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Chapter 1


"Say it again," the guy said. "The whole sentence."

"I said the far tower is down that end." I pointed with my cup, somewhere past the fire. "That way.”

"No, but… water. Say it with water."

I let out an exaggerated sigh, because I knew why he wanted that. “The far tower is down that end, close to the water.” With heavy emphasis on water.

He grinned like I’d just told the best joke he’d ever heard, and the two girls next to him lit right up, one of them pressing a hand to her chest. “Water,” she repeated back, Kelly I managed to remember in the jumble of names, getting it wrong yet somehow utterly delighted with herself. "Oh my god. I could listen to your accent all night."

And that was the first night, more or less… loud and easy, the fire built bigger than it needed to be at the top of the beach, music coming from a speaker shoved on top of a cooler, the sea somewhere out in the dark.

His name was Garrett and I reckoned he was three drinks ahead of the field. I'd been on the beach about forty minutes and I'd already done the accent thing six times. I didn't mind. There are worse opening hands than being the only English girl at a party of twenty Americans who've all just met each other. You get to be a small event. You get asked things.

"So wait." Garrett again, swaying slightly with great sincerity. "You came all the way from England to California just to do this?"

"To do what?"

"Lifeguard. Here." He gestured at the dark beach as though it were a great deal less impressive than it had been before the sun set.

I shrugged. “It was that or sit at home in the rain all summer.”

The other girl, I’d forgotten her name, nodded sagely. “I’ve heard about English weather… no proper summers.”

I hid my laugh… of course we got proper summers back home, at least most years, but I guess not West Coast summers with guaranteed wall-to-wall sunshine. To say I was excited was an understatement. Flying twelve hours from home to go to a beach resort I’d not even heard of until I’d seen the job advert a few months before, nobody I knew within five thousand miles… it wasn’t really a me thing. But, I’d been a strong swimmer since I was little, I did lifeguarding in the local pool as a holiday job, so why not use those to have a proper experience?

I could see exactly how this evening was going to pan out… twenty of us, all hired for the same summer, most meeting for the first time around a fire and a frankly heroic quantity of drink. Most of us early twenties and students with a smattering of older regulars, the pairs and threes kept forming, breaking, reforming the way they do when nobody has any history yet… everyone equally new, equally unplaceable, nobody outranking anyone yet.

I had a small head start thankfully in the form of Zoe, one of my new flatmates and someone who I’d clicked with inside the first hour after we’d met that afternoon over the shared revelation that our accommodation for the summer only had hot water in theory and not so much in practice. We had two other flatmates, Lauren and Dana, but we’d barely had time to talk to them before we were due at the welcome party. Zoe, though, I knew already we were going to get on great.

Zoe wandered over. “What’s your bet for who’s going to be together by Friday?”

“You reckon that’ll happen so fast?”

Zoe laughed. “A bunch of fit people spending most of their days in swimwear and partying in the evenings?” She winked. “I’m counting on it.”

She’d mentioned that afternoon in passing that she’d ended a long term relationship a few weeks before, matter-of-fact but I could tell there was an edge beneath it. And I could see why this was perfect for her for the summer… a group of people you don’t know, all stepping out of their normal reality.

This was going to be fun, and not just for her.

***

People kept coming over, all surprised that someone who spoke with what was apparently a very English accent had turned up there for the summer. I gave the same answers each time… yes, I’m English, yes, I’m at university, no it doesn’t rain all the time, I’m simply out here for the summer for the experience because otherwise I’d go crazy in my parents’ house. Nobody really wanted to go below the surface, which on the first night was fine by me… I was loving the full immersion into American beach culture.

Kelly got as far as telling me about the summer she'd lifeguarded in Florida the year before, where a man bit her on the arm.

"Bit you?" I asked, incredulous.

"He didn't want to come out of the water." She shrugged. "He was perfectly nice about it otherwise."

"And… that’s a thing, is it? We don’t get that in the local pool at home.”

Kelly grinned. “People get a bit crazy in the sun. But… that’s Florida. California is much more chilled.” She tapped her bottle against my cup. “It’s a fun job.”

Somewhere in there a guy turned up at my elbow with a fresh drink and handed it over before I'd noticed mine was empty.

"You looked like you were running low," he said.

"I was, actually. Thanks." I took it. "Do you do this for everyone, or am I getting special treatment?"

"Special treatment. Don't tell the others." He grinned and held out a hand. "Drew."

"Layla."

"I know who you are… the English one. Everyone’s excited to have you here.”

"Have I lived up to the billing?"

He looked over to the other side of the fire. “Garrett's telling people you're a duchess, so the billing's pretty high."

"I did try to put him straight."

"Don't waste it… it gives you an air of intrigue.”

I laughed.

"So which is it?" he said, turning back to me. "Either you’re running away from something for the summer, or do they not have beaches in England?"

"We have beaches. They're just a different proposition. Gray sea, colder wind, everyone pretending to have a lovely time while they secretly wish they were at home.”

"Sounds idyllic."

"It builds character. You Americans would cry."

"I absolutely would." There was no shame in admitting it at all. "I'd want my mum inside an hour."

I laughed. “And you?" I said. "Why are you spending your summer pulling tourists out of the sea?"

"Money. Sun. Avoiding a couple of fairly large decisions about my life." He ticked them off on his fingers. "Mostly the last one."

"That's very honest for someone I've known for five minutes."

"You've got an honest face. People tell you things."

"Do they?"

"Well I just did."

He was still smiling, but he held the look a moment longer than the line needed. I didn't look away. For a second it was just the two of us in a very loud place.

Then someone yelled his name from across the fire, some argument that needed a referee. He gave me a look like he'd rather not, and went. He came back, though. After that we didn't really separate… the party went on around us and we let it.

***

Zoe found me by the cooler later on with two fresh drinks and the expression of a woman who's decided.

"Ok,” she said. "I need you to be honest with me, as my friend of one day and also my best friend here.” She laughed. “Hey bestie, by the way.”

"My speciality."

"Brandon." She nodded over to one side. “The tall, dark, impossibly charismatic and handsome guy. Wait… don’t look.”

“Too late,” I laughed. “He’s checking you out.”

She flashed me a grin. “Look… I want to go over there, but we're living together all summer, and that beats a guy every time. So I'm checking first. Is he on your radar at all?"

I glanced over at him again, completely ignoring Zoe’s don’t look. He was, objectively, very good looking indeed, and I could tell he had a good laugh, I could hear it from where we were stood. He seemed nice, though I’d only spoken to him briefly earlier.

"He's all yours," I said. "Go."

"You're sure? Because I will be a gentlewoman about this."

"Zoe. I'm sure. I've got…” I tipped my own head, a degree, towards Drew, who’d been intercepted by Garrett but was bearing it well. “…someone. Maybe.”

"Oh, I saw you two talking. He’s cute.” She leaned over and gave me a brief hug. "Good. Great. Look at us." She smiled. "First night. We're thriving."

"Go and get him before someone with worse intentions does."

“I don’t think intentions get any worse than mine…”

I couldn’t help laughing at that… her self-confidence was infectious.

I watched her walk over to him and start talking, then I turned around to see Drew heading back over, making a beeline straight for me.

***

Quite a while later Drew and I walked down the beach a little way, far enough to be away from the light from the fire, far enough that the chatter of the group was faint and mostly all we could hear was the waves breaking on the shore.

It was a clear night, warm, the moon up… it was about as far from home as you could get. It was magical.

We stopped in a deserted spot near where the dunes started, and I kissed him. I didn’t wait, I didn’t take my time, I just kissed him. He was hot, I liked him, and any thoughts about common sense and that I’d have to work with this guy went out of the window.

At least, I think I kissed him first but I’m pretty sure he was making a move to kiss me too… so anyway, we kissed, and we kissed… and we kissed some more. We ended up lying on the cool sand, and I could taste the beer on his tongue. It was good… a good kiss, a romantic spot, just the two of us and the sound of the waves.

Our hands were wandering, I could tell what he wanted (because, let’s be honest, what guy in that situation doesn’t want something more?), and I thought to myself, I want to make him feel good. I do that… I don’t know why, but I do. I don’t like a guy being intimate with me when it’s not got some meaning, I’ve never been a one-night-stand sort of girl… I’ve always figured that to let a guy touch me there is something they have to earn, my gift to them. But the other way around, I don’t mind that at all, and truth be told I love the feeling when a guy becomes helpless in my hands.

It was about to be Drew’s lucky day.

I put my hand on his chest and pushed him lightly onto his back. As I sat up I felt as much as saw him understand what I was about to do.

“Layla…”

"Shh."

I went onto my knees in the cool sand. He was a dark shape against the sand as much as anything, very still, his hands by his side as if he couldn’t quite believe his luck and didn’t dare do anything that might make me change my mind. I took my time. I got the button of his shorts, the zip, and even that, even just that, made him gasp… that sound did something to me, low down, it made me feel good about what I was doing. There’s a power in doing this that I’ve loved for years… the person you’ve chosen waiting to see what you’ll do next, and you being the sole arbiter of what it will be, deciding when.

I freed him from his shorts and took him in my hand first, just my hand, watching his head tilt back as I felt the shape of his hardness. Then I leaned over and took him in my mouth, and the sound he made left me glad that we were a long way from the fire by then.

“God…” he groaned.

He was warm and smooth, and I went slow on purpose, slower than he wanted, because that’s the point, right? I used my mouth and my hand together, taking more of him each time, learning what made him gasp and shake, a flick of the tongue or a twist of the wrist. One of his hands reached for my hair, not aggressively, just somewhere to be that wasn’t by his side, and I hummed against his length making his whole body jolt.

"You're… Layla, I'm not gonna…” His voice had gone to pieces. "If you keep…”

I lifted my head but kept going with my hand. “That’s the whole point… unless you want me to stop?” I teased.

“God no, please don’t stop.”

I grinned and lowered my mouth to take him deeper, and when I looked up at him and he caught my gaze that took him over the edge… he let out a long, loud groan and I tasted him on my tongue, his whole body going taut, and I stayed exactly where I was, taking him through it, teasing every last bit of his climax out of him until he was left breathing, hard, like he’d just run a marathon.

I sat back on my heels in the sand, extremely pleased with myself, and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand.

"Come here," he managed to say. He pulled me down, his hands going for the button on my shorts, his mouth at my neck. “Let me…”

“No.” I caught his wrist and kissed him once, slowly, so that he’d know that it was a good no, not a bad no. “Not so fast.”

He pulled back enough to look at me. Even in the dark I could see he was surprised. "Seriously?"

"I’m not that type of girl.”

He laughed. “You could have fooled me…”

“You’ve got to earn the right to do that to me.” I stood and held out my hand to him. “Shall we go back?”

He took it and stood. “You sure? I feel like I owe you.”

It was my turn to laugh. “You do… and if you play your cards right, maybe one day I’ll let you repay your debt.”

***

The fire was lower when we got back, and the party had thinned to the people who never want a night to end. The speaker had moved on to slower stuff and nobody had vetoed it.

Just as we got back I saw Zoe and Brandon leaving together. They were walking up towards the road, close, her laughing at something, his head bent towards her. They looked, I'll be honest, tremendous. A genuinely beautiful pair of people. He said something, she shoved his arm, he took her hand in his.

Good for Zoe, I thought. I didn’t know the background to her breakup but I could tell that she was working through something, even having only known her for a few hours, and this seemed like the sort of rebound thing that might help.

Drew came back over from the cooler. "Hey," he said. "It's late, the walk back is dark, and I’ve heard rumours from Kelly that some guys bite at the beach… can I walk you home?"

I didn’t hesitate for long.

"Go on then," I said. “But just to the door. I’m not that…”

“…type of girl.” He was laughing. “I get it. That’s fine.” He held out his hand. “Shall we?”


Chapter 2


"So," Zoe said. "On a scale of one to ten, how American was last night?"

The kitchen could just about hold the four of us if we didn't all breathe in at the same time, and that morning it held all four, plus one coffee machine working hard and the debris of people who'd come home at different hours and in different states. I was up on the counter. Zoe had the only decent chair. Lauren was making her breakfast with the calm of a woman who'd done a hundred mornings exactly like this one, and Dana was staring into her mug as if it was entirely the mug’s fault for how her head was feeling.

"Eight," I said. "It lost points because no one sung the national anthem.”

"That comes each morning when we go on shift,” Lauren said, utterly deadpan. I glanced at her and then I saw her grin.

I decided, then and there, that I loved Lauren.

We reconstructed the night between us, in bits and pieces until we had something that seemed roughly plausible… who'd ended up where, who'd disappeared with whom, the bits people only half remembered. Two of the guys from the flat upstairs had, it emerged, kissed the same girl about an hour apart, which we all agreed was either very modern of them all or a recipe for disaster in roughly two weeks’ time. Someone had vomited by the fire and nobody could say who. A guy called Theo had fallen asleep in a deckchair and woken up with a second set of eyebrows drawn on his face.

"And we start work tomorrow," Dana said. “I’m hoping we get more sleep most nights…”

"You'll be fine," Lauren said. "The first few days are mostly standing in the sun trying to look capable."

"I can do that hungover."

"Everyone can do that hungover," Lauren said. "That's pretty much how the job works. Just not too hungover. You need to, you know, actually be able to swim out and save someone.”

I was looking forward to it. Not the hangover… the job. I'd been good in water my whole life without it ever mattering to anyone, most of my friends at uni were entirely oblivious to the fact that I could swim as well as I could walk. The idea of it mattering, of doing something with it that could actually make a difference, that truly resonated.

As for the hangover, my head that morning wasn't too bad, as it went… I'd had the sense to drink a pint of water before bed, a discipline beaten into me by a misspent first year at university. The flat smelled of coffee, someone's sun cream, and the sea, which came in through a window that never quite closed. Outside, the day was already ridiculous: a big, blue sky, bright sunshine filtered through the pines that dotted the town. It looked like something out of a brochure. My second day, hungover, definitely jet lagged, perched on a counter in a flat I’d not seen before I arrived, I was completely happy.

Zoe drained her mug and stood to get a refill. "Right. You and me. Proper debrief." She nodded towards the sitting room. "Bring your coffee."

***

We took ourselves through to the sitting room, which was marginally bigger than the kitchen and had the great advantage of an actual sofa. I'd known Zoe about twenty-four hours. It didn't feel like twenty-four hours… there's something about being dropped into a strange flat with strangers, a long way from anyone familiar, that fast-forwards the whole business of becoming friends and skips the bit where you’re overly polite with each other entirely. By that morning we were most of the way to the stage of telling each other everything, so that was roughly where we picked up.

"Ok," Zoe said, folding her legs under her. "First: ask me about Brandon."

I laughed. “You’ve got something to tell then…”

“Ask me,” she replied, grinning smugly.

"How was Brandon?"

"Brandon," she said, with great satisfaction, "was an excellent decision and is now entirely finished. One night. Thoroughly debauched. Done." She mimed dusting crumbs off her palms. "Added to the bank of happy memories. Moving on."

"That fast?"

"I got out of a year with the same guy about a month ago and I feel like that’s a wasted year. I'm not signing up for another boyfriend. I'm signing up for guys, briefly, surnames optional.” She grinned. “First names optional too if they’re particularly hot.” She said it lightly, but I could tell there was a weight behind it when she mentioned the year… Zoe was someone with some things to get over still, and if this was what did it for her then who was I to judge? “Honestly, this is the first morning in ages I haven't checked my phone the second I woke up, just in case my ex had messaged. Felt incredible. I want more of that.”

"Good," I said, and genuinely meant it. “He was good?”

She nodded. “Much more than just a pretty face.” Zoe paused. “But anyway… this summer is going to be huge fun and none of it is going to be serious. Especially not Brandon.” She pointed at me. "Your turn. Tall, friendly, walked off into the dark with you. Drew, wasn’t it? Tell. Me. Everything."

I didn’t tell her everything… but then I wouldn’t have told me oldest and best friend back home everything. But I’d decided that Zoe was someone I could trust after one night so I gave her the edited version… the walk down the beach, the kiss I may or may not have started, the part where I'd taken charge of proceedings, thoroughly, then called it a night while I was ahead.

Zoe put her mug down carefully. “You did not.” Obviously in her experience if the guy got something then you got something too. Which as a principle I could get with, certainly, but I liked my way of making them earn anything more better.

"I did."

"And you didn't let him…”

"No."

"You went down on a man you'd known three hours, and wouldn't let him near you?" She looked scandalised, which I was starting to suspect was a form of respect from Zoe.

"That's the one."

"Why?"

I had a think about how to put it. "Because I wanted to do that for him, and I didn't want the rest. Not yet." I shrugged. "I like a man to earn the rest. It's more fun that way. Mostly for me."

"See, this is the difference between us already," Zoe said. "You give him something I’m sure was spectacular and then keep the rest locked away, whereas I’d have made him return the favour with interest and then I'd have sent you a voice note about it on the way home.”

“Remind me not to listen to any late night voice notes I get from you…”

That made Zoe laugh.

Dana drifted past on her way to the bathroom, towel over one shoulder. "For everyone's forward planning," she said, not slowing down, "these walls are paper thin. Bear it in mind." And she carried on out.

"Noted," I called after her. Then, I turned to Zoe and shrugged. "It won't come up for me anyway. I'm not here to get attached to anybody and I don’t do one night stands.”

Zoe nodded slowly. “Good for you. For what it’s worth, that’s not going to be me. Maybe we should get Dana some earplugs?”

Lauren came through with her breakfast, heading for our little balcony. "I do love the first week," she said, to nobody and everybody. "Everyone's so sure how the summer's going to go."

"And how does it go?" I asked.

"Differently every time. Best part of the job." She nudged the balcony door open with her hip. "You'll both have a wonderful summer. I’d just bet good money it doesn’t work out exactly how you think.”

When she'd gone, Zoe turned to me with the bright, delighted look I was already coming to recognise as the prelude to her being wonderfully excited on my behalf.

"So," she said. "Are you going to see Drew again, then?"

"It's a crew of twenty, all living on top of each other and working the same beach. I'll see him in about four hours whether I plan to or not."

"That's not what I asked, and you know it."

"I know." I drank my coffee. "Maybe. We'll see."

"'We'll see,'" Zoe repeated, to the room in general, as if I'd said something remarkable. "Your expression doesn’t say we’ll see to me, but you know what, whatever… this is going to be fun.”

***

I left the three of them to their hangovers and walked into town for a phone charger and some breakfast that was a bit closer to my normal hangover cure than toast or cereal.

I’d been here for twenty four hours, and it was really hitting me how far I was from home. I'm from Surrey, which, if you're not English, is a comfortable, green and leafy, well-off corner of the country where very little goes wrong. Life there’s good… growing up we had a big house, a bigger garden, and the kind of family where nothing dramatic really ever happened. There was a pool out the back, heated, because in England an unheated pool is just a large cold puddle nobody ever swims in. I more or less lived in it from the age of four, and that's why I can swim as well as I walk… nothing to do with talent, everything to do with a child who didn’t have much else to do after school.

Back in the real world I was a student, away at university for half of the year, but I didn’t really need this job. I was lucky enough that my parents could fund my education. But I came and did it because I wanted to… one summer, somewhere completely different, doing something physical in the sunshine before my real life turned into lanyards and pension contributions. I wasn’t running from anything, this isn’t that sort of tale and if you’re hoping for there to be some heartbreak I was fleeing you’re going to be disappointed, my life at home was good… friends I liked, a degree I liked studying most of the time, men I’d dated but nobody on the scene that summer. I'd had boyfriends. Nice ones, mostly. Nobody ever broke my heart, and I never broke anyone's, which I'd always taken as proof I had the whole relationship thing figured out. I just wanted a summer that didn't look like all the others.

There’s one thing worth knowing about me though, and you’ll have noticed it with that first night with Drew… I don’t like to be seen to want something. Anything, really. Whether a person or the last roast potato at Sunday lunch. The moment I catch myself wanting something too obviously some part of me steps in and keeps me casual, making sure that nobody could ever say I needed it, least of all me. I manage distance when it comes to guys, and I decide how much of me a person gets.

It had worked for me in my life so far.

So far…

***

The town in daylight was, to my eye, ridiculously lovely. Affluent in an easy, well-kept way, there were low white buildings, pine trees, green spilling over every wall, a run of rough hills up inland of the resort. The beach went on for what must have been at least a mile, with dunes heaped up at the northern end. To my English eye it read as comfortably upper-middle-class, but I suspect that that doesn't translate well in America. A few of the others from the lifeguard crew were already out and about, easy to spot by the matching sunglasses-and-hangover look. We said hello to each other as we passed, and I liked it more than I’d have admitted… second day and I already knew somebody to get waved at by.

I bought the breakfast first, and I was just finishing up when a voice behind me said, “Is that the duchess?”

