascara on her palm, probably. She probably looked a state. Laura was looking at her like she looked fine. Like she looked more than fine.

		"Maybe I just need to lower my standards."

		"Fuck that."

		Katie laughed. Wet, choky, but a laugh. "Eloquent."

		"I mean it. You don't need lower standards. You need someone who actually sees you. That's not a lot to ask for."

		"It feels like it is."

		"Yeah, well. The men you've been going on dates with have set a pretty shit precedent."

		Katie took the tea. Sipped it. It was perfect. The right amount of milk, not too strong. How did Laura know how she took her tea? She must have noticed from last week, from the kitchen tour. Paying attention. Remembering. The thought made her chest ache.

		They sat in silence for a moment. The blanket was warm. Laura's knee against hers was warm. The tea was warm. Everything was warm and Katie was tired, so tired, bone tired, and the warmth was seeping into her and her eyes were heavy.

		"You can go," she murmured. "I'm fine. Let me get your money."

		"Shh. Finish your tea. There's no rush."

		Katie finished her tea. Or rather, she held the mug until it went cold and her eyes closed and her head tipped sideways and sleep took her like a wave.

		She woke at one in the morning. The living room was dark except for the street light leaking through the curtains. The mug was gone from her hands. A second blanket had been tucked around her. She was lying flat on the sofa, shoes removed, dress still on but the zip undone at the back so she could breathe. Laura must have done that. Reached behind her and drawn the zip down. Touched her spine again.

		On the coffee table, a yellow post-it note. Katie reached for it. Held it close to her face in the dim light.

		You deserve better. Sleep well. Xx

		Katie pressed the note against her breastbone and lay back down and stared at the ceiling and did not sleep again for a long time.

		

	
		Chapter 6

		

		Sunday.

		Katie woke late. The house was quiet except for Kyle's voice from the television downstairs, talking back to cartoons the way he did when he was alone. She lay in the sofa's embrace for a moment, blankets twisted around her, dress creased and ridden up to mid thigh, last night's makeup gritty in the corners of her eyes.

		The post-it was still stuck to her chest.

		She peeled it off. Read it again. You deserve better. The handwriting was round and loopy, a little rushed, the kisses drawn as actual x shapes rather than the letters. Katie folded it carefully and put it in the pocket of her dress.

		Upstairs. Shower. The bathroom was cold and the water took too long to run hot. She stood under the spray with her eyes closed, letting last night run off her. The tears, the embarrassment, the taxi, Daniel's hurt face. All of it sluicing away down the drain.

		Her mind kept coming back to the sofa. To waking up with her zip undone. Laura's fingers had been there. While Katie was sleeping, Laura had reached behind her, found the zip pull, drawn it down. Had she been careful? Had she tried not to wake her? Had her knuckles grazed Katie's spine the same way they had going up?

		Katie's hand rested on her own stomach. The water was hot now, almost too hot, steam filling the small bathroom. She could feel the warmth of it on her breasts, her thighs, between her legs. She thought about Laura in the yellow dress. The way the thin straps sat on her shoulders. The way the pendant had glinted at the hollow of her throat. The way she'd crouched down to Kyle's level and then stood up again and her thighs had flexed in those denim shorts and Katie had looked at the wall.

		She'd looked at the wall.

		She always looked away. She was always looking away. From what?

		From Laura. From the shape of Laura's body in that cropped t-shirt. From the strip of stomach. From the curve at the small of her back where the zip started. From the gloss on her lower lip. From the way she said gorgeous like it was a fact rather than a compliment.

		Katie's hand was still on her stomach. Lower now. Resting just above the line of her pubic bone. The water drummed on her shoulders.

		She pulled her hand away.

		She was thirty two. She had a son. She had been married to a man for seven years. She was straight. She had always been straight. She had slept with David and it had been fine, it had been normal, it had been what everyone does. She hadn't loved it but she'd thought that was just what sex was for women. Serviceable. Something you endured and occasionally enjoyed and mostly did because someone else wanted to.

		She got out of the shower. Wrapped herself in a towel. Stared at her reflection in the fogged mirror. The woman staring back was flushed from the heat, her brown hair slicked back, water droplets on her shoulders and collarbones. She looked stripped. Bare. Visible.

		She wiped the mirror with the flat of her hand and the image sharpened. Just Katie. Same as always. Nothing different.

		Except.

		Something was different. Something behind her eyes. A door that she hadn't known was there, standing slightly open, letting in a sliver of light from a room she'd never looked into.

		She got dressed. Leggings, a jumper, thick socks. Went downstairs. Made pancakes for Kyle, who ate four and asked for a fifth. Did the washing. Put a load in the machine. Swept the kitchen floor. All the Sunday things. Normal life. Her life.

		But the door in her mind stayed open. Just a crack. Just enough.

		

	
		Chapter 7

		

		Laura didn't push. That was the thing about her. Over the next week and a half she simply was there, in a way that felt natural, unforced, inevitable. Like water finding its own level.

		Monday. A text at nine in the morning. Hope you're feeling better today. Kyle's spinosaurus drawing is now my phone wallpaper btw.

		Katie replied. Laura replied. They went back and forth for an hour in short bursts between Katie's appointment letters and Laura's apparent lack of anything urgent to do. It was easy. Funny. Laura sent a meme about a man on Tinder whose bio said "I'm not like other guys" followed by six red flags. Katie laughed at her desk and her colleague Diane gave her a look.

		Tuesday. Nothing. Radio silence. Katie checked her phone more than she cared to admit. At nine pm Laura sent a photo of a sunset from what appeared to be a rooftop somewhere, no caption, just the sky in ribbons of orange and pink. Katie stared at it for longer than a sunset photograph warranted.

		Wednesday. Katie got stuck in traffic on the bypass. An accident, two lanes closed, nothing moving. Kyle's after school club finished at four and it was ten past and she was still forty minutes from the school. She was typing a panicked message to Megan when another text appeared.

		Laura. I'm walking past the school now. Want me to grab Kyle?

		Relief flooded her like cold water. Are you sure? I'm stuck on the A52.

		Already heading in. Don't worry about it.

		By the time Katie got home at quarter to five, flustered and apologetic, Laura and Kyle were in the kitchen. They were on the floor. Kyle was on his stomach, felt tips scattered around him, drawing something enormous on a sheet of paper that covered half the lino. Laura was cross legged beside him, her own sheet of paper in front of her, tongue poking out from the corner of her mouth in concentration.

		"I'm doing the background," Kyle announced without looking up. "Laura's doing the dinosaurs but she's rubbish at them."

		"Oi! My stegosaurus is excellent."

		"It looks like a hedgehog."

		"A very large, very fierce hedgehog."

		Katie stood in the doorway and watched them. Laura's hair had fallen out of its clip and was hanging in her eyes. Her joggers had a smudge of green felt tip on the knee. She looked up and caught Katie watching and grinned, wide and unembarrassed.

		"He's a harsh critic."

		"He gets that from me." Katie stepped over the paper, put the kettle on. "Stay for tea? I mean dinner. Stay for dinner. It's just pasta but there's loads."

		"Yeah? You sure?"

		"Course."

		Laura stayed. She sat at the kitchen table while Katie cooked, one leg pulled up on the chair, her chin on her knee. She talked. About her gap year, the three months in Thailand, the two months in Australia, the plan to start university next September if she could decide what to study. She talked with her hands, animated, expressive, occasionally knocking into her glass of squash. Kyle ate his pasta in record time and went back to his drawing and left them alone at the table.

		Laura helped wash up. She stood beside Katie at the sink, drying plates with a tea towel, and her hip bumped Katie's hip and she didn't move away. Katie's hands were in the warm water and Laura was close enough that their arms touched with each pass of plate from one to the other.

		"You've got foam in your hair," Laura said.

		Katie looked up. Laura reached across and tucked a strand of hair behind Katie's ear, her fingers brushing the shell of it, lingering at the soft skin below the lobe. A casual gesture. The kind of thing girlfriends do. Female friends. Friends.

		"There." Laura pulled her hand back. Smiled. Went back to drying.

		Katie's ear burned for the rest of the evening.

		Thursday. Laura was at the school gate when Katie arrived for pick up. "I was passing," she said, but she wasn't wearing walking clothes, she was wearing a skirt and a cropped denim jacket and she had eyeliner on and she was standing right by the gate as if she'd been waiting. They walked home together. Laura touched Katie's arm when she made a joke. Four separate times. Katie counted.

		Friday. Another morning text. What are you wearing tomorrow night? Show me options. I need to approve.

		Katie sent three photos of dresses laid out on her bed. Laura vetoed two. Approved a deep red one Katie had forgotten she owned. That one. Trust me. Red is your colour.

		Saturday was tomorrow. Another date. Another man. Katie should have felt something about that. Anticipation, hope, dread, something. Instead she felt a flat nothing about the date itself and a warm, dangerous, expanding something about the fact that Laura would be in her house again. On her sofa. In her space. Close enough to touch.

		She was beginning to understand what the door in her mind was. She was beginning to suspect she'd always known.

		There was a moment in that week. One short, clarifying moment.

		Laura was in Katie's kitchen, Friday evening, picking up the tenner Katie owed her for the school run. She leaned against the counter and said, "Alright, tomorrow night plan. I'll get here at seven. Kyle and I will play Uno, I'll put him down at half eight, and then you go and have your date and it'll be brilliant."

		"And if it isn't?"

		"Then you come home to me and we eat ice cream and slag him off."