I didn't need to turn round. "It's early. The duchess doesn't do early."

"Damn. I had grovelling prepared." Drew came round in front of me, sunglasses shoved up into his hair, looking unreasonably good for a man who'd been at the same party I had. "Morning."

"Morning."

There was none of the usual morning-after business, the bit where you meet someone sober, in daylight, and quietly will them to go away. He was exactly as relaxed as he'd been at the fire, and I was glad about that.

“You sleep ok?” he asked.

“Very. Thank you for walking me home and saying goodnight like a perfect gentleman.”

"I was raised properly."

"It shows." I nodded at the bag in his hand. "What are you doing in town?"

"Avoiding my flat. Three of the others are in there reconstructing their night, and I'd rather be almost anywhere else." He looked at my dying phone, then at me. "Where are you headed?"

"To pay actual money for a charger. Mine gave up on life somewhere over Canada."

"There's a cheap but reliable place two streets up." He fell into step without waiting to find out whether that was allowed. "I'll walk you. I'm at a loose end, and you're the most interesting thing happening in this town before noon."

"Low bar."

"Brutally low.” He flashed me a grin. “Come on."

***

We walked and he asked me about my life… what I was studying, whether I missed home yet, the worst thing about England (the answer, by the way, is Sunday evenings when everything’s shut early and the whole country seems to be waiting for Monday morning… argue it if you want, but that’s my hill and I’ll die on it). He had this way of listening I’d noticed the night before that made you want to keep talking, and I was telling him more than the errand strictly called for, which isn't normally like me.

"Can I ask you something?" he said.

"You can ask. I might not answer.”

He laughed. “Last night. The whole…” he gestured, vaguely and gallantly, at the entire concept "…not letting me. Was that a rule, or a me-specifically-last-night thing?"

"It's a policy. No exceptions. Reviewed case by case over time.”

"And how does a person get a favourable review?"

"Patience, mostly.” I grinned. “And not asking how to get a favourable review."

He laughed again, loud enough that a stranger across the street looked over.

We passed the top of the beach, where the towers stood white and empty, waiting for our first shifts tomorrow and the start of the summer season. He nodded at the nearest one. “You any good in the water? Like actually good, or audition good?"

"I grew up in a pool. I'll be fishing you out by Wednesday."

"Bold statement.” He looked pleased at the idea rather than threatened… definitely a point in his favour.

We got the charger. He bought me a coffee I didn't need somewhere along the way, and I let him. We took the long way back without either of us calling it that.

We didn’t need to make a plan or swap numbers because there were only twenty of us and we’d all be seeing plenty of each other… doing anything like that would have felt wrong anyway, whatever this was or might or might not become seemed to be doing perfectly fine staying loose.

Good start though… in fact a great start, to everything about the summer.


Chapter 3


"See where it goes flat and dark, past the second flag?" Lauren said. "That's the rip. It'll sit there most of the summer, give or take a storm. Anyone gets dragged out, that's where they go. Learn that and you've learned half the beach."

She'd been at this since we climbed up… teaching me about the water at the beach from our vantage point in our assigned tower. Lauren had worked this beach a couple of summers before, and she knew its bones: where the sandbank built up, where the bottom fell away, which end the current ran on a dropping tide. I'd guarded before too, years at the local pool in town, and a few weeks on a beach down in Devon a couple of summers back, so the work itself was comfortable for me. But knowing the job and knowing a beach aren't the same thing, and I didn't know this one yet. Lauren did.

It was, I'd already decided, the best job I'd ever had. Two of us to a tower, six towers down the beach, the rest of the crew rotating through breaks, cover, and the thousand small jobs a working beach throws up. You watched the water, really watched it, and in between you talked, which up on a tower in the sun, next to someone you liked, was absolutely no hardship at all.

It had all been parcelled out at half seven that morning, the whole crew assembled in the crew room in various states of repair while Russ, the head guard, sun-leathered and permanently squinting, a man who'd watched this beach for twenty summers and been surprised by none of them, read off towers, pairings, and instructions in roughly equal measure. The instructions were mostly some version of watch the water. The rest concerned where the first aid kit lived, which channel to use on the radio, and who to call if the world ended.

"Layla," he'd said, stopping in front of me and consulting a clipboard he didn't appear to need. "English. Pool, plus a season down on the south coast, it says here."

"A few weeks of it," I said.

"Sea's bigger here than anything you had over there. Respect it." He'd looked at me a moment, decided something, then nodded up the beach. "Middle tower, with Lauren. She knows this beach. Do what she does."

It was turning out to be an excellent assignment.

"So who do I actually have to worry about?" I asked.

"Honestly? Tourists who are oblivious to a flag, and toddlers." Lauren scanned as she spoke, never quite looking at me. "The locals know what they're doing. It's the people who drive three hours, see the sea, and lose their minds that get you. That, and…"

The radio went before she could finish it, something about a missing kid at the north end. Lauren was already moving to scan our section of beach.

"Back in ten," she said, dropping down off the tower. "You focus on the water. Try not to enjoy the responsibility too much."

The missing kid turned up within minutes, sixty feet from where he'd last been seen, eating an ice cream that wasn't his, but for those few minutes the stretch was mine alone. Which is when the Decoy got me.

He was a fair way out, past the flags, and his stroke had fallen apart… one arm slapping the surface, head low, no rhythm to his swimming. I didn't know him. That's the trouble with a beach that isn't yours yet: you can't tell the people in difficulty from the people who simply swim like that, because you don't yet know who simply swims like that. Every instinct I had said go. Correctly, I should add, much better to be safe rather than sorry. So I went.

I was off the tower and across the sand with my red can before I'd consciously decided anything, into the water at a flat sprint, and for about thirty glorious seconds it was the most competent I've ever felt in my life.

He was fine. Of course he was. He was, on closer inspection, extremely fine: a wiry man of about sixty working through some deliberate, lopsided drill of his own, who lifted his head as I surged up beside him and regarded me with the mild curiosity of a man who has been approached by a fish.

"You all right?" I panted.

"Never better," he said. "You?"

There's no graceful way to call off a rescue. You can't turn and sprint back as sprinting back looks unhinged, so I did the long walk through waist-deep water and up the beach, can trailing behind me, while what felt like every guard on the nearby towers stopped to watch.

Lauren was back in her seat when I came dripping up the sand. She took one look at me, then out at the man now placidly resuming his lengths, and winced.

"Oh no," she said. "That's what I was about to warn you about when the radio went. He's a local… bad shoulder, swims that exact drowning-man stroke every morning, has for years. We call him the Decoy." She winced again. "For what it's worth, you did the right thing. Everyone goes for him once. I went for him twice."

"Twice?"

"Long story. Tell no one."

The radio crackled. It was Drew, from a tower up the beach… I could just make him out, tiny, hands raised in what was unmistakably applause.

"Hell of a save," he said. "Really committed."

"Get off my channel," I told him. He laughed, the sound coming through tinny. I sat back down next to Lauren and found I didn't actually mind any of it. Kind of an initiation.

I got my own back on the sea later. A kid of about nine had drifted past the flags on a body board, paddling happily, not in bother yet but heading straight for the spot where the water pulled sideways off the bank. This time I knew exactly what I was looking at. No sprint… I was on my feet, two sharp blasts on the whistle, a wave of the arm, and he heard me, turned, and paddled back inside the flags without ever knowing he'd been ten seconds from needing rescue. Nobody noticed. But I was quietly, enormously pleased with myself anyway.

***

Mid-afternoon, four of us got pulled off the rotation to move the south tower… the sandbank had shifted and the tower needed to follow it, forty meters down the beach. Me, Drew, Brandon, and Lauren.

Moving a lifeguard tower is exactly as undignified as it sounds. It weighs roughly what a small car weighs, balances about as well as a shopping trolley, and takes four people fully committing or it goes nowhere.

"Whose idea was this?" Drew said, taking a corner.

"The sandbank's," said Lauren. "Take it up with the sandbank."

"I would, but apparently it keeps moving."

We got it moving in a series of lurches and shouted corrections.

"This is a young man's game," Lauren said, at thirty-one somehow the only one of us not out of breath.

"You're carrying the most weight," I pointed out.

"That's why I'm allowed to complain."

By the time the tower was bedded into its new spot we were soaked through with sweat and weirdly proud of ourselves. Then there was the gear to set around it: flags, signage, lane markers, all of it fiddlier than it sounds and involves a startling amount of debate as to exactly where a flag belongs. Brandon and Lauren had a brief, entirely sincere disagreement about flag placement that Drew resolved by declaring them both wrong and moving it a third time.

We ran a couple of practice rescues on each other while we were down there, part of keeping ourselves trained. Drew volunteered to drown first and made a five-act tragedy of it, complete with a death rattle and, somehow, last words. Lauren brought him in with no patience whatsoever. I took my turn and was fast and clean, the Decoy struck firmly from my record. Brandon did his without fuss.

During a lull, while the others coiled the lines, Drew handed me a water. We stood there drinking it, watching the sea do nothing in particular.

"So, first day," he said. "Worse than England?"

"Marginally warmer. Fewer people pretending the water isn't freezing."

"You went straight in after that guy earlier, though." He wasn't ribbing now. "No hesitating. Half the people here would've sat there wondering if they should. You just went."

I looked at him. He meant it.

"He didn't even want rescuing," I said.

"Doesn't matter. You didn't know that." He shrugged, relaxed again. "You're good with good instincts. That's all."

I drank my water and said nothing. The honest answer was yes, I knew, but you can't say that out loud, can you?

***

By the time the light went pink and the families started packing up their windbreaks and their sun-burnt children, I was sunburnt myself, salt-stiff, and aching in muscles I hadn't known I had. It was the good kind of tired… the kind a whole day of sun, water, and actually being useful leaves you with.

I stood for a second at the top of the steps and looked back at the beach… the towers, the flags, the shine of the wet sand. And I felt something I hadn't expected to feel about a summer I'd taken on mostly for a laugh: that I knew already I'd be sorry, come the end of August, to give it back.

The crew had names now, and personalities. Lauren, who knew this beach better than its own seagulls. Garrett, who hadn't stopped talking since half seven and somehow made it good company. Drew, who'd found a reason to be wherever I was about once an hour all day, with no subtlety whatsoever, and whom I hadn't minded for a second. People I'd shaken hands with as strangers two nights ago were turning, fast, into the people I'd spend my whole summer with.

Russ had pinned the next week's rota to the board by the steps. I found my name on it: a run of mornings paired with Lauren, two evening shifts I could already tell I'd resent, and a long Thursday out on the far tower with Brandon.

I walked home with my shoes in my hand, excited about literally all of it.


Chapter 4


"Nobody drowns before nine," Brandon said, not looking away from the water. "You can relax."

"I am relaxed. This is my relaxed face."

"Could've fooled me."

The far tower sat right at the end of the beach, past where most people bothered to walk, and the tide was out so far that the flags looked stranded in dry sand. Six hours of this. Just the two of us, the radio quiet, nothing on the water but a couple of paddleboarders too far out to be anyone's problem yet.

I settled back against the rail. "Fine. I'm warning you, though… I get worse company as the day goes on. This is the best you'll get of me."

"Noted." He didn't smile, exactly, but something in his face loosened. "I'll bring snacks tomorrow."

"There's not going to be a tomorrow. You're stuck with today me."

He glanced my way. "Today's version seems fine so far." Then he went back to scanning the water.

"You always this quiet on shift," I asked, "or am I special?"

"Depends who I'm working with."

"Devastating. Truly." I nudged the cooler with my foot, checking it was still in the shade. "Lauren talks the whole time. Garrett talks even when there's nobody there to hear it."

"I've noticed."

"And you just... watch the water."

"Someone has to." A pause, then, almost reluctantly, he added, "It's easier to talk to you than most people."

"Careful. That was almost a conversation starter."

"Don't get used to it."

***

By eleven we'd covered the essentials… how he took his coffee (black), whether he could actually surf (he could, unlike most of the crew who claimed it), and the correct pronunciation of a word I made him say four times because I liked watching him get it wrong. He didn't fill silences the way most people did. He'd let our conversation lapse into silence for minutes on end, which at first I thought was rude but after a while realised was simply him thinking about what I'd said and then, eventually, responding with an astute question or comment that moved the conversation on.

"You're very quiet for someone who's meant to be entertaining me for six hours," I said.

"Nobody told me that was the job."

"It's implied. It's basically the main job."

"I thought the main job was watching the water."

"That's the cover job." I nudged his foot with mine. "The real job is keeping me from dying of boredom before lunch."

"You seem to be managing that yourself." But he moved, angling himself towards me a little more than before, like he'd decided resistance was futile. "Go on, then. Ask me something. Properly."

"So where's home?" I said. "Actual home. Not lifeguard home."

"Colorado. Small town, nothing you'll have heard of." He said it like he was deciding, in real time, how much of it he wanted to share with me. After a long pause he added, "My dad runs a hardware store. I worked there most of high school."

"Hardware store to lifeguard tower. Bold career pivot."

"It's not permanent." He shifted, forearms resting on his knees. "I finish my degree in the spring. After that I'm going into the family business properly… I'll take it over eventually, if he ever lets go of the till."

"You want that?"

"I do, actually." He didn't hesitate… no deflecting, no hedging. "I like knowing where I'll be. Some people need the world wide open. I like a small town, and a store with my name over the door eventually."

"That's very grown-up of you."

"I get that a lot." He glanced sideways at me. "What about you? What's the Layla version of the hardware store?"

"I genuinely don't know. That's sort of the point of this summer."

"Good answer."

"Is it? Kind of feels like I dodged the question."

"You didn't dodge it. You just don't know yet."

We talked about where I'd go if I could go anywhere (Japan, for the food, which he informed me was a boring answer, and then admitted his own answer was Iceland, which I informed him was worse). He gave as good as he got, sparse and dry, never over-explaining a joke, so that when he did tell one it actually landed.

"What does your dad think about you being out here for the summer instead of learning the business?" I asked.

"He's not thrilled about it, but he gets it." Brandon squinted out at the water for a second before he went on. "He did the same thing at my age. Different reasons… his was a fishing boat, not a beach full of tourists, guess there's something about coming from a land-locked state where we want to go to the sea, but he gets wanting one summer that isn't the rest of your life yet."

"So you'll go back, take the shop, marry someone from three streets over, the whole thing?"

"Something like that." He seemed entirely at peace with it. "You say it like it's not a good life."

"I didn't mean it like that."

"I know." He looked at me properly. "It's good to me. I've seen the big version, guys chasing the next city, the next thing, never landing anywhere long enough to actually build something. I'd rather have the store and the town, and know exactly who I am in it."

I didn't have a comeback ready, which didn't happen to me often. "That's annoyingly convincing."

"I get that a lot too."

A gull hit the sand near the tower steps, strutted twice, and left in disgust at what it found.

"Your turn," he said, after a while. "What's actually waiting for you back home? Real answer."

"A degree I mostly like, a bedroom I've had since I was six, and a very insistent mother who wants me to do something very dull in business when I graduate." I shrugged. "Nothing dramatic. It's a good life. I just wanted a summer that was different."

"That's not really an answer."

"It's the only one I've got at the moment."

"Fair enough." He didn't push.

***

By mid-afternoon, with maybe an hour left on the shift, the heat had gone from pleasant to punishing, and even the paddleboarders had given up. Then we saw her.

It was a woman, maybe forty, well past the flags near the rip Lauren had shown me my first day, the flat dark patch where the current ran out fast on a dropping tide. She wasn't waving. That's what nobody tells you… it doesn't look like the movies. She was just not making progress, head tipping back, arms doing less each time, but not wanting to make a fuss. We could tell that her energy was failing though, even if she didn't know it yet.

"Got her," Brandon said, already moving, and I was half a second behind him, can in hand, both of us into the water at a full sprint before either of us had said another word.

He called it into the radio without breaking stride: position, distance, one swimmer. Dispatch came back with Zoe's name before I'd even hit the water. She was on cover that hour, stationed halfway down the beach for exactly this, and she was already running.

The swim out was the hardest thing I'd done in months. The current caught us properly once we cleared the sandbank, dragging sideways exactly the way Lauren had warned me it would. She'd been right about needing to learn a beach the hard way. Brandon reached the woman a stroke ahead of me, got an arm under her, and was already talking… steady, confident, the kind of voice you'd trust from a stranger in open water, while I came in on her other side with the can. She was panicking, one hand grabbing at my shoulder with real strength, nails finding skin, and for a second the three of us were just a tangle of limbs and salt water going nowhere. Then Brandon said something short into her ear. Something in her shoulders let go, and between the two of us we got her turned and moving, kicking hard against a current that didn't want to let go of any of us.

Zoe hit the water thirty seconds later and took the woman's other side without needing to be told. The three of us brought her in together, the beach getting slowly closer, nobody talking except Brandon, low and constant, telling the woman she was doing fine, she was doing great, almost there. My arms had gone past burning into something more like numb by the time the sand came up under my feet.

We got her onto dry sand and she was fine… shaken, coughing seawater, apologising over and over to three lifeguards who didn't need an apology. Somewhere in the middle of getting her checked over and radioing it in as resolved, my legs started shaking in a way that had nothing to do with the swim.

Brandon crouched down next to me. "You good?"

"Yeah." I wasn't, not completely, not yet. "You?"

"Yeah."

Down the beach, a small crowd had gathered to watch. Russ appeared, clipboard under his arm. He took one look at the three of us, at the woman sitting up and drinking water, and nodded once, like the whole rescue had gone exactly the way he'd have done it.

"Nice work," he said, already walking off before any of us could answer.

***

Zoe stuck around long enough to help walk the woman up to the first aid post and radio the all-clear, buzzing on the same adrenaline rush as me.

"Ok," she said, delighted, wringing out her ponytail, "the three of us moving like that? Extremely hot. I'd put it on a recruitment poster. Right… back to standing around waiting for the next one. You two survive the rest of the shift without needing me to save you."

"We'll manage," Brandon said.

"Doubtful." She squeezed my arm on her way past, still grinning, and jogged back up the beach.

I watched her go, then looked at Brandon, who was wringing out the hem of his shorts, not quite looking at me.

"So," I said. "You and Zoe. Working the same rip together. Very cute reunion."

"There's nothing going on there." He said it flat, no defensiveness in it, simply correcting a fact. "One night. That was it, both of us knew it going in."

"I know. I was there for her debrief. Sorry to break this to you but she's very thoroughly over you."

"Good." He almost smiled. "How about you and Drew, then. That still a thing?"

"There's nothing going on there," I said before I'd properly thought about it.

He nodded, and went back to looking at the water.

It wasn't true. Or it wasn't entirely true… Drew and I had a whole warm, easy thing going, and I'd have told anyone else on this beach that without blinking. Zoe knew. Lauren and Dana had heard the edited version over coffee. I'd have told a stranger on the bus.

I just hadn't wanted Brandon to think I was taken.

Small. True. Inconvenient. My pulse hadn't come all the way down from the swim, and some of that, if I was honest, wasn't the swim. Something about his calm competence in the rescue had stuck with me.

I must have gone quiet, because after a while Brandon nudged my foot with his.

"You ok?" he said.

"Long day."

He looked at me properly this time, and it had nothing to do with the water, or either of us being good at our jobs. My mouth went dry. His eyes were a deep brown, and something went through me… deep down through my whole body. I should have looked at the sea. I looked at him instead.

Neither of us looked away. The air between us had gone charged, and by the time one of us finally broke it my heart was pounding harder than it had in the water.

Then the radio crackled… end of shift, towers clear to close up. He stood and held a hand down to pull me up off the sand. His grip was sure, no hesitation in it, and he let go a half-second later than he strictly needed to.

He crouched to haul the cooler up onto one shoulder, and for a second I just watched him do it… the stretch of muscle across his back, easy, like the weight of it was nothing. I hadn't let myself actually look before, not properly, and my brain helpfully wanted a few more seconds looking at him than was probably appropriate.

"You coming, or are you planning to guard this spot personally overnight?" he said.

"What? Sorry… yeah." My face was hot, and it wasn't sunburn. I grabbed the spare line before he could get a proper look at me, which he definitely already had.

Neither of us said anything about it. He picked up the radio and the first aid kit; I coiled the spare line badly enough that he had to redo it. By the time we'd carried everything down off the tower, the moment had passed.

That's what I told myself.

Though, if that was true, why did I keep thinking about him on the walk back to my apartment?


Chapter 5


Garrett racked the balls for a rematch, which in itself told you everything you needed to know about how badly he'd lost the first game… our rules were loser reracks, always.

Sully's had become ours somewhere in the second week. Decent jukebox, a pool table with a warp in the felt everyone could use as a convenient excuse, and a bartender called Pete who'd stopped asking most of us what we wanted about four days in. It was nothing special, except it was, because it was ours.

"Layla." Zoe emerged from the throngs with two shots and the determined expression of a woman who'd already decided the answer to everything tonight was going to be yes. "Tequila."

"It's not even ten."

"It's Friday. Different math." She pushed one into my hand. "Also you've been standing here looking thoughtful for a full minute, which is against the Friday night rules."

"I wasn't looking thoughtful. I was watching Garrett lose at pool."

"Whatever." She clinked her glass against mine before I could argue further. "To two weeks."

"To two weeks."

We drank. It burned exactly as much as it always did. Zoe made a face like she'd invented the concept of regret, then grinned and went off to gloat at Garrett's failure.

Dana appeared out of the crowd long enough to inform me, with total seriousness, that she'd worked out which of the bartenders was secretly the best one and wasn't sharing the information, then vanished again before I could argue. Lauren was holding court near the pool table, explaining the rules of some drinking game to three people who clearly weren't going to remember them by the second round. Garrett found me at one point to tell me, gravely, that he'd told tourists I was actually a duchess. They'd believed him. He had no intention of correcting it.

"You've built an entire fake aristocracy around me."

"Fake?" he replied. "You're the one hiding it."

It already felt like a place I belonged in, in a way I hadn't expected to feel about anywhere over here this fast.

***

Drew found me by the jukebox twenty minutes later, which I'd have believed was a coincidence if I hadn't watched him cross most of the bar to do it.

"You've been avoiding me," he said.

"I've been standing in one place for twenty minutes. You could've come and found me any time."

"I like to make it into a chase." He leaned against the wall next to me, close enough that I had to tilt my head up to look at him. "How's the summer treating you? Besides the obvious."

"What's the obvious?"

"You're clearly having the time of your life. It's a little annoying, honestly. I was hoping for at least one homesick English girl to comfort."

"Sorry to disappoint."

"You're not sorry at all."

"No," I said. "I'm really not."

He laughed and for a while we just stood there trading nothing much back and forth while the crowd moved around us. It was, all of it, extremely easy. That was the thing about Drew… nothing about him asked anything of me. I could stand next to him for an hour and feel exactly like myself the whole time.

Brandon came into the bar a while later with two of the guys from his apartment. He didn't come over. He got a beer, said something to Garrett that made Garrett laugh too hard, and settled into the crowd the way he always did… present, easy, the natural centre of wherever he happened to be standing.

I kept half a conversation going with Drew and lost track of the other half watching Brandon not look at me. Which he wasn't doing, particularly. He just existed somewhere at the edge of things all night, doing ordinary things: leaning on the bar, laughing at something Lauren said, glancing up once when the door opened, and every single one of those ordinary things I noticed despite having no business noticing them.

I got sent to the bar for the next round and found Brandon already there, waiting on Pete to pour four beers at once.

"Duchess," he said, which was Garrett's word, not his, and hearing it in Brandon's voice did something unfair to my stomach.

"Not you too... you've stolen someone else's joke."

"I'm allowed to borrow a good one." He glanced at me properly then, the first time all night. "You having a good time?"

"Best I've had in years."

"Good," he said, like he was genuinely pleased that I was enjoying myself. He picked up his four beers and went. That was the whole exchange. Ten seconds, maybe less, and I stood there for a few seconds too long afterwards trying to work out why it had taken up so much more room than that.

***

Zoe cornered me by the bathrooms an hour later, several drinks deep and delighted with the whole world.

"Ok," she said. "I need to say something, and you need to just let me say it."

"That's an ominous opening."

"You," she said, jabbing a finger at my collarbone, "have had an incredible two weeks. Incredible. Drew is obviously, humiliatingly into you. The whole crew thinks you're hilarious, which… that's fair, you are. You've already made yourself more popular than people who've worked here three summers." She took a breath. "I'm just saying. Look at you."

"I haven't done anything. I've mostly just been standing around."

"That's exactly my point. You don't even have to try." She said it with real affection, no edge to it at all. "Meanwhile I have to work extremely hard to be this delightful."

"You're naturally delightful."

"All a show. It's exhausting." She grinned, then narrowed her eyes slightly, the way I'd learned she did when she was building up to something. "So. Are you going to do anything about Drew, or are we just going to keep doing this thing where you two flirt constantly and nothing happens?"

"There's nothing to do anything about. We're having fun."

"That's not a no."

"It's not a yes either." I nudged her towards the bathroom door. "Go. You've been holding that in since we got here."

"I have incredible bladder control, actually, this is just good timing." But she went, laughing, and left me thinking fun with Drew, yes, but where does Brandon fit into the whole picture?

But, I figured, there was a whole summer left to think about it properly… so, no rush.

***

I went outside for air around midnight and found Drew already out there, leaning against the wall with a bottle he wasn't really drinking from.

"Hiding?" I said.

"Recovering. Garrett's great but he can get a bit much sometimes."

I laughed and leaned against the wall next to him. It was quieter out here than inside… a few of the others clustered further down by the corner, Brandon among them, saying something that made them laugh.

"It's a good night," Drew said.

"It is."

"Best one yet?"

"Ask me in the morning."

He was still smiling when he kissed me, like he'd been waiting for the right moment all night and had just decided this was it. It was the first time since that first night on the beach, and it was every bit as good as I remembered… probably better, now that I actually knew him.

When we broke apart, Brandon was looking over. Our eyes held for a moment… just long enough. Then he looked away and said something that got a laugh out of whoever he was talking to, easy as anything. I didn't know what the look meant. I just knew it meant something.

"Can I walk you home?" Drew asked.

"I think I'm going to stay a bit. Zoe still owes me a rematch at pool, and I haven't lost badly enough tonight yet."

"That's a very well-calibrated level of losing you're going for."

"I have standards."

He smiled, friendly, no argument from him at all. "Suit yourself." He leaned in and gave me a last, quick kiss, lighter than the first one. "Night, Layla."

"Night."

I watched him go, then turned and went back inside, back to Zoe, the pool table, the noise, and made sure I didn't look towards the corner again on my way in.


Chapter 6


"They're chips," I said.

"They're fries."

"In England they're chips. I'm English. I win."

"You're in California and last I checked you lost the War of Independence. So…” Drew ate one, unhurried, watching me while he did it. "Fries."

"That's a chip that's let itself go."

"That's the most British thing you've said all week." He was grinning now. "Say it again."

"Chip."

"With the little…” he waved one at me "…the accent thing. The whole…”

"That's just my voice, Drew.”

"I know. It's a problem." He shrugged. “Because, you know, it’s delightful.”

I took the paper carton off his lap and ate three at once, holding his eye the whole time. He watched me do it with an expression of deep betrayal that didn't reach his eyes at all.

It was our first day off that had landed on the same day… the rota scattered everyone's days off so they rarely lined up, and when two did it felt like a small gift. Hanging out at the beach was the obvious thing for us to do.

We didn't do anything, which was really the point. We lay out until we were too hot, swam until we were too cold, lay out again. Somewhere in there he took my hand and pressed my thumb to two of his fingers.

"Squeeze them.”

"What?"

“Squeeze them. Hard.” I did and he sat there looking at me, unflinching. “Car door, when I was nine. Nothing there." He wiggled them. "Party trick. Can’t feel a thing.”

"That's not a party trick. A party trick is a skill."

"It's a conversation piece."

"It's a minor yet lifelong injury you're weirdly proud of."

"I'm extremely proud of it." He said it happily, and I kept pressing the fingers for a while after, to check he wasn't making it up. He wasn't.

“It doesn’t seem to stop you swimming well.” I paused for a moment. “Why this? Of all the summer jobs, why here?”

He thought about it for a few moments. "I like a job where you can tell if you did it right. Most things, you can't. This one you can. Someone's in the water or they're not. Instant feedback and instant gratification.”

"That was almost profound."

"Also the shorts are flattering."

"They are not."

"That's exactly what someone who has to make do with looking fabulous in a red one-piece and is jealous of the shorts would say."

We raced out to the buoy at one point, which he lost, and he took it the way he took everything… well. He floated on his back and conceded with great dignity while I trod water and gloated.

“You let me win," I said.

“I would never disrespect you like that," he said, and I believed him, which was somehow the most flattering part.

Around five we walked into town and got fish rolls from a place with four plastic tables and a line out the door, which Drew reckoned was the only kind of fish place worth trusting. We ate them on a low wall by the seafront, feet hanging over the edge. Mine were too spicy. I ate them anyway, because I wasn't going to admit weakness, but my mouth was on fire.

"You're crying," he said.

"I'm not."

"You've got one tear. Right there.” He grinned. “I find it very moving that fish can have such a profound effect on you.”

"It's the sea air."

"It's the habaneros, which is fine. It even happens to strong people like me too."

I laughed with my mouth full, which was disgusting, and he watched me. He didn't look away when I caught him. It was nice, being looked at like that. It didn't ask anything of me.

"What?" I said, wiping my eyes.

"Nothing. You're just good to be around." He said it with no lead-up, then went back to his roll like he hadn’t just dropped something approaching a line into the conversation.

"You're all right yourself," I said, which was the worst possible answer, and he grinned like I'd said something deeply profound.

We stayed out till the light went pink, and had a drink at a bar near the water that was very basic… sticky tables, a decent playlist, a bartender who called Drew "chief" without either of them explaining why. We didn't kiss. We came close a couple of times, but the day was so relaxed that reaching for more of it seemed almost greedy, and I liked leaving it where it was. He walked me to my street, not to my door. "This was a good day," he said as we parted.

I floated up the stairs a bit. It had been a lovely day, start to finish.

***

I had the apartment to myself when I got in, which wasn’t surprising… the others had all gone for a drink but I’d turned down the invite. I wanted some time to myself after that day, maybe I’d join them later but I’d take my time.

I… God, I’ll just be honest with you, with all the sun and the sand and the fun, Drew was on my mind if you know what I mean. I ran myself a bath because we’d finally worked out the hot water and it was a rare opportunity to hog the bathroom without being selfish.

And I thought about Drew in the bath… of course I did.

I let my imagination run free, imagining there’d been no fish rolls, no wall, no seafront… I imagined instead that we’d come straight back here, both of our skin still salty from the sea and the beach, and that he’d taken my bikini off slowly, taking his time, making it fun and lighthearted as I was sure he would.

My hand slipped between my legs under the bath water and I let it be Drew's hand in my imagination, then Drew's mouth. I pictured him taking his time about it… kissing down my stomach, settling between my thighs like he had all night. His tongue I reckoned would be slow and soft, patient, one long stroke and then another, watching what made me move and doing more of it. He'd look up once, flashing his easy grin, to check… then go back down when he saw my face. I imagined pushing my fingers into his hair to hold him there, and him letting me, happy to be guided, happy to stay until I was shaking against his mouth.

Then I imagined him on top of me and inside me, slow and deep, his forehead against mine, both of us half-laughing and half-not, his hand finding mine and lacing our fingers on the pillow. I imagined that he took nothing and gave everything, because surely that was the kind of lover he was, and in the real world my climax built and built until I cried out and it echoed off the tiles, the waves rolling through me, grinning to myself as I came down from the heights and felt the water cooling around me knees.

I didn’t go to the bar… that climax was one of those ones that leaves you giddy, almost light headed, and instead I spent the next few hours doing not a lot in a daze. And I knew that I fancied Drew, that I’d had him in my mouth once and that he was a long way towards earning the right to repay his debt to me. A long way, but not all the way… but soon enough.

I went to bed that night pleased with my day and pleased with myself. And I slept like a stone that night.

***

Two days later I was up on the tower with Brandon again, and it was a different kind of day entirely. We picked up where we’d left off… me doing the talking to start with, him opening up as the day went on.

Sometime midway through what was turning into a very quiet morning, he sat back and looked at me.

“So duchess…” He paused and flashed me the closest I’d seen to a full grin from him. Ah, ok, I thought. He’s in a playful mood.

I did my best pout back at him and he shook his head. “Ok, ok… Layla.” He fixed his gaze on me. “Happy?”

“Ecstatic,” I deadpanned.

“So Layla… I was thinking about what you said last time, about what’s waiting for you back home. I’d like you to tell me more about it.”

“Really?” I was secretly pleased that he’d been thinking about our conversation, but of course I wasn’t going to let on.

“Really.”

“Ok… but then you’ve got to promise you’ll tell me more about Colorado?”

“Deal.” He looked back at the beach and did a quick sweep. Nothing happening, but our stretch was quieter than usual. “Either that or sit in silence for the next few hours.”

“Glad to see you’re coming round to my way of thinking,” I teased. “Ok, so home… Surrey. You know about Surrey?”

“Not in the slightest.”

“Well it’s your lucky day…”

We spent the next hour doing a kind of compare and contrast, and the time flew by… once he got going Brandon was genuinely interested in my world at home, asking a series of astute questions, while his insight into his Colorado life was equally fascinating. When our back up came to free us one at a time to have a break and eat some lunch we were taken by surprise because we’d been so into it… I realised that if my shifts working with Brandon kept on like this then I was going to start looking forward to them.

There was a stretch after lunch where neither of us said anything, we simply watched the beach, and it wasn’t awkward… we could do silences together just as easily as conversation. My trouble was though that into the silence I became more and more aware of Brandon sat four feet away from me… and I reckon at least once I caught him looking at me when he thought I wouldn’t notice. I could hardly judge him for that, seeing as I caught him when I was doing exactly the same because, well, he was hot. Objectively. And I was starting to suspect that he was interested in me too… which I didn’t mind in the slightest.

There was something about him, I realised when I watched him go down to the beach and walk around, talking to the vacationers, that was so damned capable… he was a year or so older than me, but seemed much more mature than the other guys my age, like he was more than ready for a real life in the real world after college.

When he came back up a rescue can slid off its hook and clattered down between us. We both reached for it at once… my hand got there first, then his a split second later and we both held them there for half a second before pulling back. Neither of us said anything about it. I glanced over to see he was looking at me already and our eyes held, and held, past the point of casual eye contact. Eventually he looked back at the beach, mercifully as I could feel my cheeks reddening, and I looked back at the sea too. I tried to play it cool on the outside but on the inside my heart was hammering in my chest.

The rest of the shift I made sure I was extremely normal and extremely good at my job. I didn't look at him again… except when I did. When we finished our shift we packed up, easy and relaxed between us, and parted that evening with a “good shift” and nothing much more.

***

That night in bed it was nothing like the bath had been.

I had a raging inferno inside me that had built through an evening with my flatmates, my mind repeatedly flashing back to that moment where our hands had touched… and when I got into bed my hand was between my legs in moments.

I thought about how strong and capable he was… how he’d surely know what he wanted and how he’d take charge of me, and how I’d let him, how I’d want him to. I imagined his hand in my hair, tilting my head back, his lips and tongue claiming mine, and then his weight on top of me, his knee pushing my legs apart, his teeth at my neck, one hand pinning my wrists above my head while his other hand worked between my legs, just rough enough to feel spectacular, just rough enough to be exactly right. I thought about him fucking me hard and holding me down through it, a hand on my hip as he thrust into me while his other kept my wrists tight, his eyes watching me as he fucked me, not slowing when I gasped, not stopping. A moan escaped my lips and I couldn’t help it, even though I knew that Dana would hear through the walls, but I bit down on my pillow as another moan, then a third came from somewhere deep inside.

There was nothing gentle in my imagined encounter and I didn't want there to be. His weight, his hands, his mouth… being taken, held down, used… and I couldn't hold one image still, they came piling over each other faster and harder and I couldn't breathe, couldn't think, couldn't stop… and I came so fucking hard my whole body was shaking and the noises I made into the pillow, God, I hoped Dana was asleep, and it felt so, so good.

I lay there afterwards and I was wide awake, heart slamming in my chest, skin hot, restless in a way the bath had never once left me… like I’d touched a live wire and hadn’t let it go.

Drew was a warm bath and a smile; Brandon was whatever that had just been.

I turned over to go to sleep but lay in the dark with my eyes open for a long time, and the thought of what I’d just imagined it would be like with Brandon followed me into my dreams.


Chapter 7


"Whose shirt is that?" I asked.

"No idea. It’s very soft if that helps?” Zoe was eating cereal out of a mug, because we'd run out of clean bowls and neither of us was going to be the one to fix that.

"You don't know whose shirt it is?"

"It was a big night. Names are details." She tipped the mug to get the last of the milk. "He does something with boats. Or on boats. He was vague and handsome. I've moved on.”

“He left without a shirt?”

Zoe grinned mischievously. “If you were a guy with his six pack you’d leave shirtless too…”

This was Zoe in July: cheerful, unbothered, a rolling cast of vague and handsome men she enjoyed and let go of without a second thought. She'd come out of her year with someone back home and was keeping her promise to make up for it at speed. Watching her was restful… no strategy, no games, just a woman having exactly as good a time as she'd decided to have.

"You should come out tonight," she said. "Everyone's going to Sully's.”

"I'll see."

"You'll see." She did an impression of me seeing, which was mostly eyebrow. "You always see and then you come anyway.”

I found my whistle under a magazine on the coffee table.

"What's your day look like?” she said.

"Tower four. Long one, until six."

"With who?"

"Brandon."

She made a noise that meant nothing at all, a woman who'd had one fun night with a man three weeks ago and was done, and went back to her mug. "Have fun. Try not to rescue anyone who doesn't need it."

"That was one time."

"It's going to follow you all summer."

I threw the magazine at her and left before she could say anything more.

***

Tower four was a quieter stretch of beach, and Brandon was already up top with his feet on the railing when I got there.

"You're late." His mouth twitched in the way I’d now learned was him teasing.

"I'm four minutes early."

"Yeah, to me that's late." He didn't move his feet. I climbed up, dumped my bag, and took the other end of the bench. The sea was flat and bright… it promised to be a long shift of watching not a lot happen.

A jet-ski cut too close to the swimming area and I stood to radio it in. Brandon watched me do it and said nothing Then we settled in, the beach quiet, the morning long and warm ahead of us.

He started the game around eleven, nodding at a man fifty yards away wrestling a giant shade tent up on his own.

"That guy's newly divorced," he said. "First solo trip since the split. Bought the tent specially, watched a whole video on how to put it up. Determined to still holiday like they’re together.”

"God, that's bleak."

"It's not bleak, it's aspirational. He's reclaiming his beach."

"He's got two chairs, though." I'd already seen them, set out neatly and both facing the same way. "He’s not divorced. He’s buried her under the patio and is haunted by her ghost.”

Brandon looked over at me. Not much shocked him, but I’d managed it. “Ok, that's darker than mine."

"You're the one who opened on divorce."

"Yeah, but I didn't murder anybody.”

He nodded his head at a man doing slow, furious yoga by the lifeguard sign, all clenched jaw and shaking plank.

"That one's ex-military," he said. "Runs a wellness brand now. He comes down here to feel something and films it for his socials.”

“Ok, that’s not a sad one, good. He’s a business.” I scanned the beach. “Those two.” I nodded at a pair about our age, matching sunburns, sitting a careful foot apart and not saying a word to each other. "They've just had a fight. About directions."

"They got engaged a week ago," he said, "and they're both starting to regret it." He glanced at me with a smile. “Too soon.”

"God, Brandon, that’s pretty dark too.”

"You literally buried a man's wife under a chair a minute ago."

“A patio, not a chair.” He had me there though, so I let it go. Down the line a whistle went at tower three and we both scanned automatically, out of habit, the sweep across the swimmers you stop noticing you do. Nothing happening on our stretch. A couple of kids had drifted a little past the flags. Brandon leaned to the rail and called them back in, that voice that carried without seeming to try. For a second it put me straight back in my own dark room the night before, my face in the pillow. Just his voice had done it. I looked very hard at the water until it went away.

"Your turn," he said, settling back on the bench like nothing had happened.

"Ok… her." A woman was power-walking the tideline in full makeup. "She's an influencer. She's been past four times already. She's waiting for the light. It’ll never be quite right though, she’s not really cut out for being an influencer. It never will be.”

"That's ruthless."

“That’s accurate.”

He nodded slowly. “I guess it is.”

Right then the water threw up its drama for the day. A boy, maybe ten, went out past the sandbar where the bottom drops away quickly and you could see the exact moment he panicked: the arms started flailing and the head tipped back.

“There,” I said, pointing, and Brandon was over the rail and sprinting across the beach while I radioed it in. By the time I’d reached the water Brandon was with the boy and had him in his arms at wading depth, thoroughly terrified and relieved in equal measure.

The mother was there in seconds, telling the boy off in the same breath as offering her profuse thanks to Brandon. Brandon handed him over and said something that got a laugh out of both of them, then we walked back up to the tower with him dripping wet and doing his best not to show the adrenaline that had been surging through him.

“Show off,” I said.

“Great spot,” was his reply as he flicked water at me. “I hadn’t seen him.”

I grinned. “Almost like we’re a good team or something.”