		She said come home to me. Not come home. Come home to me. Katie watched the words leave Laura's mouth and felt them land in her body like a stone dropped into still water. Ripples spreading.

		Laura knew what she was doing. She knew exactly what she was doing.

		She'd decided somewhere around the second Wednesday. The coffee shop. Katie's laugh, the one that came out before she could catch it. The snort. The way her whole face changed when she stopped being careful and just was. Laura had watched that laugh happen and thought, very clearly, Oh. You gorgeous woman. You don't have any idea, do you.

		She'd been attracted to older women before. It wasn't that. It wasn't a type or a kink or a fascination. It was specific. It was Katie. The careful way she moved through the world, like she was trying to take up as little space as possible. The sadness that lived in the corners of her mouth even when she smiled. The way she looked at Laura sometimes, quickly, sideways, and then away, as if she'd caught herself reaching for something she wasn't allowed to want.

		Laura had seen that look before. On other women. Women who didn't know yet. Women who were still deep in the lie they'd been told about themselves.

		She wasn't going to push. She knew better. You can't push someone into themselves. You can only stand close enough that they feel safe falling. You can only touch them gently enough that they start to recognise their own skin.

		So she touched Katie's arm when she laughed. She tucked her hair behind her ear. She said gorgeous and stunning and watched the colour rise in Katie's cheeks and smiled privately to herself and waited.

		She could be patient. Katie was worth being patient for.

		

	
		Chapter 8

		

		Saturday.

		The red dress was tighter than Katie remembered. She'd bought it two years ago for a work Christmas party and David had said she looked "a bit much" and she'd changed into something black and safe and hung the red one at the back of the wardrobe. Now she pulled it out and put it on and turned in front of the mirror.

		It fit her differently now. The weight she'd gained went to her hips and breasts and the red fabric clung to both, the jersey stretching across her chest, the neckline showing a line of cleavage that was generous without being obscene. The skirt hugged her thighs and ended just above the knee. She looked... she looked like a woman who wanted to be looked at. She wasn't sure she was that woman. But Laura had said red.

		The doorbell. Seven o'clock. Katie took a breath and went downstairs.

		Laura was in the hallway already. Kyle must have let her in. She was wearing black jeans, tight and high waisted, and a white crop top that ended just below her ribs, showing the taut flat plane of her stomach and the gold belly button ring that Katie hadn't noticed before. A belly button ring. Christ. Her hair was down, freshly washed, shining under the hallway light. She had her back to Katie, hanging her jacket on the hook by the door, and Katie saw her from behind for a moment. The narrow waist, the curve of her bum in those jeans, the dimples at the base of her spine visible above the waistband.

		Laura turned. Her eyes went wide.

		"Katie."

		"Too much?"

		"Are you joking? You're going to give this man a heart attack. Holy shit. Do a twirl."

		Katie didn't twirl. She felt her face go hot. Laura closed the distance between them, reached out, adjusted the neckline of the dress fractionally. Her fingers on Katie's chest, brief and confident, tugging the fabric a millimetre lower on the left side.

		"There. Even. You're perfect."

		They were very close. Laura's face was tilted up towards hers. Her eyes were the pale blue of winter sky and there were flecks of something darker in them, navy or grey, and her eyelashes were dark with mascara and her lips were slightly parted and Katie could not breathe.

		"The zip," Katie said.

		"Hmm?"

		"At the back. Can you check it's done up?"

		"Turn around."

		Katie turned. Laura's hand found the base of her spine. The zip was fine. It was done up all the way. Laura's fingers traced up it anyway, checking, pressing lightly over each closed tooth of the zip, up between her shoulder blades, to the top.

		"Perfect," Laura murmured, close to her ear.

		Katie turned back around. Her pulse was in her throat. Laura smiled. Stepped back. Normal distance restored.

		"Right. Off you go. Who's the lucky victim tonight?"

		"Rob. From Hinge."

		"The one with the boat photo?"

		"That's him."

		Laura wrinkled her nose. "Men who put boat photos on dating apps are compensating for something. I'm calling it now."

		"You said he looked alright!"

		"I said his jawline was acceptable. There's a difference. Go. Have fun. Text me if it's terrible and I'll fake an emergency."

		Katie left. Her Uber was waiting on the street. She got in the back and gave the address of the cocktail bar Rob had suggested and looked out of the window at her own house receding behind her and wished, with a force that knocked the air from her lungs, that she was still standing in her hallway with Laura's fingers on her spine.

		Rob was forty one. He had not mentioned this on his profile. He was handsome in a weathered way, salt and pepper, square jaw, broad hands. The cocktail bar was loud and dark and he'd already ordered himself a whiskey when she arrived.

		"Katie! Wow, you look..." He gestured at her with his glass. "Red. I love red."

		She sat down. He ordered her a cocktail she hadn't asked for. She let it go. Pick your battles. The cocktail was too sweet and too strong and she drank it because it was in front of her.

		Rob talked. About his separation. About his wife, who was "completely unreasonable" and "turned the kids against him" and "wouldn't let him see them on weekdays." He talked about custody arrangements and solicitors' fees and the house he'd had to sell at a loss and the flat he was renting now that had damp in the bathroom. Katie listened and made sympathetic sounds and the cocktail sank lower in the glass and she felt the evening calcifying around her.

		"But enough about me." He slid his bar stool closer. His knee touched hers under the bar. "Tell me about you. What's a gorgeous woman like you doing on Hinge?"

		"Same as you, I suppose."

		"Doubt it. Bet you've got men queuing round the block."

		She smiled thinly. "Not exactly."

		His hand appeared. On her thigh this time. Just above the knee. His fingers warm and heavy through the fabric of her dress.

		"Rob."

		"What?" Innocent face. Wide eyes. The hand stayed.

		"I'm not. Can you not."

		He moved it. Half an inch higher. "Sorry. Can't help myself. That dress."

		She removed his hand. Placed it on the bar. He looked at her like she'd slapped him.

		"Playing hard to get?"

		"No. I'm just not comfortable with that."

		"It's just a hand on your leg. We're on a date."

		"I know. But I don't know you. And I'd prefer it if you kept your hands to yourself."

		His expression shifted. Something sour in it. Something petulant. He picked up his whiskey, drained it, flagged the bartender for another. "Fine. Message received."

		The next twenty minutes were excruciating. He ordered a second whiskey, then a third. He talked about his wife again. He asked Katie if she was "always this uptight" and then laughed like it was a joke. His hand landed on her thigh again under cover of reaching for a napkin. She stood up.

		"I'm going to go."

		"Seriously? It's only nine."

		"I've got an early start tomorrow."

		"On a Sunday?"

		"My son. He wakes up early."

		Rob stood too. Blocked her path slightly. "At least let me walk you home."

		"I'll get a taxi. But thank you."

		"Katie. Come on. I drove all the way from Beeston for this."

		"I'm sorry it wasn't what you hoped for. Good night, Rob."

		She walked out. The cold air hit her face like a slap. She stood on the pavement and hailed the first taxi she saw and got in the back and locked the door and her hands were shaking.

		She texted Laura from the taxi.

		Coming home. Awful.

		The reply was immediate. Popcorn's ready. Door's open.

		Katie paid the driver, walked up the path, let herself in. The hallway was warm. Laura's trainers by the door. The sound of a film playing quietly in the living room. She pushed the door open.

		Laura was on the sofa, legs stretched out, a bowl of popcorn balanced on her stomach. She was still in the black jeans and white crop top and she looked up with an expression of such uncomplicated welcome that Katie's chest cracked.

		"You're home."

		"I'm home."

		Laura lifted the popcorn bowl, patted the space beside her. Katie kicked off her heels, crossed the room, sank onto the sofa. She stared at the television, which was playing some romcom she didn't recognise, and said, to the screen rather than to Laura, "I think men are broken."

		A beat. A pause that hummed.

		Laura's voice, quiet, warm, careful. "Maybe you're just looking in the wrong place."

		

	
		Chapter 9

		

		The sentence hung in the room like a held breath.

		Katie turned her head. Laura was looking at her. Not smiling. Not joking. Her blue eyes steady, her face open, the popcorn bowl forgotten between them.

		"Oh god." Katie laughed. The laugh was too high, too fast. "Don't. I'm too old to switch teams."

		Laura laughed too. Easy, unthreatening. She picked up a piece of popcorn and threw it in the air, caught it in her mouth. "I'm just saying. Statistically, men are terrible at dates. It's not controversial."

		"It is a bit."

		"Alright. Some men. These men. The specific men you've been going out with."

		"All three of them."

		"All three of them." Laura crunched another piece of popcorn. "What do they all have in common?"

		"They're men."

		"Well, yeah. But what else?"

		Katie thought about it. Mark with his wine lecture and his roaming knee. Daniel with his timeline and his hurt face. Rob with his hands and his playing hard to get.

		"They all wanted something from me. Before I was ready."

		Laura nodded. Slow. "And what do you actually want?"

		"From a date?"

		"From anything. From a person. What does Katie Webster actually want, if she can have anything?"

		The question was too big for a Saturday night on a sofa with popcorn. Katie pulled her legs up underneath her, the red dress riding up her thighs. She didn't fix it.

		"I want someone to see me. Not the dress or the... I don't know. The availability of me. I want someone who listens when I talk and remembers what I said and doesn't try to put their hand on my thigh before they know my middle name."

		"What's your middle name?"

		"Anne."

		"Katie Anne Webster." Laura said it like she was tasting it. "See. I listened. I'll remember."

		"You always do."

		"Do I?"

		Katie looked at her. "You made my tea perfect. Last time. When I was crying. You knew how I took it."

		Laura's face softened. "Splash of milk, one sugar."

		"You'd only seen me make it once."

		"I pay attention." Laura shrugged one shoulder. The crop top shifted. Katie could see the line of her ribs, the gentle concave dip of her stomach. "To things I care about."

		Katie swallowed. Her throat was tight. "Laura."

		"Yeah?"

		"What are we doing?"

		Laura didn't answer immediately. She shifted on the sofa. Drew her legs up, tucked her feet under her, and in doing so her knee came to rest against Katie's thigh. Through the fabric of the red dress, through the denim of Laura's jeans, Katie could feel the press of her. Warm and solid and deliberate.

		"Talking," Laura said. "Just talking."

		"Okay."

		They kept talking. About Katie's marriage. About how she'd met David at twenty two, married at twenty four, pregnant at twenty five, and spent the next seven years trying to fit herself into the shape of a life that never quite felt like hers. About how the cheating had been terrible but the relief had been worse. The relief that it was over. That she could stop pretending to be content.

		"Did you love him?" Laura asked.

		"I thought I did. I think I loved the idea of being married. Of being chosen. Of having someone who was supposed to want me forever." Katie paused. "But even at the start. Even on our wedding night. I never felt..."

		"What?"

		"I don't know. On fire. You know? Like you hear people talk about. That thing where you can't keep your hands off someone. I never had that with him. I thought it was just how I was. Low drive. Whatever. He thought so too. He mentioned it enough."

		Laura's jaw tightened. "He told you you had a low drive?"

		"In various ways. Yeah."

		"What a wanker."

		Katie laughed. Sharp, surprised. "He was, wasn't he?"

		"He cheated on you and he made you feel like the problem. That's textbook arsehole behaviour."

		"I know that. Logically. But eight years of someone telling you you're too cold, you don't want it enough, you never initiate..." Katie trailed off. She hadn't said this to anyone. Not Megan. Not her therapist, the four sessions she'd managed before the waiting list ate her alive. "It gets in your head."

		Laura's knee pressed firmer against her thigh. "Katie."

		"Yeah?"

		"What if you're not cold?"

		"I am though. The evidence suggests."

		"The evidence is three bad dates with three mediocre men and an eight year marriage to someone who was doing it wrong. That's not evidence. That's a shit sample size."

		Katie stared at her. Laura stared back. Her eyes were very blue in the lamplight and her lips were slightly parted and her knee was a burning point of contact against Katie's leg.

		"Tell me about your last girlfriend," Katie said. She didn't know why she asked. She needed to deflect. She needed to stop looking at Laura's mouth.

		Laura smiled. Something private in it. "Jess. She was twenty one. We were together for six months during my travelling. She was doing a bar job in Bali and I was doing a hostel reception and we were both bored and she was beautiful and it was easy."

		"What happened?"

		"I came home. She stayed. Long distance is a myth."

		"Were you in love?"

		Laura considered. "I was obsessed with her. For a while. But obsession isn't love, is it? Love is..." She paused. Tilted her head. That gesture she did, birdlike, curious. "Love is choosing someone over and over. Not just wanting them. Choosing them."

		"You're nineteen."

		"So?"

		"That's very wise for nineteen."

		"I read a lot." Laura grinned. The heaviness broke for a moment. "And my mum's been married three times. You learn things."

		They talked more. About love. About what it means to find someone. Whether love is a thing you stumble across like a tenner in the street or a thing you build like a wall, brick by brick. Whether you can love someone you shouldn't. Whether shouldn't even means anything when you're both adults and both free.

		The whole time, Laura's knee against Katie's thigh. The whole time, the warm press of contact through fabric. Katie was unable to think about anything else. Her brain had divided into two halves. One half was talking, forming sentences, being a person. The other half was focused entirely on that single point of pressure. That three inches of Laura's knee against her leg. It felt enormous. It felt like the whole world had condensed to a square of denim against a square of jersey.

		At midnight, Laura uncurled herself. Stood. Stretched. Her crop top rode up and Katie saw her stomach, the belly button ring, the fine blonde hair that trailed below her navel.

		"I should go. It's late."

		"Yeah." Katie stood too. Her legs felt strange. Unsteady. Like she'd been sitting too long or like the ground had shifted underneath her.

		They walked to the hallway. Laura pulled on her trainers, bent over, and Katie looked at the ceiling. She would not look at Laura bending over. She would not.

		She looked. The black jeans stretched tight across Laura's bum. The white crop top rode up to show her lower back, the twin dimples either side of her spine, the lace edge of underwear peeking above the waistband. Purple lace. Katie's mouth went dry.

		Laura straightened. Turned. They were close in the narrow hallway. Laura smelled like popcorn butter and that amber something and warmth.

		"Thank you," Katie said. "For. All of it."

		"You don't have to thank me."

		"I do though."

		Laura looked at her for a long moment. Those steady blue eyes. The ghost of a smile at the corner of her mouth. Then she stepped forward, rose onto her toes, and kissed Katie on the cheek.

		Except it wasn't quite the cheek.

		Laura's lips landed at the very corner of Katie's mouth. Half cheek, half lip. Warm and soft and lingering. She didn't pull back immediately. She stayed there. One second. Two seconds. Three. Her breath on Katie's skin. Her hand on Katie's waist, light, steadying. Her mouth warm and impossibly soft at the border of Katie's lips.

		Then she stepped back. Smiled. Small and certain.

		"Night, Katie Anne."

		The door opened. Cold air. The street. She was gone.

		Katie stood in the hallway. Her hand came up and her fingertips pressed against the place where Laura's lips had been. The skin there felt different. Charged. Like a word had been written on it in invisible ink.

		She stood there for a long time. The heating ticked. Upstairs, Kyle slept. The house settled around her.

		She didn't move.

		

	
		Chapter 10

		

		Katie went to bed at one. She did not sleep. She lay in the dark with the duvet pulled up to her chin and her phone on the pillow beside her and her mind going in circles so tight they made her dizzy.

		The kiss. The corner of her mouth. Laura's lips, soft. Laura's breath, warm. Laura's hand on her waist. The deliberateness of it. Not an accident. Not a slip. A choice.

		Katie rolled onto her back. Stared at the ceiling she couldn't see.

		She picked up her phone. The blue light seared her eyes. 1:47am. She opened the search bar and her thumbs hovered over the keyboard and her heart was beating so hard she could feel it in her temples.

		She typed. Deleted. Typed again.

		Can you be straight your whole life and then

		She stared at the unfinished search. Then pressed enter.

		The results came. Articles. Blog posts. Forum threads. Titles that reached out and grabbed her by the ribs. "Late Bloomer Lesbians: What You Need to Know." "I Was Married for 15 Years Before I Realised." "Am I Gay or Am I Just Lonely?"

		She clicked on one. Read three paragraphs. Closed it. Opened another.

		I was thirty-six when I kissed a woman for the first time. I'd been married for twelve years. I had two children. I'd always thought of myself as straight. Not even questioning, not even curious. I just was. And then one day I wasn't.

		Katie's throat tightened. She kept reading.

		It wasn't a thunderbolt. It wasn't some dramatic revelation. It was more like realising you've been wearing glasses with the wrong prescription for your entire life. Everything was slightly blurry and you just thought that's how the world looked. And then someone takes them off and you can suddenly see every leaf on every tree and you think, oh. Oh. So THIS is what everyone's been talking about.

		She closed the article. Opened another. This one was a forum. Women writing to each other in the dark. Anonymous. Honest.

		"I'm 29 and I think I might be attracted to my female friend. She's ten years younger than me and I feel like a creep. Help."

		"You're not a creep. You're figuring yourself out. There's no age limit on that."

		"I left my husband at 41. Best decision I ever made. Worst year of my life, followed by the best year of my life."

		"Does anyone else feel like they wasted decades? All those years with men where I thought I was just 'not very sexual' and it turns out I was just not into men???"

		Katie put her phone face down on the pillow. Pressed her palms over her eyes. Her body was humming. Every nerve alive. She could still feel Laura's lips at the corner of her mouth. Could still smell the amber.

		She picked up her phone again. Typed.

		What does it mean if I can't stop thinking about my babysitter

		She looked at the words on the screen. Then she deleted them. Turned the phone off. Rolled onto her side and pressed her face into the pillow and squeezed her eyes shut.

		She didn't touch herself. She wanted to. She lay in the dark and wanted to with a force that was entirely new to her. This wasn't the low drive David had diagnosed. This wasn't the deadness she'd felt with Mark and Daniel and Rob. This was a live wire in her belly. A coiling heat. Her body awake and asking for something and Katie refusing to give it. Because if she touched herself now, thinking about Laura, there would be no taking it back. No explaining it away. No she's just friendly, she's just affectionate, I'm just lonely.

		She clamped her thighs together. Pressed her face deeper into the pillow. And didn't sleep until three am, when exhaustion finally overrode everything else and dragged her down.

		The week that followed was strange. Katie pulled back. She didn't mean to do it consciously but she did it anyway. Her texts to Laura became shorter. Less playful. More functional. "All good for Saturday?" instead of the long rambling messages they'd been exchanging.

		Laura noticed. Of course she did. Laura noticed everything. But she didn't push. She didn't say what's wrong or are you avoiding me or was it the kiss. She matched Katie's energy. Gave her space. Sent one meme on Tuesday, a picture of a cat with its eyes crossed, no caption. Katie laughed and didn't reply and felt guilty about not replying for the rest of the day.