“Yeah. We are.” He held eye contact for a moment longer than strictly necessary, and I didn’t look away, even as I felt myself start to blush and the memories of what I’d imagined in bed flashed in front of my eyes.

***

We went back to companionable silence, as easy as ever with him, punctuated by the boy’s mother bringing us both an ice cream to say thank you… completely unnecessary, but very much appreciated still.

After a while he nodded towards an old man sitting by himself just above the waterline… proper shirt, trousers rolled up, not going into the water, just watching the sea. “Go on then, he’s all yours.”

I looked at the man for a while. The thing was, I knew his story because I’d talked to him a few days before. “He comes down most days, same time, same spot. His wife used to swim here.” I smiled weakly at Brandon. “It’s how he remembers her.”

Brandon looked at me for a long few moments. “You know that?”

I nodded.

“Ok… wow. That’s cheating.”

“You picked him.”

“I didn’t know he had a real story, did I?” He went quiet again and neither of us spoke for a while. Brandon was pensive. I liked that about him… his maturity shining through, knowing not to make light of that, knowing to let it sit for a while.

Eventually I broke the silence, nodding at a pair of cops working their way along the boardwalk, thumbs hooked in their belts. “Them. Go.”

“Partners, strictly professional. She thinks he’s a bit smug. He’d like it to be more.”

“You reckon?”

“Yeah. You can see how he turns towards her. He’s trying to hard with the body language, and she knows it. She likes him, but she’s got a boyfriend.”

I nodded slowly. “Ok, I can see that. You think they’ll end up together?”

Brandon turned to me and smiled. “I hope so. Who doesn’t like a good love story?”

I couldn’t help but return the smile.

***

We went on like that for hours, watching the sea, doing our job of course, but enjoying the ever changing population on the beach and playing our game. It didn’t get old, which if I’d stopped to think might have told me something. A whole shift is a long time and with most people you run out of conversation, but we didn’t.

As the end of the afternoon neared the beach started to thin out, and with it our talk naturally got slower with longer gaps.

"What do you actually do on your days off?" I asked. "When you're not writing tragic backstories for strangers."

"Sleep. Eat something that isn't from the crew fridge. Drive around to explore the area, mostly." He shrugged. "There's a lot of coast up north nobody uses. I go look at it."

"That's very lone-wolf of you."

"It's very nothing-else-to-do of me." He glanced over. "You off Thursday?"

"Yeah. Why?”

"So am I." He said it like what came next was the most obvious thing in the world. “There's a cove up past the point, north. You have to climb down to get to it, so nobody bothers. I've been meaning to go look."

"And?"

"We could take the jeep, bring some food, have a swim. Make a day of it." He paused for a moment. “You should come.”

The word yes was ready before he got to the end of the sentence. Every part of me wanted to go, which was surprising given my normal take it slow with guys, particularly with Drew somewhere on the scene. But there was just something about Brandon that made me want to say yes, so I did without thinking about it at all.

"Yeah," I said. "Could be good."

"Could be good," he repeated, and I couldn't tell if he was taking the piss.

“Anything I can bring?”

“Just yourself. I’ll drive and I’ll sort out supplies.”

And that was that. Neither of us said to keep it to ourselves, because while it wasn’t the rest of the crew’s business it also wasn’t a secret. Nobody hiding anything because there was nothing to hide… simply a nice day out up the coast.

I climbed down off the tower at six with my expression completely under control and the rest of me not. Zoe would be at the bar in an hour. I'd go, and I wouldn't mention this, because there was nothing to mention… a day out, two colleagues, a swim and some food. I told myself all of that on the walk home and mostly believed it.


Chapter 8


Brandon's jeep had no doors, or, indeed, a roof, which I found out mattered about ninety seconds into the drive, when the wind took my hair, half of whatever he was saying, and a receipt that had been sitting in the cup holder. By the second headland we'd mostly given up on talking. We just drove… the coast road climbing and dropping, the sea bright on our left, the cooler wedged behind the seats with what Brandon promised was good bread, good cheese, and even better beer.

"You're sure this place actually exists?" I said, when the road went to gravel and then to barely anything, and we'd slowed down enough to be able to hear each other again.

"Sixty percent."

"That's not the number I was hoping for."

"It exists. I've just only ever seen it from the water. I'm not entirely sure we can climb down." He slowed at nothing more than a patch of dirt, no sign, no reason to be there, and killed the engine. The silence was deafening: just the wind, the sea somewhere below, no one for miles. "Come on. It'll be a bit of a climb."

It was indeed a bit of a climb. We went down over the rocks with the cooler swinging between us, him below me pointing out the footholds, me pretending I didn't need telling but secretly grateful. Then the path bent around a shoulder of cliff and there it was.

A small crescent of sand tucked in under the headland, forty feet of it at most, the rock curving round both sides so it felt like a room with the roof and one wall taken away. The water clear and dark blue, and I suspected deeper than it looked. There was no one in it, no one near it… it looked like it was just ours for the day.

"Ok," I said. "Sixty percent was underselling it."

"I don't like to overpromise."

We swam first, only taking the time for Brandon to lose his t-shirt and me my vest top and denim shorts, leaving them with our towels on a large rock. I'd gone for my best bikini underneath, a string number, because well… I wanted to look my best for him. I caught him stealing a glimpse before we plunged into the water, and I think it ticked the box for him. The water was cold enough to knock the breath out of me for a few seconds, then it was perfect. I swam out towards the mouth of the cove and back, hard. Brandon kept pace to half way before he gave up and let me go. When I got back he was floating and entirely unbothered… no ego that he'd been out swum by a girl.

"You're fast," he said. "I know you weren't slow, of course I did, but that was seriously rapid."

"I had a pool growing up. I've been swimming as long as I've been walking."

"Course you did."

We swam over to the rock. It had been in the sun all morning already and the heat had spread through our towels. We dug out the food and drink and ate up there, the bread, the cheese, and a beer each that were still cool.

"This cheese is amazing," I said after I'd taken a bite with a sip of beer. "What is it?"

Brandon laughed. "I don't actually know. I went to the deli and asked for the nicest cheese."

"We need to go back to the deli and get the name. It's delicious."

I could feel the salt water drying on my skin, and the sun beating down from high above. It was a glorious summer's day. I started doing my sunscreen. "Do my back," I said to Brandon, holding the bottle out to him… not strictly necessary, I'd been doing my own back since I was ten, but something about the location, the day, the food, the everything made me less inclined to set my usual boundaries with a guy and honestly? I'd thought about Brandon's hands a lot, and I wanted to feel them on my back.

He took the bottle. I turned and lifted my hair off my neck and felt the cold of the sunscreen land between my shoulder blades, then his hand spreading it, firm and slow. He did a thorough job. He did a more thorough job, I suspected, than it strictly needed, working it down my back and out across my shoulders. Neither of us said a word about it, and when he finished his hand stayed a moment at the nape of my neck before it went.

"You'll live," he said.

I grinned. "Thank you."

We lay down after that, side-by-side on our towels, close but not touching and I was acutely conscious of how we were not touching. The hot sun kind of pinned us to the rock. As we lay we talked a bit, about our respective homes and our friends back there. It was lazy conversation, little bits here and there, long gaps in between that didn't need filling. At some point his hand ended up next to mine on the towel, the sides of our little fingers touching. Neither of us moved, and that one inch of contact took up more of my attention than anything had in weeks.

By early afternoon the rock had gone from warm to too much, and we went back into the water to cool down. We messed around… he tried to dunk me, I got him back, the usual sort of thing although I'd by lying if I tried to claim that every grab didn't last a few moments longer than it needed to, and every time we came back up we ended up closer.

Where he was standing was a little too deep for me to keep my head above the water, so I held on to him without ever quite deciding to… a hand on his shoulder, then the back of his neck, then my legs were floating lazily because he was holding me up anyway with one arm around my waist under the surface. I could feel his body pressed against me, his hard muscles against my skin, and then, inevitably, it happened…

His lips tasted of saltwater, and they were cool… that was the first thing I noticed. But then beneath it there was heat, definite heat, and the kiss… wow. Everything narrowed down to our lips and our tongues and our bodies, and frankly at that moment there could have been a thousand people on the beach and I wouldn't have cared. I'd been imagining this, and the reality was even better.

I got my legs up around him. The water made me nearly weightless and he held me like it was nothing, both arms pulling me tight against him, and I realised suddenly that I could feel him, feel his hard length through his shorts, pressed up against me through two thin layers of fabric, and with my legs around him I was open to him and I thought, I want this, I want this so much, fuck my rules, fuck him earning it… I need this. We kissed like we both had wanted this for days if not weeks now. His hand slid up to my hair and held my head, and I'm pretty sure I moaned into the kiss when he did it.

I didn't want to wait to take this further. I needed him now.

I reached down between us and pulled my bikini bottoms aside, and his hand was already there, touching me, and then he'd shoved his swimming shorts down just enough to free himself and I felt his cock against me, pushed right where it needed to be, and I tilted my hips to take him in… right there, standing in the sea, held in his arms, my legs wrapped around him.

For a second or two neither of us moved. He was buried in me and breathing hard against my neck, and I was stretched around him and stunned by it… he felt so, so good, and he wasn't small. Like the kiss, even better than I'd hoped and imagined. Then he started to move and I moved with him, and for a while my mind went blank, entirely in the moment of being joined so suddenly and so amazingly with Brandon.

We moved, and we kissed, and I tried to help him, and suddenly it came crashing through me hard, so hard… I climaxed as he thrust in to me, feeling the waves radiating through my body, clinging on for dear life to Brandon as my body lost control, and then he slowed and held me, kissing me, and I leaned back and looked at him.

"I didn't expect that," I admitted, my face red.

He laughed. "This…" He looked around. "Or that?" He looked very deliberately at post-orgasmic me.

"Both." I kissed him. "Beach?"

He nodded and we swam then waded our way out of the water. The first thing he did on dry ground was stop and look, and I was glad that he did, just to check that the beach, the cliffs, the water were all empty. Thankfully they still were.

I grabbed one of the towels and laid it on the sand. "Lie down," I told him, and Brandon did. I straddled his lap, smiling down at him, then slowly slid myself down onto him, taking him inside me again… he was still rock hard because he hadn't climaxed in the sea, and believe me, now that I'd smashed through all my rules about one-night-stands and everything like that I was set loose, no way was I stopping now.

"You good?" I asked.

"Never better."

I laughed. "I'll bet." I started to grind myself on him, moving my hips, and his hands went to my waist, gripping me tightly, helping to control the pace. It felt good, very good… I needed to start slowly because of my own recent climax, but I knew I could take more and I knew I needed more. We moved together, and I could see him watching me, noticed him gasping at one point when I gasped too. His hand moved to my chest and he pushed my bikini top up and off and honestly, I didn't mind, my head was so far gone by then he could have taken everything off and I'd have gone with it.

It was magical… the sun on our bare skin, the peace and quiet, the solitude, the sound of the waves, it was just us and nothing else. I could feel something incredible building again, and then he flipped me onto my back, smoothly and powerfully, staying inside as he lay on top of me, and he took me… that's the only phrase I can think of. His breathing was ragged, I could tell he was close, and it was like this magnificent animal took over in that moment, claiming what he wanted. He had a forearm braced against the sand while his other hand gripped my hip, and he drove in to me hard, again and again, and I could see he was getting close, could feel it as his thrusts lost their rhythm, and then my second climax hit me just as his hit him and we were a mess, a simple mess, two people joined together gasping and moaning and panting and shaking, trying to get every last ounce of orgasm we could from each other.

We lay there for a while, him still half inside me, neither of us bothering with words. The sun was hot still, and when we finally came apart I found my bikini top a couple of yards away and I couldn't help but laugh, imagining what would have happened if it got washed away by the sea.

"What's so funny?" Brandon asked.

"I was just thinking… imagine if the top had washed away and Zoe noticed when I got home."

"She'd definitely notice."

"Yeah."

"She'd find it funny though."

"Yeah."

We didn't stay much longer… after what we'd just done the cove itself had taken on a different character. We packed up the cooler, folded the towels, and climbed back up the rocks in the warm air. I started thinking ahead to the drive back and whether I could have one of the beers as we went, when I saw him load the cooler in the back and then stop and look at me across the hood, and I knew we weren't done at all.

"Come here," he said.

I didn't hesitate.

I walked around to him and kissed him, and he kissed me back hard… it was another good kiss, a really good kiss, but then he broke it and whispered to me, "I want you now."

That made me giggle… something about how earnestly he'd said it chimed with my sense of humour. "Sorry…" I took a second. "I do too."

"You had me worried for a moment," he smiled. "I want you however you want it."

"However I want it?" I kissed him. "Like, anything?"

"Like anything." He kissed me.

I looked around us… the deserted dirt track, the jeep in the shade, the sea in the distance, and I remembered what I'd imagined being with Brandon would be like, not far off reality as it turned out. And then I thought, I want what he wants, I want to be his.

"Whatever you want."

He grinned mischievously. "You're sure?"

"I'm sure."

Brandon got in on the passenger side and pulled me in after him, so that I came down straddling his lap, my knees either side of his hips on the warm vinyl, the sun making a dappled pattern across us through the tree above. There was nowhere to go… only him, right there, close enough that I couldn't look at anything but him, and he couldn't look at anything but me. After the cove it felt almost unbearably close, everything narrowed to the small space around us, the heat of our bodies tangible.

We started slow this time. I reached down and guided him back into me slowly, taking him in an inch at a time while he watched my face, both of us dead quiet… sound would have felt wrong up here, at the top of the rocks. I could set the pace now, his hands loose on my hips. I rolled my hips and saw his body tense. I did it again, slower, watching exactly what it did to him, enthralled to see the minute changes in his expression.

For a while, we stayed like that, slow, deep, the two of us breathing each other's hot air, neither of us willing to be the one to look away which somehow left us more naked than anything we'd done down below. Then, inevitably, it stopped being slow. My body couldn't help itself and before I knew what I was doing I was riding him hard, and his hands went from following to holding, pulling me onto him, and we lost the eye contact, then the quiet, then all control within seconds of each other. The whole jeep was rocking. I had one hand braced on the seat behind him and the other on his chest, his heart was pounding against my palm, and I think it was that that made me cum for the third time that afternoon, hard and wonderful, my forehead dropping against his, gasping into his open mouth, and I felt him follow me right through, gripping me down hard onto him, both of us shaking, magnificent and incredible.

We stayed like that for an age… me leaning forward against his chest, him running a hand slowly up and down my back, both of us breathing hard like we'd swum a lot further than we had that day. We smelled of sex, salt and sunscreen. I started laughing, not at anything particularly, just the sheer absurd brilliance of what had happened, and I felt him laugh too.

"Ok," I said when I could talk.

"Ok," he agreed.

Neither of us said anything else for a while, because nothing needed saying.

We got out eventually and sat on the tailgate while we split a beer and looked at the view.

"Good cove," I said.

"Told you it would be."

"You said sixty percent."

"I was managing expectations." He passed me the beer then put his arm along the tailgate behind me, not making anything of it. I leaned back into it, dropped my head onto his shoulder, and for a while I was completely, uncomplicatedly happy.


Chapter 9


When I got home everyone else was still out, which probably in hindsight wasn’t the best set of circumstances because that gave me room to think about our day at the Cove and what we’d just done.

I wasn’t lying earlier when I said that I’m not a one-night-stand sort of woman. I know there are some women out there who say that about themselves when it’s not remotely true: I’m not a one-night-stand person because I don’t count those five one-night-stands and if you leave those out then I’ve had none. You know someone like that, I’m sure. I certainly have a couple of my friends back home who are precisely like that.

That wasn’t me though… I had never, ever in my whole life done anything remotely like what I’d just done with Brandon. Of course I’d fooled around with guys, I’ve already told you about me going down on Drew at that first night party and back home I’ve done similar… but never, ever full sex with a guy, not without it being part of some kind of relationship, something firmly not a one-off.

What had I been thinking today?

My body was still singing with the thrill… I mean whose body wouldn’t be after climaxing three times at the hands of the guy you’ve been secretly lusting over? I had a glorious ache throughout me, and everything felt looser and more relaxed.

But in my head? A voice screaming you don’t do this, this isn’t you, what the fuck were you thinking? Not regret per se, because regret would have been wrong and entirely unfair on Brandon, it was something more complex… almost embarrassment at how easily the barriers and rules I’d established for myself had been blown to smithereens by one incredibly handsome and charismatic guy with a jeep and a secret cove.

My phone lit up on the table. I glanced down at it and saw Brandon pop up.

Today was the best fun I’ve had in a long time. You’re kind of amazing, you know that?

I felt myself blushing hard, my heart racing… so Brandon wasn’t just a fuck me and move on sort of guy. I’d wondered after hearing all about him and Zoe that first night, but then maybe, I realised on reflection, this message was actually his prelude to moving on… maybe his whole modus operandi was to shower his latest conquest in compliments so that there’d be no hard feelings?

I read his message again and again. What to reply? Keep it light and breezy I figured, so I typed out:

Ha, it was fun!

I looked at it, finger hovering over send. Not my best work… it was as though he’d taken me to a reasonably good mini golf, maybe one of those pirate themed ones with a fake cavern and waterfall, rather than giving me the fuck of my life in our own private cove. I deleted the exclamation mark, because it was demented. Then I put it back, because without it the word fun sat there looking lonely and sad, almost sarcastic. There was no arrangement of those words or some variant of them that would be any better, because the problem was I didn’t know what I was actually trying to convey.

So… I hit send and put the phone down again face down, while I sat quietly appalled at myself for not being able to come up with something, anything better than that.

I lasted about ninety seconds before I turned it back over.

Three dots. They appeared, went away, and then, after a gap where I wondered if my heart might explode out of my chest, his reply came:

Ha, glad you had a good time.

I read that handful of words more times that I could count, searching them for the damage that I felt was surely inevitable after breaking all my rules with him… the inevitable cooling towards me, the exact degree to which I’d just made a wonderful man wonder what he’d done. Of course I found nothing, it was seven words entirely without subtext or hidden meaning, but I guess that gives you some sort of idea of where my head was at.

What I was doing, where I was heading, was exactly where I’d gone when I was thirteen and had the hots for a boy called Sam in my French class at school… that absolute classic teenage reaction where to hide my feelings I became inventively horrible to the boy I was crazy about, so much so that it was only at our Leaver’s Ball aged eighteen that I was able to convince him I didn’t hate him. Now I wasn’t about to start being horrible to Brandon, I’d like to think I’d matured in the seven years since Sam, but… I could feel every fibre of my being pulling me towards doing the adult version of it: running scared from something that had been amazing, disengaging rather than seeing what might happen next, putting distance between us because I’d broken all of my rules that day and that had to be a bad thing, even if I couldn’t articulate why.

And the part that was frustrating me that day was that I could see myself doing it, yet was utterly powerless to do anything about it.

***

Zoe must have had a sixth sense for relationship dramas because when she got home from her shift on the beach she took one look at me and said, “I’m going to shower, and then you need to tell me everything.”

“What do you mean?” I replied, playing dumb and failing magnificently. I suspect my suddenly bright red cheeks were the giveaway.

“Yeah… you know. Give me ten.”

We ended up sat on her bed, the fan going, a bag of pretzels between us and I told her all about it… all of it. The drive, the cove, the water, the beach, the jeep, once I’d started I couldn’t stop. I told her more detail than I’d have given any other living soul, although considerably less than Zoe was after… she had an almost infinite capacity for talking about anything and everything with no hint of awkwardness. She was actually a pleasure to talk to because she was all-in, gasping in the right places and grabbing my arm in the better ones, so that telling her felt less like confessing and more like simply sharing a burden.

"Wait, wait." She held up a hand. "The water. He kissed you, or you kissed him?"

"It sort of just… happened. We were both…”

"Both of you. Simultaneously. At sea." She was delighted. "Go on."

"And then…”

"The jeep," she said, with a tone approaching reverence.

"We're not at the jeep yet, Zoe, God."

"Sorry. Sorry. I'm just invested. This is the most interesting thing that's happened all week and it didn't even happen to me. Was it…” she started, and then just gestured, because there wasn't a graceful end to that particular question.

"The best," I said. "By a distance. Ever. Nothing else anywhere close."

She let out a sigh of pure vicarious joy and flopped back against her headboard. “I’m so happy for you. And jealous. Not of the Brandon part,” she added quickly, “but of the experience.” Zoe paused. “That text sounds like he’s into you. Like more than just a one-off.”

I shook my head. “I don’t know. I mean, yes, but he’s not been into anyone so far this summer so… maybe?”

“How was he on the way back?”

“He was… Brandon. Considerate, sensible, kind. He kept glancing over at me and smiling.”

“Layla… that means he likes you.”

“I guess, maybe?”