		On Wednesday she saw Laura at the school gates. Katie was picking Kyle up; Laura was walking past on the other side of the road. Laura raised a hand. Smiled. Didn't cross over. Didn't stop. Just the wave, the smile, and she kept walking. Katie watched her go. Those black jeans again, or ones like them. A green jacket. Hair tucked behind her ears. She was listening to something, one airpod in, and she was bobbing her head slightly as she walked. Young. Beautiful. Nineteen.

		Katie looked away.

		Friday.

		She was in the bath at nine pm, Kyle in bed, the house quiet. Her phone buzzed on the bathroom floor. She reached over the edge of the bath, picked it up with wet fingers.

		Laura. Still on for tomorrow? No pressure xx

		Katie stared at the words. The two x's. The no pressure. Which meant Laura knew there was pressure. Which meant Laura knew exactly what she'd done with that kiss and exactly what Katie had been doing with the silence.

		She held the phone over the bath water. Dripping. Thinking. The steam curled around her, warm and damp, and she was very aware of her own body in the water. Her breasts breaking the surface. Her thighs. The space between them.

		She typed back. Deleted it. Typed again.

		Yes. Please.

		Sent it. Put the phone down. Sank lower into the water until it touched her chin.

		Tomorrow. Another Saturday. Another date with another man. And Laura in her house. Laura on her sofa. Laura's perfume on her cushions.

		She was running out of excuses. She was running out of walls.

		

	
		Chapter 11

		

		Saturday.

		The date was called Simon. He was thirty five, divorced, two kids. A teacher at a secondary school in Nottingham. He'd been funny in messages, self-deprecating, kind. He hadn't mentioned his body or his car or his property. He'd asked about Kyle. He'd remembered Katie's middle name when she'd mentioned it in passing.

		He was, on paper, everything she'd been asking for.

		Laura arrived at seven. Katie noticed immediately that she was dressed down. Joggers, a loose jumper, trainers. No crop top. No summer dress. No pendant catching the light at her throat. As if she'd deliberately removed all the things that might confuse the situation. As if she was trying to give Katie a clear head.

		"Hey." Laura stepped inside, gave Kyle a wave, turned to Katie. "You look nice."

		Not gorgeous. Not stunning. Nice. A step back. A respectful distance.

		"Thanks. So do you."

		"I look like I'm going to the gym." Laura tugged at her jumper. "Which I'm not. For the record. Kyle, you ready to lose at Uno?"

		"No!" Kyle shouted from the living room. "I never lose!"

		"Prove it, champ!"

		Katie watched Laura disappear into the living room and felt, absurdly, a pang of loss at the lack of a zip to fix, a neckline to adjust, a gorgeous to make her cheeks burn.

		She left. The Uber took her to a tapas place in the city centre. Simon was already there, at a table with two glasses of water and a menu, and he stood when she approached and shook her hand, gently, and smiled.

		"Katie. It's so nice to meet you properly."

		"You too, Simon."

		They sat. They ordered. Small plates that arrived at intervals, giving them things to do with their hands. Simon talked about his kids, his teaching job, the allotment he'd taken on since his divorce. He was funny. He was self-deprecating without being self-pitying. He asked Katie about her work, about Kyle, about what she was reading, and he listened to her answers with genuine attention.

		He didn't touch her. Not once. His hands stayed on his own side of the table, wrapped around his glass or tearing bread. He didn't lean in too close. He didn't mention sex or going home together or "not wanting to waste time." He was respectful and charming and warm.

		And Katie felt nothing.

		Not nothing as in dislike. Not nothing as in boredom. Nothing as in absence. A vacuum where the flutter should have been. She sat across from this perfectly nice, perfectly appropriate, perfectly pleasant man and searched inside herself for any spark, any heat, any pull towards him and found nothing. A flat, empty expanse. White noise.

		She ate her tapas. She drank her wine. She laughed at his jokes because they were genuinely funny. She liked him. She did. She could picture being friends with him. Could picture introducing him to Megan and Pete and all of them getting along. She could not, for the life of her, picture kissing him. The thought of his mouth on hers produced exactly the same response as the thought of kissing a lamppost. Nothing offensive about it. Just nothing.

		And meanwhile, beneath the surface, beneath the polite conversation and the pleasant tapas and the perfectly fine evening, a different current ran. Laura's fingers on her back. Laura's lips at the corner of her mouth. Laura saying gorgeous. Laura's knee against her thigh. Laura, Laura, Laura.

		The flutter she'd been chasing for a year. The pull she'd been looking for in five different men and three different apps. It had been there all along. Every time a nineteen year old girl walked through her front door.

		Katie put down her wine glass. Her hand shook slightly.

		"Simon. I'm really sorry. I'm not feeling well. Would you mind if we called it an early night?"

		His face shifted. Concern, not irritation. "Of course. Are you alright? Can I get you anything?"

		"No, no, I'm fine. Just a headache coming on. I'm sorry. You've been really lovely."

		"Don't apologise. These things happen." He insisted on paying. He walked her to the door. He said, "Take care of yourself, Katie," and he meant it, genuinely, and she wanted to scream because he was so kind and so right and so completely, catastrophically wrong for her.

		The taxi ride home was ten minutes. Katie sat in the back and pressed her forehead to the cold glass of the window and thought, with terrifying clarity, I know now. I know.

		She let herself in. Quarter past ten. The hallway was dim. Laura's trainers by the door. The television murmuring in the living room. Katie closed the front door behind her and stood in the dark for a moment, breathing.

		She walked through. Pushed open the living room door. Laura was on the sofa, phone in hand, looking surprised.

		"That was quick."

		Katie didn't take off her coat. She stood in the doorway and looked at Laura's face in the lamplight and her voice, when it came, was shaking.

		"Yeah. I know why now."

		

	
		Chapter 12

		

		Laura's eyes found hers across the room. The phone in her hand went dark. She set it on the cushion beside her without looking at it. Her body was very still.

		"Come sit down," she said.

		Katie shrugged off her coat. Let it fall on the floor. She didn't pick it up. She walked to the kitchen first, moving on autopilot, and found the wine already open on the counter, a half glass poured. Laura's glass. Katie took a clean one from the cupboard, filled it, filled Laura's, carried both through.

		Laura had drawn her legs up onto the sofa. Cross legged. Making space. Katie handed her the glass and sat facing her, mirroring the position. Cross legged. Knees almost touching.

		"How bad was the date?"

		"It wasn't bad." Katie took a large gulp of wine. "That's the thing. He was lovely. He was. Simon. He was the nicest one yet."

		"And?"

		"And I felt nothing. Less than nothing. I sat there and I ate tapas and I looked at this perfectly nice man and I thought... I thought..." She took another gulp. Put the glass down on the carpet because her hands were shaking too much to hold it. "I thought about you."

		Laura didn't move. Didn't flinch. Didn't blink. She watched Katie over the rim of her wine glass with those steady blue eyes and said nothing.

		"I've been thinking about you," Katie said. "All week. Every day. I can't. I've been trying not to and I can't stop and I don't know what's happening to me."

		Laura set her wine down. "What are you thinking about?"

		"You. Just. You. In my house. The way you... the way you look at me. The way you touched my back that time with the zip. The way you kissed me goodnight. Here." Katie touched the corner of her mouth. "You did that on purpose."

		"Yes."

		"Why?"

		Laura tilted her head. That birdlike tilt. "Because I wanted to. Because you're beautiful and you don't know it. Because watching you go out with these men who don't deserve five minutes of your time was killing me."

		Katie's breath came short. "I don't know what I'm doing."

		"I know."

		"I've never. With a woman. I've never even thought about it until..."

		"Until?"

		"Until you." Katie's voice cracked. "I think I might like women. I think I might like... I think I might like you."

		Laura's whole face changed. Not surprise. Not triumph. Something softer than both. A warmth that started in her eyes and spread outward to her mouth, her cheeks, the set of her shoulders. She reached across the small space between them and took Katie's hand. Her fingers were warm. Small. They threaded between Katie's and held firm.

		"I know," Laura said quietly. "I've known for weeks. I was waiting for you to catch up."

		Katie laughed. The laugh turned wet and became something else and she pressed her free hand over her mouth and tears ran down her face. Happy tears. Terrified tears. Tears of relief so enormous it was physically painful.

		"I'm sorry," she said, through her fingers. "I'm not usually this..."

		"Don't apologise." Laura squeezed her hand. "Don't you dare."

		"You're nineteen."

		"I am."

		"I'm thirty two. I have a son."

		"I know."

		"This is insane."

		"Is it?"

		Katie wiped her face. Sniffed. Laughed again, watery and bewildered. "Isn't it? You're my babysitter. You're thirteen years younger than me. I was married to a man six months ago."

		"A year ago."

		"Fine, a year ago. I was straight a year ago."

		"Were you though?" Laura said it gently. Not a challenge. A real question.

		Katie opened her mouth. Closed it. Thought about David. Thought about the wedding night, the dutiful sex, the years of I'm just tired and maybe later and I don't know what's wrong with me. Thought about looking away. All the looking away. All the women she hadn't let herself see.

		"I don't know," she whispered. "I don't know what I was."

		"That's okay. You don't have to have all the answers tonight."

		"What do you want?" Katie asked. "From this. From me. What is this to you?"