“Ok, wait.” Zoe leaned forward to look at me properly. “Where does Drew fit into all of this?”

I sat in silence for a few moments, thinking about how to answer. “I don’t know,” I said. “Nothing ever happened with Drew, we’ve kissed a few times, there was the beach that first night. I know he likes me like that, and I think I do too, but we’ve never talked about what it is or it might be. It’s casual. Very casual.” I grimaced. “But I still feel like I’ve done something to him.”

“You haven’t. You’ve had a few nights that didn’t go anywhere. That isn’t a contract, Layla.”

"I know it isn't a contract." It came out harsher than I intended. “I know. I just… like him. He’s lovely. And I've got a lovely man being lovely to me, and my first instinct is to feel like I've wronged him. Who does that? What's wrong with me?"

"Nothing's wrong with you," Zoe said, and she was serious now. “You just want to keep everyone happy, which isn’t a character flaw, but it is somewhat inconvenient.” She sat up properly, legs crossed, and took my hand in hers which, for Zoe, signalled this is important. “Drew aside, let me check I got this right. You had the best sex of your life, three times…”

“…two…” I corrected.

“…I count it in terms of orgasms, so I say three. Best sex ever with a handsome and charismatic lifeguard who is openly keen on you, at a secret cove, on a perfect day, and you come home and you’re…” She studied my face. “You’re not grinning from cheek to cheek. Where in that summary is the part that isn’t amazing?”

“It is amazing. That’s what I keep telling myself.”

“So why no grin?”

I hesitated, not because I didn’t know, but because I was acutely conscious how ridiculous I was about to sound. “On the drive home I just… I started thinking. We couldn’t talk much because of the wind, so I turned it over in my head. What was it? What did it mean? What do I do next time I’m on shift with him? I couldn’t switch it off, those questions all swirling around.”

“Ok…” Zoe nodded slowly. “And what was it? What does it mean?”

“I don’t know, that’s the…”

“Yes, you do. No way did you think about it and not come to some sort of conclusion.”

“I realised it’s not me.” I shifted uneasily. “I don’t do this. I’ve never done this. I’m not that girl who fucks a guy in the afternoon then just goes about her day. I’ve never, never, had a one night stand. I like things to mean something, and I like to wait, for the guy to earn it, and today wasn’t that.”

“You regret it?”

“No, dammit. I don’t. And that’s really weird for me, because I can’t get my head around how good it was.”

“You know it can be both insanely fun and also mean something.”

“For you, Zoe, maybe. For me… I let myself get carried away.”

“For anyone. There’s no problem for you to solve here. You had a great time, surely the solution is to have another great time and soon?”

“I… today wasn’t me. I need to spend some time understanding it.”

“Layla. Promise me you won’t overthink this, ok? Just enjoy it.”

"Yeah," I said. "I'll try."

She looked at me skeptically, and I think we both suspected how that would go.

***

My next shift with Brandon came two days later, and I made a complete mess of it.

Not on purpose, obviously… I didn’t decide to be strange with him. But I’d left it quiet between us in the hours since the cove, and when we walked over to the tower that morning it was like I had a solid ball in my stomach and I was lost for words, I literally had none of the easy banter that we’d developed and instead anything I said came out unnecessarily polite. Like, commenting-on-the-weather or pass-me-the-radio polite. We were functional, we were able to do the job, but that was it.

And when I realised how badly I was screwing it up my instinct was to hide, so I did… I kept finding jobs and errands. Any excuse to hop down from the tower and walk the beach. I reorganised the whole medical kit while he glanced at me in amusement.

A pod of dolphins went through past the break mid-morning, which on any other day would have had us both up at the rail inventing tragic backstories for half of them.

Instead, he pointed. “Dolphins. I reckon the one at the front has something about her.”

“Yeah.”

And that was it… I could see him watching me to see if I wanted to play our usual game, but I froze. I hated it but was powerless to get my brain working enough to be able to say anything more. I knew I was coming across as desperately rude, and that just made me even more tongue-tied.

It was like that all morning. He’d make the effort to do something ordinary between us and I’d give him a few words in return at most. Each time I watched him notice and adjust, and he gradually stopped saying anything. It wasn’t sulking on his part, it was him being considerate and giving me the room that I was so obviously demanding without either of us saying anything about it.

"You good?" he said, early afternoon.

He said it lightly, but he was looking at me intently when he said it, and I knew he'd noticed.

"Yeah. Just tired." I kept my eyes on the water as I couldn’t make myself hold eye contact. "Long week."

I saw him nod out of the corner of my eye. “No problem.”

It hadn't been a long week. We both knew it hadn't been a long week. He was too decent to push it and he simply gave me even more space, which somehow made me like him even more even as it made me feel more wretched about how I was acting.

It ended up being a long, awkward day… and entirely down to me.


Chapter 10


"Quiet one today," Brandon said, his eyes on the water.

"Looks like it."

"Yeah."

And that was about all we said, most shifts that we worked together now… ten words, all of them about the water. To anyone watching, we were two people who shared a tower and got on fine. Anyone who'd seen us a couple of weeks back, heads together, inventing lives for the strangers on the sand, would have wondered what happened.

A guy two towers down lost his shorts to a wave and had to crab out of the surf holding a boogie board over himself, and it was the funniest thing I'd seen all week. I turned to say something to Brandon before I could stop myself. He was already half-turned to me, the same reflex kicking in. Then we both remembered, and turned back to the water. The joke just sat there between us, untold.

The reason was me. He hadn't gone cold… I had. I'd stopped answering in any sort of way that could leave a door open, and he was respecting that, which I respected.

He wasn't sulking, and he wasn't punishing me. If anything he was careful. When the wind got up he moved the kit under the overhang before I had to ask. When I climbed down for water, the second bottle was already filled. Small, decent things, offered without a single hint of you owe me a conversation about the cove. He'd decided I wanted distance, and he was handing it to me, neatly.

Part of me kept waiting for him to give up… to get tired of the polite version of me and push. He never did. He was too decent, and I'd made myself too clear through my own behaviour. I couldn't bring myself to simply be honest, to say I panicked, it wasn't you, and I don't have a clue what I even want but I know I don't want this.

So I said nothing. And he gave me room. And the space between us got wider every day, with neither of us doing anything to close it.

***

Drew texted me on the Saturday:

My bedroom lightbulb problem has become a crisis and I need moral support at the hardware store. You're the lucky winner!

Lucky me… and Drew was always easy, whatever we were, so I went.

The hardware store sold six kinds of everything and had a cat asleep on the register. We somehow spent forty-five minutes in it buying four lightbulbs. The rest of the time was Drew holding up increasingly unhinged objects… a plunger, a doormat that said GO AWAY, a rubber duck the size of a football, and asking, with total sincerity, whether they were worth getting.

"You're the friendliest person I've ever met," I said. "You can't have a doormat that says GO AWAY."

"It's aspirational. It's the man I aspire to be."

"It's a doormat for someone who hates joy." I grinned. "And Drew, that absolutely isn't you."

"You don't know my full range." He put it in the basket, then took it out again when I looked at him. "Fine. But I'm getting the duck."

He actually did get the duck.

The errand turned into a drink, which was how most afternoons with Drew tended to end up… no plan, no ask, just the obvious next thing. The bar he picked was a scruffy place that thankfully did ice cold drinks. Drew was soon three stories deep into a saga about his roommate attempting to make a beef Wellington to impress one of the women in our crew with, he insisted, exactly one pan. I was laughing in a way I hadn't in about a week. It was the first afternoon in days I hadn't spent trying to manage the Brandon situation. With Brandon, everything felt like it meant something. With Drew I could just talk and let it mean nothing.

"I like this," he said. It wasn't smooth or loaded with meaning, it was simply true, like he'd only decided that second to say it. "You. This. I keep having a really good time with you and then going home slightly annoyed that it ended." He shrugged, half-grinning again. "That's all. Carry on."

And the strange thing was it didn't scare me. From Brandon, a line like that would have driven me into a frenzy. From Drew, it came out friendly and nice, and I could take it however I wanted to because he meant it either way.

"Careful," I said. "That was almost a feeling."

"Slipped out. Won't happen again." He raised his glass. "To lightbulbs and ducks."

"To lightbulbs and ducks."

I went home feeling lighter than I'd been all week.

***

That night I turned off the lamp, and Brandon showed up in my head… not the Brandon from the tower, the Brandon from the cove.

I hadn't really let that day at the cove into my thoughts since it happened, because I knew that if I thought too hard about that day then I might have to actually realise some stuff, and of course I didn't want to do that… but that night the lights were off, the room was warm, and a fun few hours with Drew had knocked something loose.

It all came back at once, and my body reacted… of course it did. The best sex of my life, and my body wanted to remind me, to say hey, remember that, get some more of that, it was great. I remembered the cold of the water and the warmth of our bodies pressed together below the surface, I remembered my legs around him, and that moment, that realisation that he was hard and ready with just thin fabric between us… and I remembered that moment where I gave in to my primal urges and pulled him into me. God, that had been some fuck. It really had.

I lay there with my heart going, and the reality I'd been ignoring ever since hit me.

I was into him.

Not intrigued, not flattered, not caught off guard by good sex on a warm day. Into him… the whole inconvenient him. I wanted him in a way I didn't want Drew… and I liked Drew enormously. That was exactly how I knew. The afternoon with Drew had been perfect. This though, one memory, in the dark, had my heart going like I'd run a marathon.

And knowing it was a relief, not a disaster.

Simple.

I wanted him. And I couldn't leave it at where we were.


Chapter 11


The lost kid's name was Milo, he was six, and he'd stopped crying when I’d given him my whistle to hold on to. His mother spotted us from near the volleyball nets and came running to reclaim him.

It that sort of Saturday… the hottest weekend of the summer so far and the whole town, locals and vacationers alike, had made the same decision at the same time. By noon the beach was heaving and it wouldn’t be much of an exaggeration to claim that you struggled to see much of the sand for the towels and umbrellas. Russ had the full crew on, two to a tower with the rest of us patrolling individually on foot. A constant stream of instructions came over the radio: “Five, watch the rip. Whoever’s got the hole, sort the hole.”

The hole was mine.

Six teenagers, the guys trying to impress the girls, had dug it chest-deep. Two of them were standing in it but the walls were starting to slump.

“Out,” I said. “Now. Please.”

“It’s fine,” one of the boys in the hole said.

“No, it isn’t. Unless you know how to breathe sand?”

He shook his head.

“I didn’t think so. Out.”

They climbed out grumbling, and I stood over them while they filled it back in, enjoying it more than I let show.

Brandon had the foot patrol in the zone next to mine. We kept on crossing paths: at the water cooler in the shade of the nearest tower, at the shoreline when we happened to reach the edge of our areas at the same time, one time when I went to back him up when he had to go in and pull someone out.

Each time it was fine. The frostiness that my awkwardness had introduced on our first shift together after the cove had thawed into something civil, friendly even… “Busy one.” “Getting worse.” “You good on water?” “I’m good.” But it lacked the warmth, the friendly banter we’d had before the cove, and he was taking my lead. To anyone looking we’d have seemed like two colleagues who got on with each other guarding the beach, but nothing more.

Then, mid-afternoon, there was the man with the lilo.

He was badly sunburnt and fully dressed in a polo shirt, cargo shorts, and sneakers, and he went into the sea at a charge, knees high through the shallows until inevitably he stumbled and face planted in the water. The emergency was an empty pink lilo, barely moving, and I watched him just in case he did something dangerous rather than simply dumb. He fought through two feet of surf, grabbed it with both hands and stood there holding it clear of the water, soaked to the skin and visibly proud of himself.

I turned to share it, and Brandon was already turned towards me, grinning across fifty yards of crowded sand… and it wasn’t the polite smile I’d been getting the last couple of weeks since the cove, it was the grin that I’d taken a while to get out of him but loved seeing. I grinned back before I’d decided to, and there was something there, something that made my stomach turn somersaults, a flash of something that reminded me precisely why I’d thrown all of my self-imposed rules out of the window for him.

Our radios crackled and we both remembered ourselves… I gave him a nod, and he nodded back, and we each went back to our own stretches of sand and water.

But I’d felt it… it was still there, that spark, and I knew he’d felt it too. Even after two weeks of me being completely, immaturely awkward about the whole thing, it was there. And that’s where his grin told me everything… he wasn’t annoyed with me about any of it, he was just him still, same as since I’d first got to know him.

The distance between us was down to me, and I realised right there and then that I wanted, no needed, to do something about it. It had to be me, because as the gentleman he was he’d been respecting the space I needed and he wouldn’t close that gap unprompted.

As I watched the water for the last hour of the shift I thought about it, and by the time Russ called the end of shift I had the beginnings of a plan.

***

The plan came together on the walk home.

Superficially it was easy… go and talk to Brandon. Not exactly rocket science.

But… I wanted to do it right. I’d come perilously close to missing my chance with Brandon through my own inability to see a good thing and accept that maybe, just maybe, breaking all my rules on that day at the cove was precisely because there was something potentially amazing there, rather than it being a sign that I needed to hide from what we’d done.

And that’s where the plan came from. Tonight we’d all be out at Sully’s, and tonight I’d play it perfectly. To start with, I’d keep it friendly but distant… just enough for him to wonder if I’d come to my senses, but also just enough to keep him interested.

Then, I’d turn my full charm on him… I’d find him, I’d make sure we talked, I’d flirt and, if he flirted back, I’d know.

But then… then came the clever part.

Just when it all seemed to be going well, I’d make my excuses and start talking to someone else. Maybe even flirt a little with another guy. I’d play hard to get, make sure that he understood that he wanted me, build the desire.

And ultimately, I’d make him come to me… at which point I would give him exactly what we both wanted and take him home.

I came through the apartment door incredibly pleased with myself because, with a plan that good, what could possibly go wrong?

***

Zoe was on the couch with a foot up on the coffee table painting her toenails a bright turquoise. Lauren was already dressed for the evening, pottering about in the kitchen making herself some dinner, and I could hear Dana showering.

"You look pleased with yourself," Zoe said, glancing up before returning her focus to her foot.

"I've got a plan."

“Ok, that’s good.” She paused for dramatic effect. “A plan for what?”

“Brandon.”

“Ok…?”

I told her about my shift today, culminating in Brandon’s grin and everything that came with it.

Zoe capped the polish, which was how I knew she was listening properly now. "So he grinned at you. And?"

“And it means that even though I’ve been dumb about it he’s still interested.”

She looked at me for a few seconds. “Do you think you might be reading a lot into a grin?”

I shrugged. “Maybe. But… seriously, you had to be there. I could tell.”

Zoe nodded slowly. “Ok… I’ll believe you. So what’s the plan?”

So I laid it out, and she agreed with me at first… nodding, vicariously delighted, right up until the part where I planned to walk away.

“Wait.” She sat up straighter. “You’ll just walk away?”

“Yeah, get it going then back off. Hard to…”

“I know what hard to get is.” She’d turned to fully face me now, freshly painted toes and all. “Why do it?”

“Because it works.”

“On who?”

“On men, Zoe. Historically, broadly, on men.”

Zoe fixed me with a patient gaze. “It works on men you don’t care about. That’s the whole point, isn’t it? It works because you’re relaxed, because you genuinely don’t mind if it goes nowhere. You mind about Brandon. You’ve minded for weeks.”

“What would you suggest then?”

“Walk over and talk to him.” She spread her hands like it was the easiest thing in the world. “You like him. He likes you. Say sorry I went weird, I won’t freak out this time, you want a drink or to come back to mine? Simple. Why play games?”

“That’s not…” I took a moment to get my thoughts in order. “That’s not how it works.”

“It’s the only way it works.”

“You’re not following the intricacy of it.”

Zoe looked at me for a second. Then she reached for the polish again and shook the bottle. "Brandon already came to you," she said. "He drove you to a secret cove and gave you the fuck of your life, without wanting to be too crude about it. He's not a dog, Layla. You don't have to throw him a ball to keep him interested." She shrugged. “If you want to make it harder for yourself then you do that, I guess you feel like you need to go through some penitence first. I just figure you could be more direct.”

I decided to change the subject… the plan was the plan and I wasn’t going to change it.

"Are you nearly ready?" I said. "I want to get there before it fills up."

Zoe held my gaze a moment longer. "Yeah," she said, standing, reaching for her shoes. "I'm ready. Lead on, my brilliant mastermind of a bestie.”

I chose to take that as a blessing. We went out into the warm evening and headed down to Sully’s, the plan ready, Zoe to my left, humming something and keeping the rest of her thoughts to herself.


Chapter 12


Sully’s was absolutely our place by now… wide, loud, low-ceilinged, a couple of streets back from the front, with a jukebox nobody could agree on and a pool table that started one fight a night over whose quarters were up. The bartender, Pete, saw Zoe and me coming and started pouring before we reached him, because we'd been in more times than I could count in the six or so weeks we’d been in town and there are only so many things two people order.

Zoe handed me my drink and leaned back against the bar to survey the busy room.

"Ok," she said. "Brandon’s at the pool table. Don't look."

"I'm not looking."

“I can literally see you looking.”

“I’m working the room. That first, then him. He needs to watch me having a great night to start with that he’s not part of.”

“Right.” Zoe took a sip of her drink. “Still hate the plan.”

“You called me a mastermind.”

“Guess it turns out you Brits don’t have a monopoly on sarcasm.”

“You’ll come around.”

Zoe laughed. “I’ll be thrilled for you if you prove me wrong. But until then… I’m going to watch every second like I’m at the cinema.”

“Good. You can tell me if you see he’s looking my way.”

She clinked her drink against mine. “Happy hunting.”

So I worked the room, staying in the main bar area rather than the back room so that Brandon could see me. I got a round in for some of our crew, and they told me a story about the worst case of sunburn they’d seen yet… involving sending someone off to the local hospital for treatment. One of them had a cousin visiting and she got told the story of my gallant rescue of the Decoy, so I then had to re-tell it myself because they got the facts wrong and I wanted the right version out there.

Drew found me at the jukebox, where I was defending it from a man with a lot of quarters and some strong feelings about country music. Defending it in a friendly way, I should add, which mainly consisted of me flirting with him enough that he agreed to split the choices with me.

"Heard you telling the Decoy story," Drew said.

"My version."

"Is the guy still basically drowning in your version?"

"He was face down, Drew."

"He was floating. On purpose. It's his unique swimming style." He was grinning before he finished, and so was I, because we'd been having this argument for weeks and neither of us were ever going to agree. He held my eye a moment too long. "You look unbelievable tonight, by the way."

"I know," I said. He grinned, and for a second I forgot I had someone else on my mind.

Then I remembered, patted him on the chest, and went to get on with my night.

***

Zoe threaded her way through the crowd to me. “How’s your over-complicated plan going?”

I grinned. “Perfectly. I haven’t spoken to him yet.”

She shook her head in disbelief. “How is that perfectly?”

“Has he been looking at me?”

“Yes. I noticed him looking over your way several times. Particularly when you and Drew were talking.” She looked at me for a few moments. “Don’t leave it too long. Remember, you know that you’re into him but he doesn’t right now.”

I nodded, glancing over to see him still playing pool. “Wish me luck.”

***

Brandon had been playing pool with a couple of the guys from his apartment, and I promise you they were all genuinely good. I, on the other hand, was not. In fact I’d lost every single game of pool I’d played since I arrived in town.

So, when I walked confidently over and put some quarters down on the rail it surprised all of them. Brandon looked at the quarters, then back at me.

“You feeling lucky?” he asked, taking it in his stride quickly. I suspected that after my awkwardness with him for the last fortnight the last thing he expected was me to come over, but I thought I could tell that he was glad I had.

“Very.”

“You’ve never won a game here.”

“I’ve just been lulling you all into a false sense of security.”

He nodded slowly. “You’ve done a very convincing job of it.”

“Haven’t I just? You wanna play or not?”

He glanced at his friends, then back at me. “Let’s play. Rack them up.”

While his friends drifted away to leave us to it, I racked the balls up wrongly on purpose to see if he’d fix it. I couldn’t quite hide my grin as he was unable to help himself, reaching past me without a word, close enough that I caught sunscreen and beer and something underneath it all that took me right back to the front seat of the jeep right before we drove home… two weeks of being careful, gone in about half a second.

I broke and got lucky, potting right from the break. I glanced up at him and his raised eyebrow spoke volumes… I think he was wondering then if I had been saving up my talent for the right moment.

Sorry to say, but I hadn’t.

Next shot I completely missed any of my balls, not helped by trying to flash a cocky grin at him right before my shot, and we were away.

He won easily, but then we put another quarter in and he racked this time, and we started to talk.

“Those teenagers come back to their hole earlier?” he said.

I shook my head. “No. I supervised them filling it in. One of them called me dude… I think it was a compliment.”

“Hmm… maybe.”

“Yeah, maybe.” I looked at him and he paused his shot to look back at me, a smile playing on the edge of his expression. “That lilo guy.”

“He was something else.” Brandon potted the next ball and stood up. “I half expected you and me to have to go in after him.”

“It must have been a very precious lilo to him.” I said it deliberately, giving him an open to our game, the one we’d used to while away that shift back before the cove.

He tilted his head and I could see him realise what I was doing. He hesitated for a moment, then nodded.

“It was a present from his college girlfriend twenty years ago. They did spring break together and it was the souvenir. She dumped him for a college athlete a few days after they got back, but he never got over it.”

I couldn’t help but laugh… that one was utterly surreal, and he grinned when he saw the reaction he’d got out of me.

“And now,” I continued for him, “his wife doesn’t know any of the provenance, just that he’s weirdly attached to that lilo. He gets his kids to use it, secretly imagining that they’re his kids with his college girlfriend. He sees them on there and imagines a future that he can never have.”

Brandon was laughing now, which wasn’t a frequent occurrence. I could see behind his eyes he was thinking, she’s back, and I was. I really was.

“That’s dark Layla, really dark.” He shook his head and looked at me again. “Never change.”

I smiled back. Time to clear the air, I figured. “I’m sorry I’ve been a bit awkward since, well, you know.”

He leaned down to play his next shot. “Don’t worry about it. I mean I could tell there was something, but I reckoned you needed your space. It’s cool.” He potted the next ball then looked up at me again. “So long as it’s nothing I did?”

“Of course not. You were… you are… nothing you did wrong at all. Just me. But, I’m past that.”

He straightened up and looked into my eyes for a few moments. “Good.” He drained the last of his beer. “Another drink? Then we’ve got a pile of quarters to work through and maybe you’ll get lucky and win one.”

And that was that, simple as anything. No annoyance on his part, no lingering irritation, we’d simply talked about it, he’d checked I was ok, and we were about to be thick as thieves again. That maturity… it was one of the things I liked most about him.

The plan was working.

***

We played five games in the end while we chatted and drank and, yes, flirted. It wasn’t as if we were saying anything that was particularly flirty, much more our body language. As the bar got busier and the press of people around got thicker we’d find ourselves ‘accidentally’ brushing past each other or our hands touching. The looks… I caught him looking at me bending over to take a shot more than once, and he caught me looking at him too, and neither of us tried to hide it, just holding the other’s gaze when we were caught.

And the conversation was great, completely back to how we’d been just before that day… easy, interested in each other, like we could talk all night.

I was sorely tempted to seize the moment and ask him back to my place, because I wanted him… God did I want him. No, I told myself. Patience, trust in the plan.

He potted the black, five wins out of five of course because he was far too classy to simply let me win one just in case it improved his chances of getting laid that night.

“This has been fun,” I heard myself say. “I need to go and check up on Zoe. Make sure she’s not making any decisions she’ll regret in the morning.”

Brandon looked up at me and I could see I’d surprised him… I think he figured that that was that, that it was me and him hanging out for the rest of the night until we both gave in to the inevitable. Good, I thought. The whole point of playing hard to get… make him come after me.

He nodded after a moment. “Sure… I’ll be somewhere around here if you want to find me later.”

I raised my eyebrows at that. “And I’ll be somewhere over there if you want to find me.” I put my hand on his arm as I walked past. “Maybe I’ll play properly next time rather than letting you win.”

Brandon grinned. “I’ll look forward to that. Or… stay. We don’t need to play, we can just talk.”

I patted his arm reassuringly. “Maybe later.”

Then I was gone, forcing myself not to look back at him even as I could feel his gaze on the back of my head.

***

Zoe was in the far side of the bar talking to a couple of our friends, but she broke off and beckoned me over when she saw me.

"Well?" she asked.

"Working like a dream."

“Tell me.”

I told her about the flirting and the tension between us that you could have cut with a knife. “And just now, when I said I was coming to find you, he asked me to stay.”

"And you walked away from that?”

"That's how you play hard to get, Zoe. He knows I’m interested.”

“You're unwell.” She was seemingly delighted and appalled at the same time. “He’s still watching you by the way. Don’t look, but he knows exactly where you are.”

"End of the night," I said. "He gets what he wants at the end of the night. The wait's half the fun."

"For who?"

"You'll see."

"I'll be right here, mastermind,” Zoe said, toasting me with an empty glass. "Seeing."

***

For the next hour I did everything but go near Brandon. I danced with Lauren and Dana for a few songs, I lost a game of pool to Drew, I won an argument with Garrett about the town’s festival lineup. It was a good hour, but of course running under it and braided through it was a constant awareness of where Brandon was the whole time, and more than once I caught him looking my way too.

It was one of those times that I glanced over that I saw it. Brandon was at the bar, and I watched as a woman queuing next to him said something. He leaned in to hear her, then said something back, and she was laughing, and somehow in all of that he’d bought her a drink and they’d walked through to the back room.

Against my better instincts I followed… Brandon buying some random tourist a drink wasn’t part of the plan. When I saw them again, over near the far wall, I hesitated, my heart pounding in my ears, because she was stunning. I’d say early thirties, blonde, beautiful in a white dress that hugged her figure with a tan that either said she had good genes or a life that let her live outdoors a lot. I’m as straight as they come and even I felt something stir… she was hot.

The two of them together looked even better.

Then, Brandon looked my way and our eyes met, briefly, and there was a flicker of acknowledgment before he turned back to her, and I understood: he’s playing me back. He’s making the game two-way. Oh Brandon, you’re good.

At which point I had another bright idea: two can play at that game.

I went back through to the bar and did precisely what the tourist woman had done with Brandon… I lined up next to the hottest guy I could see that I didn’t know, and I spoke to him.

I was actually super-direct about it too. “Hey, you want to buy me a drink?”

He turned to look at me in surprise, then his face relaxed into a confident grin. “Sure. Wait, I saw you on the beach today. You’re one of the lifeguards, right?”

“Guilty.”

“I have to buy you a drink then… you know, for keeping us all safe.”

“Exactly.”

Once he’d bought me that drink I led him through to the back room and we started talking, stood on the opposite side of the bar to Brandon and the woman. He was reasonable company, a bit cocky but then one of the lifeguards had just come on to him at the bar so that was understandable… don’t judge me but I can’t even remember his name, it wasn’t as if anything was going to happen between us.

While he talked I looked over at the exact same moment that Brandon glanced our way and I saw that he understood… we were both playing hard to get now. A little smile twitched across his lips, a smile that I matched, and then we both looked back to our respective partners.

The plan was still very definitely working.


Chapter 13


Somewhere past midnight the whole bar seemed to flip… that moment when the music, the chat, the heat, the alcohol all combine and the place took on a life of its own.

Someone had fed the jukebox six dollars of pure nostalgia and half the crew were stood in a loose knot on the dance floor, me included, singing along to a song that came out before any of us were born. I was on goodness knows what number drink… it was that sort of night.

And the plan was working… I’d talked to the guy I’d got talking to at the bar for just long enough that I knew that Brandon had seen, and I could see he did the same. Admittedly I didn’t have eyes on him at that exact moment but that was fine, he wasn’t a sing at the top of his lungs kind of guy so I suspected he was with a few of his flatmates at the pool table.

Zoe grabbed my arm, her voice hoarse from singing. “Is it working?”

“Like a dream.”

She grinned. “I was skeptical, but… maybe you were right.” She paused. “You’re going to go get him now, right?”

"In a minute. Let him marinate for a little longer.”

“You’ve got steelier nerves than mine.” She gave me a friendly push. “Just do it.”

I felt a sudden flutter of nerves… she was right, the moment had come.

This is the easy part, I thought. No way does he say no.

I did a quick scan of the room, just in case, but he definitely wasn’t there.

I went through to the other room, heading straight for the pool table and stopped short… because he wasn’t there. It was some random guys I’d never met before.

“You ok?” one of them asked.

I didn’t answer, because suddenly I felt it spinning out of control. I looked around, turning in a slow circle in the middle of the floor…

…and saw him at the door.

The tourist woman was with him.

Holding his hand.

He was holding the door open with his free arm and she went, leading him out.

The door shut behind them.

Oh fuck.

***

My body worked it out first, the fight or flight response kicking in straight away. Not very helpful, I should add, because neither fight nor flight were much use to me in that situation.

Then my mind caught up and I understood… only one of us had been playing the game.

He hadn’t been playing me back. The tourist woman wasn’t a counter-move or a tactic or part of any master plan… she was just a woman he’d met at the bar, liked, and was taking her home. All my clever architecture had fallen about my ears, and I knew the moment I’d blown it… when I left the pool table, when he’d asked me to stay. He took that as me playing pool with him meant me wanting us to be friends.

I’d played hard to get and played it too hard.

Zoe appeared by my side.

“I saw,” she said.

“Don’t.”

“I wouldn’t.” I looked at her and her expression was pure concern for me. “What are you going to do?”

I looked around the bar which was starting to thin as last orders got close.

I’m not going to stand here gut-punched, having watched Brandon leave, and then trail home alone knowing I fucked up. Not tonight. I’m going to salvage this.

My eyes went round the bar and landed on the answer.

Drew.

***

I know. Believe me I know. The grown up move was to feel disappointed, go home, and work it out in the morning. Even stood right there I knew that what I was about to do wasn’t a clever idea for many reasons, and risked being spectacularly stupid.

Still, at least I wasn’t targeting some random guy. At least it was Drew as my fallback.

He was by the bar, deep in an argument with a couple of people I didn’t know about college football. It was friendly, thankfully, but I’d learned over the last few weeks that people took their college football seriously. He looked my way as I got close, and there must have been something in my expression because his posture straightened a touch.

"Hey. You good?" he asked.

"Come here a sec."

I took him by the sleeve and pulled him out of the noise, into the relative quiet by the back hallway. He didn’t need any persuading.

"So," I said. "This thing where you flirt with me for six weeks and I flirt back and neither of us does anything about it."

He grinned. “My favourite thing."

"I'm bored of it."

Drew went still. The grin was still there but everything was frozen, like he was suddenly listening very hard indeed. “Bored of it how?”

"Bored of it like are you coming back to mine tonight or not?”

He took a moment to process this presumably surprise turn of events. “Right now?”

"Right now."

"You're serious?”

"Drew." I stepped closer. “I'm asking you to leave with me. This is me asking."

"Yeah," he said. "Yeah, ok. Let me close my tab before you change your mind."

"Move fast, then. Because I cannot wait to get you back there.”

He laughed and went, and fast. When he came back we were both grinning, both a bit clumsy with how fast it had happened, and somewhere in the scramble his hand found mine, or mine found his. Neither of us made anything of it… we simply held hands.

On the way out I caught Zoe's eye one last time. She looked at Drew, then at me, and lifted her chin a touch… I think it was both a question and a blessing in one. The look I gave back I hoped conveyed I’m fine, I’ve got this, I haven’t lost my mind.

Then Drew was leading me out into the warm night, through the same door I’d seen Brandon leave by, and we turned the opposite way down the street.


Chapter 14


We got the door open on the third try, because I was laughing too hard to make the key work and Drew wasn't helping. He had his mouth against the side of my neck and both arms round me from behind, and every time I lined the key up he did something with his lips just under my ear that made my hand jump and my body tingle in anticipation.

"You're the worst," I said.

"I'm being romantic."

"You're being an obstacle."

"I'm a romantic obstacle." He steadied my hand with his, mock-solemn, guiding the key into the lock like he was helping a child. "There. Teamwork."

The lock turned and we half-fell through it into the dark of the apartment, which was empty and quiet… the other three still back at the bar, the whole place ours. The emptiness set us off again, both of us shushing each other for no reason other than it was funny and neither of us managing to keep remotely quiet, both a little drunk and too many weeks after that first night on the beach finally here.

Drew kissed me properly then, backing me up against the inside of the door, one hand coming up to the side of my face. He kissed me like there was nowhere else he'd rather be and no hurry to take things further, and I stopped laughing and kissed him back, and any residual thought that I’d gone to him only because my Plan A had fallen apart completely disappeared.

"Come with me," I said into his ear and, grabbing a fistful of his shirt, I pulled him off the door and towards my room.

***

We undressed each other badly, which in case you’ve never tried is way more fun.

He got my top over my head with no trouble and then lost a full half-minute to one button on his own shirt, frowning down at it like it was trying to thwart his whole night.

"How are you this bad at this?"

"I'm operating under difficult conditions."

"It's a button."

"You're the difficult condition." He gave up and I did it for him, and he watched me do it with a look that made me grin… there was no mistaking that he was happy to be there. "See, this is nice. You should always do my buttons.”

"That's the worst offer I've ever had."

"It's a great offer. My button woman.”

Everything else came off in an undignified tangle… my bra strap proved a challenge for him, while when he stood and tried to pull off his underwear he managed to first get them caught on the part of him that, above all else, told me he really liked me a lot, then managed to get his feet tangled up and fell onto the bed… though I’ll be honest, I think in hindsight that was actually a move on his part, because conveniently it got him lying across me and then it was skin against skin, and his hands on my body. He moved and kissed me, slower, deeper than before, and I kissed him back, gasping as his tongue found mine, but then he was kissing down my neck while his hands roamed and I swear I lost track of everything for a few moments.

Then he kissed lower. Down over my stomach, taking his time, and near the top of my thigh he paused and looked up at me, waiting for permission.

“There’s something I owe you.”

“Yeah.”

"Yeah?"

"Very much yeah."

He settled between my legs and put his mouth on me, and the grin I could feel against me was the last coherent thought I had for a while. He was generous… that was the word that came to me afterwards. Generous, patient, in no hurry to pay off his debt, doing his best to read me and respond. His tongue found the exact place and stayed there, and my body started to build, slowly and steadily, gloriously, and then he did something magical with his tongue that made me gasp and laugh in the same breath, and he glanced up, far too pleased with himself.

"Don't stop to congratulate yourself,” I gasped again.

"I’m a guy who can multitask,” he joked, as his fingers carried on what his tongue was doing.

"You couldn't even undo a button,” I managed to breathe before a delicious shudder rolled through me.

He laughed, right against me, and I remember thinking, you bastard, you magnificent bastard, you’re good at this. It built and built and I went with it… holding nothing back, remembering precisely why I normally needed it to mean something when I let someone touch me, because when you like them and you’re comfortable with them you can simply let yourself go. When my climax hit a few minutes later it hit hard, rolling all the way through me in these waves that went on and on, and I’m pretty sure I said his name although I couldn’t possibly tell you what else came out of my mouth. I wasn’t quiet though, that I knew.

I reached down and pulled him back up before I'd finished coming down, because I wanted his mouth on mine. I kissed the taste of myself off him. Then I got my hand between us and closed it round him, and the sound he made… God, it’s wonderful to feel desired like that.

"You don't have to…”

"I want to." And I meant it, and I slid down him and took my time, giving him what he’d just given me… slow, unhurried, reading him, following what worked so much more than I could have on the beach all those weeks ago. His hand went to my hair, not pushing, just holding on, and his breath went ragged, and despite me going slow he was fast… I took that as a compliment on my technique.

Sitting back up, I wiped my mouth after I’d swallowed and leaned back down to kiss him. Some guys don’t like that, I’ve realised over the years, as if somehow the risk that a bit of their own cum on my lips might make them gay or something… it was a relief to confirm that Drew absolutely wasn’t that guy.

For a while that was us, simply making out, lazily at times, not so lazily at others, rolling around, naked skin on naked skin, touching and stroking and kissing and nibbling… simply enjoying each other. At one point I heard the others get home (Zoe’s voice in a stage whisper that I was sure was designed for my ears saying “I wonder whose shirt this is…” and my other flatmates laughing), which started Drew and I giggling, which in turn dissolved into a wonderful kiss.

And then I rolled over and reached for the drawer. We sorted it out between us, quick and a bit clumsy, laughing again when neither of us could get the wrapper open.

“Some seductress you are,” he laughed when I finally got it open but couldn’t get the right end of it worked out.

“You do it then.”

He did, and then I pushed him flat on to his back and climbed on top of him. I sank down onto him, and that stopped the laughing pretty fast.

We were face to face and close. I set the pace and kept it slow, watching him watch me, his hands firm on my hips but not steering me, just holding on, letting me do it my way. It built like that, unhurried, eye to eye, until slow stopped being enough for either of us, and he sat up under me and got an arm round my back and rolled us, easy, staying inside me the whole way, until he was above me with my legs round him and the pace changed.

"Hey,” he said, two inches from my face, still moving inside me, harder now, grinning again.

"You're talking,” I gasped as he did something very right with his hips. “During."

“I told you, I’m a multitasker.”

“Shut up,” I breathed as I pulled him down to kiss me again, and thankfully he did. He shifted his hips again and did something that ended any chance of either of us talking after that. It was fantastic, intimate and frantic and very, very pleasurable, his forehead pressed to mine, my hands flat on his back, the two of us looking at each other as we climaxed at the same time and… oh, I love that, watching a guy climaxing at the same time as me. I tried to keep quiet out of respect for Dana, presumably trying to get to sleep the other side of a thin wall, but I’m not entirely sure I managed it.

“Good?” he gasped, probably a moment too soon if I was being picky but I’ll forgive him.

“Shut up,” I moaned. “But yeah… very.”

***

We lay in the mess of my sheets, tangled, breathing gradually slowing, my head on his chest and his arm heavy across my back. His heart slowed under my ear. Neither of us said anything more for a while, and that silence was pretty close to perfect.

“Ok,” Drew whispered finally. “I have to tell you something, and you have to promise to not let it go to your head."

"That’s either ominous or brilliant."

"I've thought about that first night an unreasonable amount. Down the beach. You, being extremely bossy."

"I was not bossy."

"You gave me the best blowjob of my life, and then you told me I had to earn the right to return the favour.” He turned his head to look at me. “Nearly two months I’ve been remembering that and hoping I’d earn the right.”

"Six weeks."

"I’m rounding up… at least give me that.” He said it with such certainty that I laughed, because he'd clearly done the arithmetic, more than once.

"I'm consistent," I said. "I make men wait. It builds the anticipation." Well, all but one man, I obviously didn’t say… but I’ll admit to you that I thought it, and then immediately felt bad that I had.

"It built something." He pulled me in a little closer. "I like you a lot. Did from that first night. You’re always the funniest person in the room without even trying. You’re hot.” He shrugged. “I wanted you to know.”

“Funny is a terrible reason to like a person," I said, because I didn't have anything better to say. “Hot… I’ll accept the compliment.”

"It's a great reason. You've no idea how boring most people are." He tucked a piece of hair back off my face. "And before you freak out… I'm not trying to make this A Thing right now, at one in the morning, with your hair a mess. An adorable mess, but a mess. I just like you. I figured you'd want it straight rather than have to work it out."

And that was it… right there, in plain sight. I’d spent most of the evening trying to play games to get the guy I thought I wanted, but all along Drew had been there, uncomplicated and keen. Don’t overthink this, I thought. Not now… worry about the Brandon angle tomorrow. Next week. Any time but now.

"My hair is not everywhere."

"It's a little everywhere. It's working for you." He grinned. "You going to tell me you like me back, or do I have to guess?"

"I like you back," I said. "Obviously. I left a bar with you at last call and I really don’t do what we just did with people I don’t like.”

"You did. You made a bold move. I respect it."

He yawned then, entirely ruining the moment, and I laughed and he pulled me in against him.

"Can I stay?" he said, already settling down.

"Yeah," I said, no thought needed at all. "Stay."


Chapter 15


Drew's foot was on the back of my calf under the sheet and had been for the last hour, and neither of us had the slightest intention of moving. Almost without realising it that was how we’d gone in the week since that night at the bar... falling into being an item without any ceremony.

When I stopped to think about it I felt guilty, but only a little. Yes, Drew was my Plan B that night, and yes, that felt a little unfair on him, but… he was happy, and I was happy. Who really cared how we’d got there? And there were precisely two people in the world that knew that Brandon had been who I was after, and there was no way Zoe would ever let on. So… guilty, yes, but only a little.

And honestly? It had turned out well. He'd come off a shift and find me, or I'd come off one and find him, and somewhere in there we'd end up like this. Sunday it was my place after a late rotation, the two of us eating cereal at midnight in various states of undress because neither of us had thought about dinner until it was comically too late. Wednesday morning we’d struggled to tear ourselves out of bed so badly that we nearly missed the start of our shifts and had had to jog the last two streets to the beach laughing and unforgivably smug about why. On his day off he turned up at my tower with two iced coffees and Zoe, who I’d been on shift with, had laughed and given us space even though all we did is sit in the sand and hang out together.