		Laura looked at her for a long moment. Her thumb traced circles on Katie's palm, slow and deliberate. "I like you. A lot. More than a lot. I think you're the most beautiful woman I've ever met and I think you deserve to be touched by someone who actually wants you, not just your body, all of you, and I think..." She paused. Something vulnerable flickered behind her eyes. "I think I could fall for you very easily. If you let me."

		Katie's chest ached. A sweet, terrible ache, like a bruise being pressed.

		"But," Laura continued, "I don't want to be your experiment. I don't want to be the thing you do to figure yourself out and then regret on Sunday morning."

		"I won't. I wouldn't."

		"You might. You don't know that yet."

		Katie gripped Laura's hand harder. "I know more than you think."

		Laura smiled. Sad and lovely. "Maybe. But I want you to be sure. I don't want there to be a single part of you that's uncertain when we..." She swallowed. "When we do anything. I want you to be all the way in."

		"And if I am?"

		"Then I'm here."

		"When?"

		Laura bit her lower lip. Considering. Katie watched her teeth press into the soft pink flesh and felt it between her own legs. A pulse. A pull.

		"Next Saturday," Laura said. "Take a week. Think about it. Don't see any more men. Don't force anything. Just... sit with it. And if next Saturday you still feel this way. If you still want this."

		"I will."

		"If you do. Then come back to me and tell me. And I'll be here."

		Katie wanted to kiss her. Right now. Right here on this sofa in the lamplight with wine on her breath and mascara tracks on her cheeks. She wanted to close the twelve inches between them and press her mouth against Laura's and find out what it felt like to kiss someone she actually wanted to kiss.

		She didn't. She held Laura's hand and she felt the warmth of her palm and she nodded.

		"Okay. Next Saturday."

		"Next Saturday." Laura lifted Katie's hand to her mouth and kissed her knuckles. Light. Tender. Her lips warm against Katie's skin.

		Then she stood. Stretched. Reached for her wine, drained it. Set the glass down.

		"I'm going to go now. Before I change my mind about waiting."

		"Laura."

		"Yeah?"

		"Thank you. For being patient with me."

		Laura looked at her from across the room. The lamplight caught the gold in her hair. Her eyes were bright. She looked young and old at the same time, wise and silly, serious and smiling.

		"You're worth waiting for, Katie Anne."

		She left. The door closed. The room was quiet.

		Katie sat on the sofa with an empty wine glass and a racing heart and a future that looked nothing like the one she'd been constructing out of dating apps and dull Italian restaurants.

		She picked up her phone. Opened the dating app. Paused for one second.

		Deleted it.

		

	
		Chapter 13

		

		Sunday.

		Katie woke with the absolute certainty of a decision already made. It sat in her chest like a stone, heavy and smooth and perfect. She lay in bed and let the weight of it press against her breastbone and thought, I know.

		She got up. Made breakfast. Kyle wanted Weetabix with too much sugar. She gave it to him. She stood at the kitchen counter drinking her tea and looking through the window at the back garden where the October leaves were piling up against the fence and she felt, for the first time in longer than she could remember, that she was inside her own life rather than watching it from somewhere slightly to the left.

		Monday.

		At work she was distracted. Not in a bad way. She did her job. She filed the letters. She answered the phone. She smiled at patients in the waiting room and typed up referrals and ate her lunch at her desk. But beneath the surface of the ordinary, a current ran. She was aware of women. Not as she'd been before, when she'd noticed them the way you notice wallpaper. Now she noticed them the way you notice a painting. The woman at the bus stop with the dark curly hair and the laugh that carried across the street. The receptionist at Kyle's school who always smelled like jasmine and whose hand lingered when she passed Katie a permission slip. The actress on the television that evening, lying on a sofa in a period drama, her neck long and white, and Katie looked at that neck and thought, yes.

		She was not discovering something new. She was remembering something she'd trained herself to forget.

		Tuesday.

		Megan called. "How was Saturday? You haven't told me anything."

		"Simon was lovely."

		"And?"

		"And nothing."

		"Katie. Four dates. Four nos. At what point do we admit you're being too picky?"

		"I don't think I am."

		"Then what? What's the problem?"

		Katie sat on her bed with the phone pressed to her ear and thought about telling Megan. About opening her mouth and saying, Actually, Meg, I think the problem is that I've been dating the wrong gender my entire life. She thought about it. She could feel the words sitting at the back of her throat, shaped and ready.

		"I'm taking a break from dating," she said instead. "Just for a bit."

		"Fine. But I've got another one lined up if you change your mind."

		"I won't."

		She hung up. Looked at herself in the bedroom mirror. Her own face, familiar. Brown eyes, brown hair, the little scar on her chin from where she'd fallen off her bike at seven. The same face. But something behind it was different now. Brighter. More present.

		She took off her work shirt. Stood in her bra. Looked at herself. The soft curve of her stomach. The stretch marks across her hips from pregnancy. The way her breasts sat, fuller than they'd been at twenty, the blue veins visible beneath pale skin.

		She'd spent a decade seeing this body through David's eyes. Too soft. Too pale. Not enough. Not sexy enough, not thin enough, not young enough, not eager enough. She'd learned his gaze so thoroughly that it had become her own.

		She looked now with different eyes. She looked at herself and imagined Laura looking at her and something hot and liquid moved through her belly.

		She put her shirt back on. Went downstairs. Made dinner. Normal life. Her life.

		Wednesday.

		She went to the shopping centre on her lunch break. She walked past three shops before she went into the one she wanted. It wasn't Victoria's Secret. It wasn't anywhere obvious. It was a small shop at the end of the row, warm lighting, nice fabrics, a woman behind the counter who didn't look up from her book.

		Katie bought underwear. Not a costume. Not a performance piece. Just something nice. Something she chose for herself. A soft grey set, modal fabric, a bralette with a low neckline and matching knickers cut high on the hip. Simple. Pretty. Comfortable in a way that was also, somehow, sexy.

		She took them home and put them in her drawer and ran her fingers over the fabric and thought about Saturday.

		Thursday.

		No text from Laura. Nothing since Saturday night. The silence should have felt ominous but it didn't. It felt respectful. Patient. Laura keeping her word. Giving Katie space to breathe. Space to be sure.

		Katie was sure. She'd been sure since before Laura said next Saturday. She'd been sure since the moment she sat across from Simon eating tapas and realised she would rather be on her own sofa with a girl thirteen years younger than her who noticed how she took her tea.

		She thought about what would happen on Saturday. Not the specifics. Not the mechanics. Just the shape of it. Laura in her house. Laura looking at her. Laura touching her. The zip coming down again, but this time not stopping.

		She pressed her thighs together under her desk at work and looked at her computer screen and saw nothing on it.

		Friday.

		Laura texted at six in the evening. Katie had just put Kyle to bed and was standing in the kitchen in her joggers eating leftover pasta from a Tupperware.

		Tomorrow? Last weekend. Whatever you want it to be xx

		Katie put the Tupperware down. Leaned against the counter. She typed back with one thumb, the other hand pressed against her stomach where something coiled tight and hot.

		Come over. Not for a date. Just come over.

		Laura's reply was instant. What time?

		Seven. Kyle's at his dad's this weekend.

		A pause. Longer than usual. Then.

		Okay. Seven. I'll be there xx

		Katie put her phone down. Kyle at his dad's. She'd arranged that weeks ago. David had him every other Saturday now, part of the custody agreement. She hadn't thought about it when she'd agreed to the arrangement. She hadn't been planning anything. But the universe, it seemed, was making room.

		She barely slept. She lay in bed and stared at the ceiling and her body hummed like a plucked string. She thought about Laura's hands. The shape of them. The way they moved. The way they'd felt against her back, her waist, her cheekbone. She thought about Laura's mouth at the corner of hers. The softness of it. The heat.

		She didn't touch herself. Not because she was afraid now, but because she wanted to wait. She wanted the first time she came thinking about Laura to be with Laura. She wanted it to be real.

		Tomorrow.

		She was terrified. She had never been more sure of anything.

		

	
		Chapter 14

		

		Saturday.

		Katie spent the day in a state of contained chaos. She cleaned the house in the morning, not because it was dirty but because she needed something to do with her hands. She vacuumed. She changed the sheets. She caught herself changing the sheets and stopped, standing in her bedroom with a fitted sheet in her hands, and thought, I'm changing my sheets because a woman might be in my bed tonight. She finished putting them on. Crisp white cotton. She smoothed them flat with her palms and her fingers shook slightly.

		She dropped Kyle at David's at four. David didn't notice anything different about her. He never did. He took Kyle's overnight bag and said "See you tomorrow" and closed the door and Katie sat in her car for a moment in his driveway and thought about all the years she'd spent in that house not knowing herself. Then she drove home.

		She showered. Shaved her legs. Moisturised. Put on the grey underwear she'd bought on Wednesday. Looked at herself in the mirror. The bralette sat against her breasts, the fabric soft and thin enough that her nipples pressed through when the air was cool. The knickers sat high on her hips, showing the line of her legs, the curve of her bum. She looked... she looked like a woman who was expecting something. Who was hoping for something.

		She pulled on a pair of jeans. A soft jumper. Casual. Deliberate in its casualness. Not a date outfit. A come over and be with me outfit.

		Six thirty. Too early to drink. She poured herself a glass of wine anyway. Sat at the kitchen table. Put the glass down without drinking it. Picked it up again. Drank half of it in one go. Put it down.

		Her phone buzzed.

		Laura. Change of plan. Hear me out.

		Katie's stomach dropped.