Speaking of Zoe, naturally my flatmates had their views about all of this. Zoe thought it was brilliant, but then she was in the middle of her own hot girl summer and thought that anyone hooking up with a guy was good. Lauren approved of Drew on the basis that he replaced what he took out of the fridge and didn’t leave the toilet seat up… zero maintenance as she called it. And Dana was happy because we kept it quiet in bed and she didn’t have to listen to us through the thin walls.

Today was his place though, blinds half down against the heat, the fan doing its slow sweep, the two of us sprawled across his bed in one of my favourite parts of all… after, when you’ve just had a lot of fun with each other and now you’re wonderfully, brilliantly relaxed, not to mention very, very naked together. Call me weird, but I love being naked with someone I like and can be that relaxed with.

I said I was happy, and I was. After weeks of the Brandon thing, the cove, the distance that was entirely my brain pushing away what I should have been pulling towards, the abject failure of my play-hard-to-get strategy, this was perfect. Honest, physical, completely uncomplicated… the sex wasn’t as good as that day with Brandon had been, but I wasn’t sure anything in my life would ever be as good as that was, and the sex with Drew was still good, sometimes very good.

"You've gone quiet," Drew said, his eyes shut.

"I'm entranced by the fan."

"Hypnotised by a ceiling fan… that’s almost poetic.”

"You should hear me on air conditioning."

"Genuinely can't wait." He cracked one eye open. "You hungry?"

"I am but you’re not cooking. I reckon you could burn cereal.”

"That toast was a one-off. On a faulty toaster." He pulled me over against him, and I went. For a while there was just the fan ticking round.

"This is a good afternoon," Drew said, to the ceiling.

"It is," I said.

"We could get tacos."

I nodded against him. “You know we don’t really get tacos back home.”

“Then we’re definitely getting tacos.”

I rolled him onto his back and kissed him. “In a minute. There’s something I want to do for you first.”

“Oh yeah?” He played innocent but when I glanced down and saw his cock hardening I knew he understood.

“Yeah.” I grinned as my hand reached down. “You’ll get arrested if you try going outside without that taken care of.”

***

I’d seen them on the seafront on the Tuesday.

I was walking down to the front to meet Zoe, not thinking about much at all, when there they were: Brandon and the tourist woman from Saturday night, sat outside a cafe across the street. Together. Obviously. She was saying something and he was laughing at it, and his hand was on her back… I guessed she was having a holiday fling and he was enjoying it, and in fairness I could understand. She was hot, objectively, and Brandon was available, so fine.

Don’t get me wrong, it hit me still… even though Drew and I had already slept together again by them, my strategic fuck up was still fresh in my mind. Brandon had mattered. I could be as clear-eyed as I liked about the misread and my own cleverness sinking me, but underneath it I'd wanted him, and here he was wanting someone else in broad daylight on the front. It was allowed to stop me in my tracks for a second.

Then the second passed, and what followed was, to my surprise, relief. Ok, I thought. That’s that then. I was sure he hadn’t just fallen into something serious, but it wasn’t my business to try to insert myself into whatever they had going on… and realising that meant that could stop wondering and could lean in to whatever it was with Drew.

I passed maybe twenty feet from them, her mid-story, him mid-laugh, and he didn’t notice me, not that I did anything to be seen. And indeed not that I’m sure I knew what I’d say if he did see me. They did look very, very good together.

Then I walked on to meet Zoe, lighter than I'd been in days.

***

Zoe had got the coffees in and claimed a good stretch of wall above the beach. I hopped up next to her, took my cup, and told her about seeing Brandon before I'd had a sip.

"So he's actually with her?” Zoe said.

"Looks like it. I mean… holiday romance, right?”

“Yeah.” She took a sip and looked at me. “And?”

“And what?”

“And… what do you think about it?”

“They look good.” I drank my coffee. “Really good. Seeing Brandon doing the coupley thing was almost educational.”

Zoe watched me with her head tilted, checking I meant it. I surprised myself when I realised I did.

"You're actually fine," Zoe said.

"I'm actually fine. Better than." I put my face up to the sun. "The Drew thing's lovely. It's easy and it's fun and I like him a stupid amount. And Brandon's off being ruggedly handsome and charismatic somewhere with someone who isn't me, and honestly? It suits me."

"Look at you." Zoe grinned. "Two months ago you got off a plane knowing nobody, and now you've got a whole situation."

"It's a good situation."

"It's a great situation. Drew’s so into you it's embarrassing. Dana does an impression of how he looks at you."

"She does not."

"She did it this morning when we were on duty. It’s very accurate… his eyes when he sees you.”

I felt myself blushing. “Really?”

“Really. What’s it look like?”

Zoe put her coffee down and did her own version of it… Drew looking at me across a room, rendered with terrifying accuracy.

"That's not…” I started, and gave up, because it was.

We sat there for a while after that with our feet hanging down, watching the crew on-duty watch the water. No, not crew… our friends. Zoe gave me the news from her side of the week: there was a surfer now, and she was delighted with him and gave it two weeks, tops, which for her at the moment was practically marriage.

My phone lit up on the wall between us. Drew.

Come over. Found a place that swears it does chips English style, not fries. Get down here immediately.

I was grinning before I'd finished reading it.

"Drew?” Zoe said, watching me.

“That obvious?” She nodded. “He found chips. Proper English ones.”

"Go."

“You sure?” Zoe simply looked at me and grinned. “Ok… I'm going."


Chapter 16


Garrett was shaking his head as I walked into the storage room.

"What?" I asked, looking round to see Kelly, Dana and a few others stood looking unhappy.

"This…" was his reply, pointing at the whiteboard.

"Which is?"

"Reality."

I was confused, as confused as you probably are. Reality?

"I'm not really following, bear with your clearly slower English friend."

"It's the first of August," Kelly added. "As in, our contracts end at the end of August. As in…" She gestured at Garrett.

"Reality," he added.

"Ah, I see." Truth be told, I'd completely lost track of what day of the week or month it was… I'd kind of reverted to some more basic state, where my life revolved around a simple cadence of lifeguarding, partying, Drew, and the odd day off scattered among it. If someone had told me it was actually only June, I'd have probably believed them. I could also see that I wasn't the only one among us who had got caught up in what felt like an endless summer. I made a mental note to double check that my flights home were booked and that I didn't need to do anything to arrange them.

Lauren had come in mid-conversation. "It goes fast from here," she said, not looking up from the first-aid-kit that she'd come in to restock. "Every year, you hit the last month and it goes before you noticed it." She clipped the kit shut. "Take it from me, enjoy it."

Now it had been pointed out, you could feel it. The town had tipped over into the second act of its summer… everything starting to feel just a little bit less polished, a little less shiny as the summer wore on. Looking around the room, our tans were as deep as they could get and the in-jokes by now were something else. We were tight, all of us, although I didn't get asked to say water any more, which honestly I missed a little.

So… last month. The summer had been endless, right up until Garrett put a date on it.

***

I knew by now which drawer the bottle opener lived in at Drew's place (second down to the left of the sink, under the takeout menus in case you're wondering). There were lots of little things like that… I knew where the bottle opener lived the same way I knew that the good salsa was hidden in the fridge behind the ketchup by one of his roommates because they figured that no one would find it (I regularly did), and that the frying pan with the loose handle was fine to use so long as you remembered about it.

That night, I made us quesadillas in that very pan while Drew leaned against their kitchen counter providing something approximating a running commentary.

"I could help," he said.

"I want to survive eating this."

"That's…" He stopped and considered his response. "Fair, I suppose. Not that I want to admit it."

We took the plates back to his room and holed up properly… door shut, fan on, music playing from his speaker, some playlist that he claimed was by his friend who really knew music though I was sceptical. The giant rubber duck he'd bought at the hardware store sat on the shelf where it had been for weeks now, overseeing the rumour as if it was the master of all it surveyed. We ate on the bed, careful not to spill on his sheets, while he told me about his afternoon on one of the towers. He'd been on duty with Kelly and the Decoy had got her: she'd not encountered him before and his peculiar swimming style and brought out the full rescue in her… sprint across the beach, whistle blowing, straight into the surf, while the old man watched perplexed and asked her if she was alright.

"She's furious," Drew said with evident amusement. "She's talking about making a formal complaint, though to who and about what I don't know."

I smiled. "It's a right of passage. But where were you in all of this?"

"I may have been watching and trying not to laugh."

"You let her do the rescue, and you didn't try to stop her?"

Drew shrugged. "As you say, a right of passage." He paused and thought. "Thinking about it, maybe the formal complaint was about me?"

Afterwards the plates went on the floor and we ended up how we usually ended up… my head on his stomach, his hand doing something slow and absentminded in my hair, the fan ticking round, neither of us going anywhere. Somewhere in the apartment one of his roommates got home, dropped what sounded like everything he owned in a pile on the floor, and put the TV on.

"Four weeks," Drew said, to the ceiling.

"And three days. Garrett counted."

"On his fingers?"

"On his fingers."

He laughed, and I felt it as much as I heard it. Neither of us said anything else about it… we'd never had a proper discussion about what we were, but we'd tiptoed around it enough to know we were both on the same page, namely that this was fun for the summer, but it wasn't real life. Obviously we hadn't said quite that, that would be a pretty quick way to kill the mood, but it was there in the background.

"You're on earlies tomorrow?" he said.

"Yeah. You?"

"Off. I'll bring you coffee around eleven and distract you from your important work."

"You'll bring me coffee and sit at the bottom of my tower like a dog pining for its owner."

He laughed. "That's the plan, yeah."

I stayed over, obviously.

***

Russ put me on the far tower with Brandon on the Thursday, which in those days after the Cove would have sent me into a panic of worry, but now was simply the rota and a shift-partner to look forward to.

That's where we'd ended up after that night in the bar, the one where I'd ended up bringing Drew home, and it was the silver-lining to my Plan A having failed that night. In my efforts to break the ice with Brandon, to make sure that he knew that I liked him still, he'd understood and the stiffness was gone next time we'd seen each other with the banter back to its old rhythm like it had never gone away.

The far tower was quiet that day… the tide was on its way out, the water was behaving, and the swimmers were all sensible. By ten we'd run out of legitimate work and it was simply a case of trying to stay cool and watching the water.

"Guy in the bucket hat," Brandon said, his eyes on the beach. "Go."

"Retired magician. Vegas, then a cruise ship, then a very public falling-out with his assistant and an unfortunate incident when they were sawing someone in half in a show. It was in international waters and the ship's captain didn't like the passenger who died, so he was free to go."

Brandon was laughing before I finished. "That's strong… dark as ever."

"I've had time to think. The couple with the matching towels."

"Met on the plane here," he said. "Both lied about their jobs the whole flight. Both think the other is much richer and more successful than them. Neither one's come clean yet."

"They look happy though."

"Sure. They're good liars."

We did a few more, then he noticed a paddleboarder who was straying a little far out. He passed me the binoculars, and when I took them our hands brushed and… Jesus, it sounds terrible, but that touch, my heart did something funny. I liked Drew, a lot, but with Brandon… he did something to me, even if now, with Drew, I wouldn't remotely dream of doing something about it. Well, maybe wouldn't dream is a bit too much, we all have our fantasies, but you catch my drift I'm sure. Nothing would happen. I'm not that woman.

The paddleboarder turned as I lifted the binoculars to my eyes, hiding what I knew was a flush that had creeped into my cheeks.

"Looks like he's ok now."

Brandon glanced over, and dammit… I could see that he'd got a little colour to his cheeks too. Not fair, I thought. He wants me too, and nothing can happen.

The tourist woman was no longer on the scene, unsurprisingly. I hadn't asked but I'd picked up from the crew's gossip that her and Brandon had been thick as thieves while she was in town, a holiday fling without a doubt, but she'd flown back East a week after that night at the bar. Brandon seemed unbothered, not in a cold way, more in a it was good, be happy it was good, not sad it is over sort of way… yet again his emotional maturity shining through.

The shift wound on, and at the end, as he was shouldering his bag, he asked, "Sully's Saturday?"

"Obviously."

"Good." He went down the ramp, then turned around at the bottom, walking backwards a couple of steps in the sand. "Hey, Duchess. The magician. What was the assistant's name?"

"Gertrude," I said, with no hesitation whatsoever.

He laughed, raised a hand, and kept walking. I watched him go for slightly longer than Drew would probably have wanted to know, then locked up the tower and went home.

***

The big deal in early August was the town's festival, and it started to get real the week the fences went up.

Up until then, all summer, it had just been talk: something the locals mentioned with a groan and that Lauren got misty-eyed about, a date on a poster outside the surf shop. We'd all bought tickets, of course, because who would want to miss out? But it was the Monday when the trucks started arriving through town, nose to tail, that the scale of it sunk in and by Wednesday morning you could see the scaffolding rising off the field north of the dunes from the top of any of our towers on the beach. Two stages, Saturday and Sunday, and seemingly every person under the age of thirty within a two hundred mile radius incoming.

Russ briefed as early in the week with the expression of a man who'd done twenty of these festival weeks and knew that he still hadn't seen every stupid thing that the influx of tourists could do. "Beach'll be carnage Friday through Sunday, daytimes. No days off, nobody calls in sick. Enjoy the festival, but if any of you show up so hungover you can't do your job then you're letting us all down. Got it?"

There was a chorus of nods and "yeah".

"Good. Evenings you're free. God help this town."

I don't know if it was deliberate on Russ's part, he was very hard to read, but I'd like to think that by building up the craziness of the beach a part of him also wanted to build up our excitement about the festival. Whether that was his plan or not, it worked. It was all anyone could talk about that week at Sully's: who was going which night, whether the Saturday headliner was still good or a has-been, what the plan was, whether we had a plan, whether a plan was dumb. We even had our own little fashion sub-culture where we started wearing the wristbands under our watch straps a few days before, flashed at each other like membership cards.

Zoe was in her absolute element.

"Two days," she said, on our wall above the beach, coffee in hand, feet swinging. "Two stages. The surfer's gone home, I think he needed a rest, so I am entering this festival entirely unattached and fully operational."

"You got a plan?"

"I've got outfits that make a plan redundant. How about you?"

I laughed… Zoe's confidence was infectious. "Simple. Go with Drew. Dance. Come home when my legs stop working."

"That's not a plan, it's a Hallmark card." She grinned at me. "You're so settled it's nauseating, in a good way. You've got, what, three and a bit weeks left now and you're doing the full-on domestic bliss thing."

I shrugged. "It's nice."

"It's great. I'm just saying." She drained her coffee, hopped down off the wall, and stood there in the sun with her arms out like she was presenting the whole town. "Last big weekend of the summer, babe. Everything after this is just packing."

That evening, late on, the wind swung to come from the north and carried the sound check down across the town… a bassline rolling in off the field that seemed to shake your soul. Everybody who heard it looked at each other, strangers in the street, locals and tourists alike, and shared a grin.

The excitement was building, and I knew what I wanted from the weekend: music, friends, and Drew's arms around me.


Chapter 17


The glitter was the first sign of the chaos to come. By ten on the Saturday morning there was already a fine drift of it along the tideline, gold and pink, washed off people who'd come to the beach pre-glittered, in outfits that had been planned for weeks and seemed to be entirely impractical for swimming.

"Incoming," Lauren said next to me on our tower, and handed me the binoculars.

They came down the beach access in groups of eight and ten, wristbands bright, carrying between them one towel, no water, and a speaker the size of a dishwasher. The town had more than doubled in size overnight. You could feel it from the tower: a different energy, a different noise. Regular beach noise is kids and gulls and somebody's radio. Festival Saturday hummed. Under all of it, from the field north of the dunes, came the sound checks: a thud of bass every few minutes, half a chorus from some band nobody could see, then silence, then the thud again, like the weekend was announcing itself.

Mercifully there were no dramas in the water, which wasn't what Russ had implied and so felt like we'd got away with something. I had to whistle some people back inside the flags, which was standard, and we had the usual stream of people who'd lost something or someone. The worst, and also most amusing, was a teenager who had fallen asleep face down at the waterline while the tide came in. When I woke him he immediately tried to use a line on me, mustering all of his probably fifteen years of life experience, and Lauren had to turn away and fake a cough to hide her laughter while I let him down politely but firmly.

"They're not bad," she said when the teenager wandered off. "Festival crowds. I mean they can't swim for shit, but they know it. The ones who get me are the people who do twenty laps of their local pool once a week back home and think it qualifies them for open ocean swimming." She grimaced. "Though remembering last year, you get a few by Sunday who get overconfident."

After lunch Russ rotated us, giving us each some variety. I got pulled on to a three person roving squad covering the middle stretch of beach, our job to keep moving, eyes on everything, and support the towers if they needed it. The universe seemed to have a sense of humour, either that or Russ was much more plugged in to the grapevine than I'd have given him credit for, because the three of us was me, Drew and Brandon. Lucky me, I thought when I saw it, and I didn't even know whether I was being sarcastic or not.

We walked the wet sand in a loose line, and Brandon didn't waste any time in starting the game.

"Silver jacket," he said. "Eleven o'clock. Go."

"In this heat?" Drew said. "That's not an outfit that's going to see him to the end of the night."

"That's not how the game works," I told him. "You have to say who he is."

"There's a game now?"

"A very important game." Brandon kept his eyes on the water. "But be warned, Layla has a dark side to her..."

"I wouldn't say dark," I said.

"There's a lot of tragedy," Brandon said.

"Gertrude was the real criminal, the magician was the victim."

Drew stopped and looked between us with an expression of pure confusion. "I'm not even going to…" he started to say, then stopped. "Ok. I'm down. Silver jacket." He thought for a few moments. "He's the drummer's brother for one of the support acts tonight. Not in the band, never close to being in the band, but he's been telling people at parties for ten years that he's involved in the band and this weekend it all comes home to roost, because he's brought his buddies from college and they're going to realise."

We both looked at him, then Brandon and I looked at each other and grinned.

"That's really good," I said, looking back to Drew.

"Beginner's luck," Brandon added, though he had a smile as he said it.

"Raw talent you mean." Drew spun his whistle on its lanyard, then wound it back around. "What do I win?"

"Nothing," Brandon said. "You win getting to choose the next person."

We played for the next hour, whenever the actual job allowed us to. The heat rose from the sand and the music carried from the north, and I could feel the mood building among us… everything any of us said seemed to come out funnier that it would have done a few days before.

A girl in a crochet dress, probably my age, came over and asked Brandon to take a photo of her group. Then, when he was done, they asked if Brandon could be in a photo too. He went along with it, smiling with them, but careful to extricate himself when one of them put her arm around him… and all the while Drew narrated to me quietly like a golf commentator, "He's in the photo now… not smiling… wait, there it is… but it's not the full smile, it's the half smile… and her arm's around him, and… he's declined. He's declined and she'll be going home disappointed."

"I reckon it was a three quarter smile."

Brandon came back to us pretending he hadn't heard any of it and handed us both waters he'd bought from the vendor cart without anyone asking him to, cap already cracked.

"God help us all if we don't stay hydrated for later."

***

"Tonight," Drew said, later, walking backwards in front of us both with the sun behind him. "Gates at six. Zoe told me that anyone not at the west entrance by six-thirty gets left, and she's serious."

"She's serious," I confirmed. "She's not messing around."

"You dancing, Duchess?" Brandon said.

"She claims to dance," Drew said to him. "I call bullshit. I've never seen evidence."

"I'm a great dancer. Just neither of you have earned the right to see my moves."

"A bold statement," Brandon said, "with no proof."

"Then I suppose you'll both have to keep an eye on me for when I do."

Russ called time on our shifts at five. "Remember, you have to work tomorrow and if you're too hungover to do the job, someone else will have to work harder to cover you. And with that… have fun."

***

The apartment half an hour later was like a bombsite.

Zoe had control of the speaker, the ironing board and, somehow, the hallway all at once. There were four drinks in four glasses, none of them matching, a bottle of something pink sweating on the counter, and outfits laid out on every horizontal surface, two of them mine.

"Right, tell me," Zoe said, holding up two hangars. "Left one is for fun, right one is for trouble. Which do you reckon?"

Dana glanced over and smiled. "You're always going to go for trouble, aren't you?"

Zoe laughed. "You know it. Trouble it is."

The music went up. Lauren came out of the bathroom in a towel and did her makeup at the kitchen counter while offering advice to the room at intervals, unsolicited and completely correct. "Shoes you can lose. Cash in your bra, your phone's going to die by ten. Don't buy the first water you see inside, walk fifty feet, it's two dollars cheaper." She put on mascara. "And eat now. Nobody eats once they're in there. You'd be mad to try."

"Wisdom of experience," Zoe said, sailing past with the iron.

"It's not wisdom, it's scar tissue." Lauren grinned as she said it.

Dana sat on the arm of the sofa fully ready an hour before anyone else, drink in hand, watching the chaos like it was a spectator sport. "Zoe's ironed that same top three times," she said to me, quietly.