		What?

		I want to come over as the babysitter. One last time. You go out for a bit, an hour or two. Go to Megan's. Have a drink. And then come home to me. I want you to come through that door knowing exactly what you're choosing.

		Katie stared at the message. Read it twice. Three times.

		Kyle's not here. He's at his dad's.

		I know. Doesn't matter. I still want to be here when you get back. I want you to walk in and I'll be here and it'll be because you chose to come back. Not because you couldn't leave. Does that make sense?

		It made sense. It made the kind of sense that was both practical and romantic and slightly theatrical and completely, unbearably Laura.

		Okay.

		Seven?

		Seven.

		Katie drained her wine. Poured another glass. Texted Megan.

		Can I come over for a drink? Just an hour or so?

		YES. ALWAYS. Get here immediately. I have prosecco.

		The doorbell rang at seven on the dot. Katie opened it and Laura was there. Different from every other time. Not casual, not dressy. Something in between. A white button down shirt, oversized, untucked. Black cycling shorts that ended mid thigh, tight against her skin. Her hair was down, freshly washed, the blonde catching the hallway light. No shoes. She must have walked from next door. Barefoot on the pavement. Wild.

		"Hi."

		"Hi."

		They stood in the doorway, looking at each other. Laura's eyes were very bright. She was nervous. Katie realised she had never seen Laura nervous before.

		"You're sure about this?" Laura said.

		"I'm sure."

		"Okay." Laura stepped inside. Past Katie. Close enough that her arm brushed Katie's breast through the jumper. "Go. Have fun at Megan's. Come back whenever you want."

		"What will you do?"

		Laura shrugged. Smiled. Something private in it. Something knowing. "I'll find something."

		Katie grabbed her bag. Coat. Keys. She paused at the door.

		"Laura."

		"Yeah?"

		"I'll be back by nine."

		"I'll be here."

		Katie left. Walked to Megan's, three streets away. The evening air was cold. Her breath made clouds. She could feel her own heartbeat in her wrists, her throat, between her legs. She walked fast. She would have one glass. One hour. And then she would go home.

		Megan poured prosecco and talked about Pete's promotion and her mother's hip replacement and Archie's school play. Katie nodded and smiled and drank and didn't hear a single word. She was thinking about Laura, alone in her house. On her sofa. In her white shirt and black shorts.

		"Katie. Earth to Katie."

		"Sorry. What?"

		"I said, are you alright? You seem..." Megan waved a hand. "Somewhere else."

		"Fine. Just tired."

		"You look different."

		"Do I?"

		"You look... lighter. Or something. Have you met someone?"

		Katie's face went hot. "No. I'm taking a break, remember?"

		"Hmm." Megan narrowed her eyes. "You look like someone who's met someone."

		"I haven't."

		"Liar."

		"I'm just. I'm in a good place right now."

		"Well, good. You deserve that." Megan clinked her glass against Katie's. "But when there's something to tell me, you tell me first. Best friend rules."

		"Deal."

		At quarter to nine, Katie made her excuses. She hugged Megan at the door, promised to call, walked down the path to the pavement. She could see her own house from here. The living room window glowing. Laura in there, somewhere. Doing something. Waiting.

		Katie walked home. Her hands were shaking in her pockets. Not from the cold. The path to her front door felt longer than usual. The gate creaked. The paving stones were uneven under her boots. She reached the door. Put her key in the lock. Turned it. Pushed the door open.

		The hallway was dark. The heating was on, the house warm. Katie closed the door behind her, quietly. Silence. No television, no music. The living room door was ajar, a sliver of blue light flickering through the gap.

		She pushed the door open.

		Laura was on the sofa.

		Not curled up reading. Not watching a film. Laura was stretched along the length of it, her head propped against the arm rest, her body laid out. The white shirt was unbuttoned to her waist, open, showing the pale skin of her chest, the small curves of her breasts, naked beneath the cotton. Her black shorts were still on but her legs were parted. One foot on the cushion, knee bent and fallen open. Her hand was inside her shorts.

		On the television, cast from the phone propped on the coffee table, two women were tangled together. One dark haired, one blonde, their bodies intertwined on white sheets. The dark haired woman's face was between the blonde's thighs, her head moving slowly, and the sounds coming from the screen were soft and wet and deliberate. Moaning. Not the exaggerated screaming of bad porn. Real sounds. Quiet gasps. Breathy pleas. A whispered there, right there, don't stop.

		Laura's eyes were closed. Her lips were parted. Her hand moved beneath the black fabric in a slow, rhythmic motion, her hips rocking slightly upward to meet her own fingers. The shirt had fallen open further, showing the flat of her stomach, the swell of her small breasts, pink nipples hard in the cool air. She was flushed. Throat, chest, cheeks. Her breath came in short, catching pulls.

		Katie could not move.

		She stood in the doorway of her own living room and watched Laura touch herself and something inside her cracked open like a shell. Not shock. Not horror. Something else. A recognition so deep and physical it was almost painful. Like looking at a word she'd been trying to read her whole life and finally understanding the letters.

		Laura's back arched slightly off the sofa. Her hand moved faster beneath her shorts. A sound escaped her mouth, small and needy, barely more than a breath. On the screen, the blonde woman came, her body lifting, her voice rising, and Laura's hips matched the rhythm of it, rolling up, seeking.

		Katie stood and watched and felt herself getting wet. She was getting wet. Standing in her own doorway, fully clothed, watching her nineteen year old babysitter masturbate to lesbian porn on her sofa. The arousal wasn't theoretical. It wasn't something she was thinking about feeling. It was there. Hot and liquid and undeniable. Between her legs, soaking through the grey underwear she'd bought for tonight.

		Laura's eyes fluttered open.

		She looked straight at Katie.

		She didn't stop.

		Her hand kept moving. Her eyes, those blue eyes, locked onto Katie's across the room. Her lips curved into a slow smile. Not embarrassed. Not startled. Not apologetic.

		"Hi."

		The word was soft, breathless, barely a whisper. Her hand didn't stop moving beneath the fabric. Her hips rocked. Her eyes stayed on Katie's face.

		Katie stood in the doorway. Her legs were shaking. Her mouth was dry. The sound from the television washed over her, those quiet moans, those wet sounds, and Laura's eyes on hers, and Laura's hand between her own legs, and the smell of the room, warm and close, and underneath it something else. Something musky and sweet and alive.

		Laura.

		The room pulsed around them. Blue light from the screen. The sounds of pleasure. Laura's body moving on the sofa, her hand still buried in her shorts, her eyes still holding Katie's.

		"Come here," Laura whispered.

		

	
		Chapter 15

		

		Katie's legs moved before her brain agreed to it.

		One step. The floorboard creaked. Two steps. Her boots were too loud on the carpet. She kicked them off, one then the other, ungraceful. Three steps. Laura's eyes followed her, half lidded, that smile still playing at her mouth. Her hand had stilled but stayed where it was, fingers pressed against herself through the fabric.

		"Closer."

		Katie crossed the remaining distance. Stood over the sofa, looking down. Laura on her back, shirt splayed open, the pale gorgeous canvas of her body offered up. Her stomach rising and falling with shallow breaths. The pink flush on her chest. The hard points of her nipples. The dark cotton of her shorts, darker in one place. Wet. She was wet through the fabric and Katie could see it.

		On the television, a new scene. Two women kissing, slow, deep, hands in each other's hair. The sounds liquid and unhurried.

		"Sit down." Laura's voice was quiet but sure.

		Katie sat. On the edge of the sofa, by Laura's hip. Her hands in her own lap, fingers twisted together. She was trembling. Her whole body vibrating at a frequency she'd never experienced.

		Laura reached up. Her hand, the one that hadn't been between her thighs, touched Katie's cheek. Cupped her jaw. Warm fingers against Katie's skin. Katie closed her eyes.

		"You're shaking."

		"I know."

		"Are you scared?"

		"Terrified."

		"Do you want to stop?"

		Katie opened her eyes. Looked at Laura. At the nineteen year old girl on her sofa with her shirt open and her hand down her shorts and her blue eyes full of something so tender it made Katie want to cry.

		"No."

		Laura sat up. Slow. Her shirt fell further open and she let it. She was so close now. Their knees touching. Their faces inches apart. Katie could see the individual lashes framing those eyes. The tiny freckles across the bridge of her nose. The gloss of moisture on her lower lip.

		"I've been thinking about this," Laura said. "About you. For weeks."

		"Yeah?"

		"You have no idea." Laura's thumb traced Katie's cheekbone. Down to her jaw. Along the line of it to her chin. Tilting her face up. "Every time I was in this house. Every time I watched you go out with those men. I kept thinking, she doesn't know. She doesn't know what she is. She doesn't know what she deserves."

		Katie's breath caught.

		Laura leaned in. Paused. Their mouths a centimetre apart. Katie could feel Laura's breath on her lips, warm and sweet. She could smell her now, up close. The amber perfume. Beneath it, the sharp, intimate scent of arousal. Laura smelled like sex. Like wanting. Katie's body responded to it on some deep, animal level, a clenching between her legs so sudden it made her gasp.

		"Kiss me," Katie whispered.

		Laura's mouth found hers.

		The first kiss of Katie's new life. And it was nothing, nothing, nothing like anything she'd ever had. Laura's lips were soft. Impossibly soft. No stubble. No force. No urgency that felt like demand. Just the gentle, patient press of mouth against mouth. Laura's hand on her jaw, holding her. Laura's lips moving against hers in slow, exploring motions. A tongue tracing her lower lip, asking. Katie opened for her. Laura's tongue slipped inside, warm and tasting of wine and something else, something Katie had never tasted before because she'd never kissed a woman before and it was different. Sweeter. Softer. Better.

		Laura pulled back. Just an inch. Their foreheads touching.

		"You're alright. I've got you."

		"Don't stop."

		Laura kissed her again. Deeper this time. Both hands in Katie's hair now, fingers threading through, tilting her head to the angle Laura wanted. Katie made a sound into her mouth. A small, helpless thing. A sound she'd never made before. Laura swallowed it and kissed her harder.

		They kissed for what felt like hours. The television played its soft, gorgeous backdrop. The two women on screen moved against each other, gasping and whispering, and Laura's mouth was on Katie's and Katie was lost. Drowning. Burning. She'd never understood before. All those years with David, all those competent, mechanical kisses that went nowhere inside her. This was where kisses were supposed to go. This was the place they were supposed to reach.

		Laura's hands left her hair and found the hem of her jumper.

		"Can I?"

		"Yes."

		Laura pulled the jumper up. Katie lifted her arms. The fabric came over her head and she was in the bralette, the grey one, the new one, and Laura looked at her and her breath hitched.

		"Fuck. Katie."

		"What?"

		"You're beautiful." Laura's eyes moved over her. Her breasts in the thin fabric, nipples pressing through. Her stomach. The curve of her waist. Laura reached out and traced the line from Katie's shoulder, down her arm, to her wrist. Goosebumps erupted in the wake of her fingertips.

		"Lie back."

		Katie lay back against the arm of the sofa. Laura moved over her, straddling her thighs, the open white shirt hanging forward, showing her small breasts swinging slightly. She was looking down at Katie with an expression of such concentrated desire that Katie felt it in her cunt. That word. The one she'd never used for herself. It was the right word now. She was wet and aching and Laura was above her and the whole room was soft with the sounds of women pleasuring each other.

		Laura leaned down. Kissed her neck. Open mouthed. Tongue against the tendon, teeth grazing. Katie's head tipped back. Her hips lifted without her permission, seeking contact, seeking Laura's body.

		"Patience." Laura's voice against her throat. A smile in it. "I've waited weeks for this. I'm not rushing."

		She kissed down. Along Katie's collarbone. Into the dip between her breasts. Her mouth hot through the fabric of the bralette. She pressed her face against Katie's breast and breathed in, deep, like she was memorising the smell of her, and Katie's hand went to the back of Laura's head, fingers tangling in blonde hair.

		"Take it off me." Katie's voice didn't sound like her own. Rougher. Lower. "Please."

		Laura lifted her head. Grinned. Wicked and young and gorgeous. She reached behind Katie's back, found the clasp, undid it with one hand. Drew the bralette away and looked at what she'd uncovered.

		"Oh." A breath. A word. Laura's hands covered Katie's breasts and Katie arched into them, her mouth falling open. Laura's palms were warm and her fingers kneaded gently and her thumbs found Katie's nipples and stroked across them and Katie moaned. Out loud. A sound she didn't recognise.

		"Sensitive?"

		"I didn't... I didn't know I was."

		"You are." Laura lowered her mouth to Katie's left breast. Kissed around the nipple. Licked. Then took it into her mouth and sucked, gently, and Katie's hand fisted in her hair and her back bowed off the sofa.

		"Oh god."

		Laura sucked harder. Her tongue lashed across the peaked nipple while her fingers rolled the other one. Pinching lightly. Testing. Finding what made Katie gasp, what made her moan, what made her hips jerk upward.

		Nobody had ever done this to her. Not like this. David had touched her breasts the way you check items off a list. Perfunctory. Preparatory. A means to an end. This was the end. This was everything. Laura's mouth moved to her other breast and Katie was making sounds she'd never heard herself make, small desperate cries that rose from somewhere deep in her belly.

		Laura lifted her head. Her lips were swollen. Wet. Her eyes were dark, the pupils blown wide. "I want to taste you."

		Katie's cunt clenched around nothing. "Yes."

		"Yeah?"

		"Please. God. Yes."

		Laura kissed down. Over her ribs. Her stomach. Pausing at the stretch marks, pressing her lips against each silvery line, and Katie flinched because nobody had ever looked at those marks with anything other than distaste and Laura was kissing them.

		"These are beautiful," Laura murmured against her skin. "You grew a person. That's incredible."

		Katie's eyes burned. She blinked the wetness away.

		Laura reached the waistband of Katie's jeans. She looked up. "Can I?"

		"Take them off."

		Laura unbuttoned them. Drew the zip down. Peeled the denim over Katie's hips, down her thighs. Katie lifted her hips to help. The jeans came off, then her socks, and she was in just the grey knickers and Laura was kneeling between her parted legs, looking at her, and the air was cold on Katie's flushed skin and she'd never felt more exposed or more alive.

		Laura placed her hands on Katie's thighs. Smoothed them open, gently, widening the space between them. Her eyes fixed on the grey fabric between Katie's legs. The fabric that was dark with moisture. Visibly, obviously wet.

		"Look at you," Laura whispered. She pressed her thumb against the damp cotton. Right over Katie's clit. Not hard. Just pressure. Steady. Katie's hips bucked.

		"Oh fuck."

		"That's it." Laura rubbed. Slow circles through the fabric. The cotton dragged against Katie's swollen clit and the sensation was electric and insufficient. Too much and not enough. "God, you're wet. You're so fucking wet, Katie."

		"For you." The words fell out before she could catch them. "It's for you."

		Laura made a sound. Low in her throat. Almost a growl. She hooked her fingers into the waistband of Katie's knickers and pulled them down. Off. Over her feet. Gone.

		Katie lay naked on her own sofa with a nineteen year old girl kneeling between her legs and she should have felt self conscious but she didn't. She felt seen. For the first time in her life, she felt completely, utterly seen.

		Laura looked at her. All of her. Katie's pussy, slick and swollen, the inner lips parted, glistening. Laura looked at her like she was something precious. Something to be savoured.

		"Beautiful," Laura said. Not performing it. Meaning it.

		She leaned down.

		The first touch of Laura's tongue was a flat, broad stroke from Katie's entrance to her clit. Slow. Thorough. Gathering everything. Katie's hands grabbed the sofa cushion. Her legs fell wider.

		"Ohhh."

		Laura licked again. Same stroke. Bottom to top. Flat tongue, firm pressure. Tasting her. Katie could hear the wet sounds of it, could hear Laura breathing through her nose, could feel the warmth of her breath. Then Laura's tongue reached her clit again and this time she didn't leave. She circled it. Slow, precise circles, the point of her tongue tracing round and round and round.

		Katie's thighs shook. Her stomach muscles clenched. She was making noise. Continuous noise. Panting, gasping, whimpering.

		"That's good... Laura, that's so good... oh fuck..."

		Laura hummed against her. The vibration shot through Katie's clit and she cried out, loud, her hand slamming over her own mouth to muffle it. Laura reached up and pulled her hand away. Pinned it against the cushion.

		"No. I want to hear you."

		She went back to work. Her tongue was devastating. Not random. Not uncertain. She knew exactly what she was doing. She knew where Katie's clit was and she knew how to work it and she alternated between those tight circles and long, slow strokes that covered everything and then back to the clit, over and over, building Katie higher in waves.

		Katie looked down. Saw the blonde head between her thighs. Saw Laura's blue eyes looking up at her, watching her face while her tongue moved. Their eyes met and Laura smiled against her and did something with the tip of her tongue, a quick flicking motion, rapid and light, and Katie's back lifted off the sofa.

		"Oh fuck oh fuck Laura I'm going to... I'm..."

		Laura sealed her lips around Katie's clit and sucked. Gently. Rhythmically. Her tongue still moving inside the seal of her mouth. And at the same time, Katie felt a finger press at her entrance. Slide inside. Just one. Slender and warm and curling forward, finding the place that David had never found in nine years of marriage, pressing against it.

		Katie came.

		It was nothing like anything she'd experienced before. Not the distant, mechanical orgasms she'd managed alone in the bath. Not the rare, almost accidental ones David had stumbled into during sex. This was a wave. A tsunami. It started in her clit where Laura's mouth was still working and it radiated outward, through her belly, her thighs, her chest. Her whole body seized. Her legs clamped around Laura's head. Her hands grabbed blonde hair. Her mouth opened and a sound came out, a long, raw, broken moan that came from somewhere so deep inside her she didn't know it existed.

		"Laura... oh my god... oh fuck... I'm... I'm..."

		Laura didn't stop. She kept sucking. Kept licking. Her finger kept pressing, curling, coaxing. The orgasm didn't end. It rolled and rolled and Katie couldn't breathe, couldn't think, could only feel the pleasure crashing through her in pulses, her cunt gripping Laura's finger, her clit throbbing against Laura's tongue.

		When it finally ebbed, Katie was crying. Actual tears, running from the corners of her eyes into her hair. Not from sadness. From the pure overwhelming magnitude of what had just happened. Like a door had opened in a house she'd lived in her whole life and behind it was a room she'd never entered. Filled with light.

		Laura kissed her inner thigh. Gentle. Her face was wet, shiny with Katie's arousal, and she looked up at her with those bright eyes and said, "You okay?"

		Katie laughed. Sob-laughed. Pressed her hands over her face. "I'm... yeah. I'm okay. I'm more than okay."

		Laura crawled up the sofa. Lay beside her, half on top of her, fitting into the space along Katie's body. She kissed Katie's mouth and Katie tasted herself. Salt and musk and sweetness. She kissed Laura back. Sloppily, desperately, tasting herself on Laura's tongue.

		"I've never," Katie whispered between kisses. "Not like that. Never."

		"I know." Laura's hand stroked her hair. "I could tell."

		"Was I..."

		"You were perfect." Laura kissed her forehead. Her nose. Her chin. "You were so perfect, Katie."

		They lay together for a moment. The television was still playing, but neither of them was watching. Katie's heart rate slowly came back to something resembling normal. Her body felt liquid. Boneless. Opened.

		She looked at Laura. At the white shirt still hanging off her shoulders. At the small, perfect breasts. At the black shorts that must be soaked through. At the nineteen year old girl who had just given her the orgasm of her life on her living room sofa and was now stroking her hair like it was the most natural thing in the world.

		"I want to touch you," Katie said.

		Laura's eyes brightened. "Yeah?"

		"I don't. I've never. I might be terrible at it."

		"You won't be."

		"I might."

		"You won't." Laura sat up. Pulled the shirt off her shoulders, tossed it to the floor. She was bare from the waist up now, her body slender and toned and young, nipples tight and pink. She looked at Katie with a mixture of desire and patience. "Touch me however you want. I'll tell you what's good."

		Katie sat up. Reached out. Put her hand on Laura's stomach. The skin was warm and smooth and jumped slightly under her touch. She spread her fingers. Moved them upward. Over Laura's ribs. To the underside of one small breast. She cupped it. The weight of it in her palm. Lighter than her own. Firmer. Laura's nipple hard against the center of her hand.

		Laura's breath caught. "Yeah. That's nice."

		Katie's thumb found the nipple. Brushed over it. Laura's eyelids fluttered. Encouraged, Katie moved her other hand to the other breast. Touched both at once. Explored. The soft skin, the peaked nipples, the way Laura's breathing changed when Katie pinched gently.

		"Harder," Laura whispered.

		Katie pinched harder. Laura's lips parted. A small, sharp intake of breath.

		"Good?"

		"So good."

		Katie leaned forward. Pressed her mouth to Laura's collarbone. Kissed along it to her shoulder. Down. Between her breasts. She took a nipple into her mouth the way Laura had done to her and Laura's hand came to the back of her head.

		"Mmm. Yeah. Like that."

		Katie sucked. Licked. Moved to the other one. She was clumsy. She knew she was clumsy. But Laura was making encouraging sounds, small gasps and murmurs, and her body was responding, her back arching slightly, her hips shifting.

		"Katie." Laura's voice was rougher now. Needier. "Touch me. Please."

		"Where?"

		"You know where."

		Katie's hand moved down. Over Laura's stomach. To the waistband of the black shorts. She paused. Her fingers at the elastic.

		"Take them off me."

		Katie pulled the shorts down. Laura lifted her hips and the fabric slid off easily. No underwear beneath. Laura was bare. Completely bare. Waxed smooth, her pussy pink and glistening, the lips swollen and parted. Katie looked at her and her mouth went dry.

		She'd never seen another woman like this. Up close. Real. Not on a screen, not in a magazine. A real, live woman with her legs open and her cunt wet and her eyes watching Katie's face.

		"Touch me," Laura said again. Quieter this time. "Please."

		Katie put her hand between Laura's legs. The heat was startling. Wet heat. Her fingers found the slickness, the swollen folds, and Laura's hips jerked.

		"Oh fuck."

		Katie explored. Gently. Her fingertips sliding through warm wetness, finding the shapes of Laura's body. The soft outer lips. The inner ones, smaller, silkier. The firm bud of her clit, swollen and prominent. When Katie's finger brushed over it Laura gasped and grabbed her wrist.

		"There. Yeah. Right there."

		Katie rubbed. Gentle circles. She was doing it by feel, by instinct, by the way Laura's face looked. By the sounds she made. A quick slide of her finger across the clit made Laura's eyes squeeze shut. A firmer press made her mouth fall open. A circling motion, steady and rhythmic, made her hips rock.

		"Like this?" Katie whispered.

		"Yeah." Laura's voice was barely there. "Little faster."

		Katie moved faster. Watching Laura's face. The flush that spread from her chest to her neck to her cheeks. The way her lips parted wider. The way her brow creased when the pleasure peaked.

		"Can I... inside?" Katie asked.

		"Please."

		Katie slid a finger inside Laura. Hot and tight and gripping. Laura moaned. Low and unrestrained. Katie curled her finger forward the way Laura had done to her, pressing against the front wall, and Laura's whole body went taut.

		"Fuck. Right there. Don't stop."

		Katie didn't stop. She pressed and curled and her thumb found Laura's clit from the outside, rubbing in time with the movement inside, and Laura's hand was in Katie's hair and Laura's mouth was against her shoulder and Laura was gasping, panting, her hips rolling to meet Katie's hand.

		"Faster. Harder. You can go harder."

		Katie pressed firmer. Moved faster. Laura's body responded, her pussy clenching around Katie's finger, her clit hard under Katie's thumb. The sounds she made were gorgeous. Unhinged. Desperate little cries and moans and fuck and yes and Katie, Katie, Katie.

		"Add another," Laura breathed.

		Katie slid a second finger inside. Laura's back arched off the sofa. Her mouth opened in a silent cry. Katie pumped her fingers, curling them forward, thumb working her clit, and Laura's thighs were shaking and her belly was quivering and she was close, Katie could tell she was close, her whole body winding tighter and tighter.

		"I'm gonna cum." Laura's voice was wrecked. Barely a whisper. "Don't stop. Right there. Don't you fucking stop."

		Katie didn't stop.

		Laura came with a cry that she muffled against Katie's neck, her teeth sinking into the skin there, her body clenching and releasing in waves around Katie's fingers. Her hips bucked. Her legs shook. Her nails dug into Katie's shoulder hard enough to leave marks. She came and kept coming, riding Katie's hand, making sounds that Katie would remember for the rest of her life.

		"Oh god. Oh Katie. Oh fuck."

		Katie held her through it. Kept her fingers inside, pressed firm, feeling the rhythmic clench and release. Laura's breath against her neck in hot, wet gasps. Laura's teeth easing from her skin. Laura's hand going limp in her hair.

		They were both breathing hard. The living room was quiet except for their breathing and the low sounds still emanating from the forgotten television.

		Laura lifted her head. Her face was flushed. Her eyes glassy. Her smile enormous.

		"Thought you said you'd be terrible at that."

		Katie laughed. Surprised and delighted and drunk with it. "Beginner's luck."

		"Bullshit." Laura kissed her. Deep and warm and tasting of everything they'd done to each other. "You're a natural."

		They lay together on the sofa for a while. Tangled. Naked. Katie's leg over Laura's hip. Laura's face pressed to Katie's chest. The afterglow warm and golden around them.

		"Come to bed," Katie said eventually.

		Laura looked up. "Yeah?"

		"Yeah. My bedroom. Proper bed. Proper sheets." She paused. "I changed them this morning."

		Laura's grin split her face. "Katie Anne Webster. You planned this."

		"I changed the sheets. That's all."

		"Sure."

		Katie took Laura's hand and led her upstairs. The hallway was dark. Kyle's dinosaur stickers marched along the wall. The bedroom door stood open and the bed was there, clean white sheets, two pillows, the bedside lamp casting warm golden light.

		They fell into it together. Laughing. Kissing. Laura's body against hers between cool sheets that warmed quickly with their heat. They touched each other again. Slower this time. Softer. Laura's mouth between Katie's thighs again, making her cum twice more, until she was begging, until she was pushing Laura's head away because she couldn't take any more.

		Then Katie went down on Laura. For the first time. Her mouth on another woman's pussy for the first time in her life. Clumsier than Laura had been. Uncertain of the angle, of the pressure, of the rhythm. But Laura talked her through it. Gentle and breathless and encouraging.

		"Flat tongue. Yeah. Now up a bit. There, there, fuck yes there."

		And Laura's hands in her hair. And Laura's thighs against her cheeks. And the taste of her, musky and sweet and clean. And the sounds Laura made when Katie found the right spot and stayed on it. The way her hips lifted. The way her voice went high and thin.

		"Katie... oh god, Katie... yes, like that... like that... I'm... fuck, I'm cumming..."

		Laura came against her mouth and Katie drank her in and thought, Oh. So THIS is what desire is.

		Afterwards they lay tangled under the duvet. Laura's head on Katie's chest. Katie's fingers in Laura's hair. The hallway light on, habit, left on for Kyle even though Kyle wasn't there. The room was quiet and warm and smelled like sex and clean cotton.

		"Stay," Katie whispered into blonde hair.

		"Couldn't move if I wanted to."

		"I'm glad."

		Laura lifted her head. Looked up at Katie. Those blue eyes, sleepy and satisfied and full of something that looked like the beginning of love. She pressed a kiss to Katie's breastbone. Then settled back down against her chest.

		"Night, Katie Anne."

		Katie smiled. Her eyes were closing. Her body was heavy and warm and spent and humming with a satisfaction she'd never known existed. Laura's breath evened out against her skin. Slow and steady and warm.

		A thought formed in Katie's mind. Clear and complete and sure.

		Oh. So this is what it was supposed to feel like.

		She fell asleep with Laura's heartbeat against her ribs and the hallway light on and the whole of her future wide open and warm and finally, finally hers.
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