"It's her way of getting the nervous energy out."

"She's going to iron it onto the board."

We ate leftover cold pizza standing up, but only because Lauren made us. Somebody's phone kept lighting up on the counter with the group chat going off: logistics, wristband checks, Garrett claiming he could get everyone backstage, Kelly replying no you can't but without any punctuation. Outside the balcony the street sounded wrong for a Friday evening: fuller, younger, streams of voices heading north, a car horn doing a friendly rhythm instead of an angry one.

Zoe appeared in front of me in the trouble outfit, arms out. "Verdict."

"God, Zoe… if you don't snare a guy in that I'll take you." I was joking, I really am as straight as they come, but she did look amazing. If she showed any more leg she'd be arrested for public indecency. "The festival isn't ready for you."

"That's the plan." She took my shoulders and looked at me with tremendous seriousness, vibrating with excitement. "Last big weekend. You have Drew but I need you to promise me you're not going to be sensible tonight."

"I'm never sensible."

"You're constantly sensible, it's your one massive character flaw." She kissed my cheek and spun away to finish her makeup.

I did my hair in the mirror by the door while the apartment carried on behind me, and I felt… free, is probably the best word. An amazing summer, one that still had a few weeks to run after this weekend, and what promised to be one of the best nights of them all with the whole crew.

"Ladies." Lauren had her hand on the door. "It's five past and Zoe threatened to leave people behind."

"That was for other people," Zoe said, materialising with her shoes in her hand. "Obviously. Ok. Wait." She looked around at the three of us. For one second all the speed went out of her and she just grinned, delighted, twenty-two years old on the best night of the summer. "Look at us. Ok. Go go go."

We went down the stairs and out into the evening.

It didn't feel like our town… it felt better. The street was a river of people running north, everyone in it happy and moving in the same direction. Over the dunes the sky had gone that deep pre-dusk orange, and the lights of the main stage were up against it, sweeping and impatient. As we hit the corner the first chords of the night came rolling down over everything and the whole street cheered at once, strangers, all of us, and Zoe grabbed my hand and we ran.


Chapter 18


Unsurprisingly Garrett didn't get anyone backstage, not even himself. What Garrett got was about fifteen feet past a gap in the fencing, walking with enormous purpose, before two men in yellow security shirts turned him around by the shoulders and steered him back out like they'd done it a thousand times before, which they probably had. He rejoined us claiming it had been a reconnaissance mission. Kelly asked what he'd learned. When he said "that there's a second fence," Zoe laughed so hard she had to sit down on the grass.

The headliner, by the way, was not past it.

And I danced. A certain amount of doubt had been cast on the subject that afternoon, by two separate men, but by the second encore Drew was pointing at my feet and shouting "Evidence!" over the noise. The whole crew was in one heaving knot near the sound tower by then: Zoe on somebody's shoulders, Lauren swaying with her eyes shut like she was somewhere better, Dana filming ten seconds of everything, the sky above the stage star filled and stunning. Drew stayed close the whole set, not clingy about it, just there with me… his chest against my back for the slow songs, his mouth by my ear feeding me our little in-jokes. When the last chorus hit and ten thousand people took it over from the band, he grabbed my hand and squeezed. I looked up at him looking at the stage and felt it… this was a good man, and I was lucky to be with him.

Then the gates opened and poured us all back into the town, and I wasn't entirely sure after whether the town was really ready for them.

There were people everywhere, packed into the streets, every bar heaving, actual grown ups sitting in the fountain in the middle of town. We worked our way through it as one loose collection, twenty-strong, all with one destination in mind.

Sully's, when the current washed us up against it, was unrecognisable: our bar, rammed to the walls with people who'd never been in it, Pete doing triage behind the taps with his valiant crew of staff. The pool table had been colonised by outsiders and even Brandon thought better of trying to reclaim it for us.

It was somewhere in there, an hour deep in the crush, long past midnight, shouting my third conversation that I hit the wall you hit on a big night: nothing wrong, just too hot, ears ringing, the sudden need for a lungful of air that hadn't already been through six other people. Drew was wedged in at the bar with Dana, deep in conversation. I touched his arm and mouthed five minutes. He nodded without breaking stride, and I worked my way out through the bodies, past the door, along the front of the building where the crowd thankfully thinned, around the corner to the alley where the light was dimmer and I knew it would be quieter.

And there was Brandon.

He was leaning against the wall between a drainpipe and somebody's chained-up bike, bottle hanging from two fingers, watching the crowd stream past the end of the alley like he'd started tomorrow's shift early.

"Duchess."

"Are you hiding?"

"Let's call it a strategic retreat." He tipped the bottle towards the bar. "Garrett has a tambourine."

"He doesn't."

"Somebody gave it to him around half an hour ago. There's no taking it back now. There's no version of that conversation that goes well."

I laughed, and went to lean on the wall next to him. "Mind if I join you?"

"Please."

I could feel the residual heat that the brick still held from the afternoon sun through my dress. From back here the festival lights were a glow over the rooftops. The street noise folded into one big blur, and it was suddenly, gorgeously, about thirty degrees cooler than the inside of Sully's.

"Good set," he said.

"Good set? It was biblical. Did you see that Garrett cried?"

"I heard he denies it."

"Dana has video. He cried during the third one, the one about his ex. Everyone's ex. The universal ex."

"That song's about a dog."

"What?"

"Look it up. He wrote it about his dog. Ninety-one." He took a sip of his beer, completely calm, eyes still on the crowd. "Every person in that field tonight was crying about their ex to a song about a dog."

"You've ruined it. You know that? It was going to be my song of the summer and you've ruined it."

"You'll dance to it anyway."

"Obviously I'll dance to it anyway, it's a perfect song. It's just… I don't know what I think about it being about a dog."

A pack of strangers went by the mouth of the alley, glitter-drunk and singing, one of them wearing an inflatable crown. Brandon nodded in his direction.

"Go," he said.

"That's the drummer's brother's dog groomer," I said. "It's a small industry but incredibly well paid. He used the money to pay for three Thai mail order brides to fly over and this is his last night of freedom before he gets married. He doesn't know to which one yet."

Brandon looked at me and laughed. "Jesus, Layla… you do something to me."

I smiled back, but didn't say anything. I didn't quite trust myself to say anything, because just like that whatever it had been that was just rumbling quietly along in the background had roared into life. But he was looking at me, and I was looking at him, and I was glad, really glad, that Drew couldn't see the way we were looking at each other.

"You never danced," Brandon said, eventually, looking back at the street.

I felt like I could finally breathe again. "I danced for a solid hour. Witnesses and everything."

"I know, I was joking. I saw you." He smiled. "You're a good dancer."

I didn't let myself wonder how or why he'd been watching me dance.

"She flew home," Brandon said after a few moments. "After a week, in case you were wondering."

"I wasn't wondering."

"Ok."

"I'd heard, people gossip."

He nodded slowly. Someone came out of the bar round the front and we heard the music and the conversation get louder until the door shut again. Then it was us in the alley again, the river of people flowing past once more.

"I meant that text, you know," he said. "After the cove."

The air went still. Just our air, the little pocket of it between us. Everything else kept roaring away, but in that alley you could have heard a pin drop.

"I know," I said.

"You said ha."

"I did say ha."

"'Ha, it was fun.'" He wasn't saying it in an accusatory way. He was simply being honest with me. "I read it about forty times, trying to work out what you meant."

I turned to look at him. "Why are you telling me?"

"Because…" He shrugged. "Layla, you do something to me."

"I've… you know I'm with Drew."

"I know. And that's fine. I just… I wanted you to know."

I hesitated.

"There was more to it," I said eventually. He was watching me as I talked. "I wanted to say more."

He nodded. "So did I."

I don't know which of us it was that moved. Probably both… but what I know is that the wall somehow stopped being something I was leaning against and became something I was stood next to, and the same for him, and I was looking at his mouth and he was looking at my face, and we were stood close, inches apart. We got there and he stopped… we'd come close to each other but we weren't touching and he was leaving the last few inches up to me, and I still don't know in hindsight whether that was a good thing or a bad thing. Good, because he was respecting my agency… bad, because if he'd just leaned across the few inches and kissed me I was gone, much as I hate to admit it to myself, and God knows where the night would have finished up after that.

Every fibre of my being was pulling me towards him, every instinct, everything was screaming kiss him, you want him so badly, kiss him and worry about the consequences later.

I stepped back.

After, I was proud of myself for that. Yes, I'd been tempted, sorely tempted, but I made myself step away, a full step and it seemed as if that still pocket of air around us dispersed at that moment, and the rest of the universe came back into being.

Brandon, to his immense credit, didn't try anything, he simply stayed where he was. He didn't say wait, or try to persuade me, or do any of the things that a lesser man than him would do. He straightened up and picked his bottle back up off the windowsill where he'd placed it. He looked at me with something that wasn't quite a smile, but also had no bitterness in in anywhere.

"Goodnight, Layla," he said.

"Goodnight, Brandon."

He walked out of the alley into the river of people and let it take him towards his apartment. He didn't look back.

I watched him go then I leaned back against the warm wall in my dress and had one thought: oh fuck.

It's stupid, but I honestly believed I was done with Brandon… genuinely, not just telling myself a story. I had proof of that: I'd watched him leave Sully's with another woman and it had been fine. I'd ended up with Drew and it was real. The Brandon thing was done. Yes, I thought about him sometimes, of course, and yes I knew there was that chemistry between us, and yes, if you must know, I had had some pretty vivid fantasies about him and me, but it was a done thing.

Ten minutes with him in an alley after a few drinks, and you saw how that went.

And it wasn't the fact that we'd just nearly kissed that scared me… honestly, ask anyone who's ever been interested in more than one person and they'll have a similar story to tell. What scared me was how huge the emotions welling up were, as if my hidden feelings for Brandon had spent that last few weeks training hard so that they could come and overwhelm me at the right time.

I'd been gone fifteen minutes in total… not too long, longer than the five minutes but I was hoping that Drew got the whole cultural thing where in England we say 'five minutes' to mean 'some time'.

Nothing happened, I told myself. I stepped away, there's nothing to feel bad about. Except there was, maybe. I needed time and space to think it through.

I went back in to find Drew.

It might sound bad, but with my heart still thumping in my chest and body feeling like it had been wired to two hundred and forty volts by the near miss with Brandon, what I wanted was Drew's hand and Drew's laugh and his solid, steady presence… the one man all summer who I could completely rely upon.

I found him by the bar, in among the knot of our crew, but when he saw me there was something in his expression that stopped me a few paces short of him, because it was an expression I'd never seen on him before. Not angry. I'd kind of braced myself for angry, just in case he'd come outside to find me and somehow seen what had nearly happened. It was, I think, calm, calm and interested, like he'd noticed something new about me and was perfectly content to take his time over it. I'm normally good at reading people, but looking at Drew I couldn't.

He smiled at me, and it was friendly, but beyond that I couldn't read that smile at all.


Chapter 19


Whatever that expression was, I never got to ask.

Garrett arrived first, an arm around me, tambourine shaking noisily next to me ear and shouting something about an after-party. Zoe was just behind him with four shots in her hands. By the time that throng had spat me out at Drew's side, the expression was gone and the grin was back, like I'd imagined it all.

"You missed the fight," he said, handing me a shot. "Two guys over one girl."

"I take one break…"

"One long break." He clinked his glass against mine. "Sully's time, right? It moves differently in here."

That was it. No follow-up as to where I'd been, no edge… no come back for how I'd nearly just kissed another guy outside in the alley. We drank the shots which were horrible, and Zoe dragged us into a story she was telling, and it was back to normal.

I didn't quite let it go, because that expression had piqued my curiosity. Anyone watching would have said I was having the night of my life, and they'd have been mostly right, but I kept half an eye on Drew all evening. Twice I caught him watching me, twice that same expression was back, and twice, when he saw me looking his way, it morphed into that friendly smile that was his default with everything.

Sometime after one, the bar finally breathed out. The festival goers started to drift away to their accommodation, to get ready for the second day tomorrow, and Pete stopped looking like a battlefield surgeon and more like a man who had just had the best takings of his life. The door had been propped open and a breeze was blowing through.

Drew nodded towards it. "Air?"

"Air."

We crossed the street to the seawall and sat on it with our backs to the water, facing the chaos of the town. Music was still blaring out from various bars, and Drew handed me one of the two beers he'd smuggled out. We sat close, shoulders pressed together.

Eventually, he broke the silence. "Can I say something that isn't funny?"

"You mean serious?" I teased.

He grinned shyly. "Yeah… but I don't like calling it that."

"Of course you can, you've never done it once before. I'm excited to hear what serious you sounds like."

"I know… big night for me."

He looked out at the street for a few moments. A pack of strangers went past, sunburnt, holding each other up, and then he started talking.

"You fly home at the end of August."

"I do."

"I looked at a calendar." He studied his bottle. "Wouldn't recommend it. It somehow makes it all seem real."

I nodded. "It does."

"We can count our time in weeks… we're not far from being able to count it in days on the fingers of two hands. And then you're back in England, and I'm back at college and, let's be honest, that's that." He said it without emotion, just stating fact. "I'm not trying to be sad. I thought about it, and I'll miss you loads, but we've had an amazing few weeks. An amazing summer. I don't know what that says about me."

"It says you're normal."

He laughed. "Not many people say that about me. What I am is aware… that this has a finite end. It always did, and we've kind of acknowledged it, but it's really obvious now." He shrugged. "So I want to make the most of it. What's left. And I want to make you happy." He looked at me. "That's it… end of speech."

I reached across and took his hand. There was nothing he'd said that I hadn't known… the summer thing, that we had a sell-by date, and hearing it out loud in his voice simply cemented what we were.

"Ok," I said. "Yes, make the most of it."

"That's it? No feedback?"

I grinned. "No feedback. It was a good speech. A bit short."

"I think it's good to be succinct." He leaned into me and for a few minutes we simply sat there, watching and listening to the town.

Then, he said, "Which brings me to the other thing."

"The other thing?" Something in his tone had shifted, and I realised that the expression hadn't been about the speech, it had been about whatever it was that came next.

"When your five minutes hit ten," Drew said, "I came looking for you."

I found myself sitting very still.

"I figured, with lots of strangers in town, I should check you were ok. So I went out front, but you weren't there." He was watching the street, not me, his voice level. "So I looked around the corner and saw you were talking to Brandon."

"Drew…"

"I stood there and could see you were deep in conversation. And I, don't hate me, I stepped back into the crowd and I watched you guys. Just for a few minutes." He turned to look at me then and his eyes were bright and he was smiling, which was deeply confusing. "I'd noticed it all summer, the way you two are. And I noticed it today, when the three of us were on patrol… you and him, you get on brilliantly. I can tell. You've got a way of talking to people, you're super-friendly, but there's a look you have that you save for me." He paused. "Not just me. Him too."

"We're… Drew, we're just friends. We had something briefly, but it's nothing…"

"Layla," he interrupted. "It's fine." He said it like he meant it.

"You're not upset?"

"I thought I might be. I saw…" He hesitated. "I saw what nearly happened, and I saw you step away. And Layla, I appreciate that, I really do. You two have such good chemistry, I know you must have been tempted."

"I…" My protest died on my lips, because I couldn't lie to him.

"There's been something I've been thinking about since we were on patrol this afternoon. I want to suggest something, because I think it would be fun, I think it would be an experience, and I think it would make you happy. But don't overreact."

"That's ominous."

He took my hands and looked at me. "What if we asked him back with us tonight?"

My jaw dropped open… that, I was not expecting. "Back where?" I asked, buying time.

"My place. Tonight. You, me and him."

I'd love to tell you my first thought was something generous or interesting, or something that's a stylish response to what he was suggesting. But seriously, given my freak out after the cove, that's not really me, is it? My first thought was a single word: trap. It felt like an elaborate test… he floats the wild idea, I say yes a little too fast, and the yes is a confession. He watches me take the bait and and it all falls apart. But then I thought to myself, I'm sat here next to the loveliest, most guileless man on the Pacific coast. Take it at face value. Don't overthink this and don't make him the bad guy.

He watched me think and gave me the time to finish thinking.

"Ok," I said. "I need the actual words, please. Are you suggesting a threesome? Because it's late, and I've had too many shots, and I want to be completely sure I'm not agreeing to go and play a board game."

"A threesome," Drew said. "You, me, Brandon. That's what I'm suggesting."

"Right," I said. "Just checking." I paused. "Why? Why would you want that?"

"Because it's this brilliant summer." He said it immediately, and I could tell he'd given it some proper thought. "Look… in a few weeks I'm back at college. Final year. Then it's a job, and a lease, and a gym I go to four times and then pay for out of shame for two years. I can see my whole life from here, and it looks good. I'm going to like it. It's just going to be… normal. Really, really normal." He gestured at the town, the lights, the party still going on. "And this is the one part that was never going to be. Everyone keeps saying make the most of it, and they mean stay out late and take photos. I mean it differently. I'm twenty-two, at a festival, with a girl I'm mad about who's leaving in a few weeks, and the other guy is… I mean, you've seen him. There's a version of tonight that home-me wouldn't even be able to think, and it's standing right there, and I want it." He shrugged. "I've never done anything like this. Not close. And I'd love to be able to look back on this experience when I'm sat at a desk as a corporate slave and think: man, I did something crazy. I mean, it's partly for you too, obviously, but I'm not being noble. I want to do this, if you do. But only if you do."

I looked at him for a long moment. This wasn't a test. This was just Drew being open and honest, as ever.

"You've really never…?"

"Never even adjacent." He looked at me. "You?"

"No." And then I added, because he'd been honest with me and I needed to be honest with him. "I had the opportunity once, but I didn't. And I've thought about it since. I wish I had."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah. Everyone's thought about it, right?"

Because I had thought about it. I'd genuinely never done anything like it, and I was probably overplaying it when I said I had the opportunity once. My friend Katie when we were eighteen had drunkenly suggested it with her boyfriend, parents away, house to ourselves, all that stuff, but no… for two very good reasons: first, I didn't really like her boyfriend, and second, I'm straight and while I'd go through the motions of doing whatever with another woman, probably enjoy it a little as a life experience, it wouldn't have done much for me.

Threesomes for me lived on the list of things other women do: someone's flatmate back from a festival with a story she'd tell at pre-drinks while the rest of us screamed for details. I always laughed along, but part of me every time quietly wondered what it was actually like, particularly with two guys… two of them, all of their attention on me, I mean that's kind of hot, right?

I waited though, for the part of me that gets scared and runs away to kick in. The part that says ha, it was fun to a guy I was mad about, the part that dresses caution up in some story about guys needing to earn touching me. It was the biggest deflection opportunity of the summer right there, if I was ever going to come up with some clever exit it was now… and nothing came. I waited, and that part of me was silent. It was waving me through and slipping me a pack of condoms on the way past. I wanted it, and I wanted it so much it was almost funny.

"Ok," I said. "Yes."

Drew's expression was priceless, the same expression as when I'd gone up to him at the bar that time and told him to come home with me. "Yeah?"

"Ask me again and I'll have time to get sensible."

"It wasn't a question then," he grinned. He stood, holding out his hand. "Let's go find him before either of us gets sensible."

***

I called Brandon and we met him outside a bar towards the north end of the front, where the crowd had frayed to a few last stragglers drifting home with their shoes in their hands. He was leaning against a rail with a taco from an all-night stand, alone, watching the night go quiet around him. Of course he was… that was Brandon through and through. He'd found the edge of things where he could watch, and it was where he was happiest.

He watched us come up the last stretch of the front and didn't move, he just watched us over the taco.

"Still open?" Drew said, nodding at the stand.

"Just closed."

"So you're holding the last taco of the day."

"A grave responsibility."

I stood there, wondering if the way my heart was pounding in my chest was actually visible through my dress. I didn't have a clue how we did this now… was there a whole verbal dance to do? Was there an etiquette?

"We're heading back to mine. Come with us." It turned out that, at least in Drew's world, there wasn't. "The three of us, my bed, tonight. Don't make me draw you a diagram."

As soon as Drew had said 'come with us' Brandon's entire attention had focus on me, watching my face, his expression asking one question. I held his gaze and nodded.

"You're serious?" he said, to both of us.

"Completely," Drew said.

"Duchess?"

"You might talk me out of it if you don't call me Layla. But I made Drew say it to me earlier so I'm going to say it to you now… just so we don't have a misunderstanding. A threesome. You, me, Drew."

Full marks to Brandon for style. He nodded slowly, while he finished the last bite of his taco. Then, and only then, did he say, "Yeah. Ok."

Could it really be that simple? It turned out, yes, it could, and for that simplicity alone I could have kissed both of them.

"Your place?" Brandon said.

"Mine," Drew confirmed.

Brandon nodded, and the three of us turned and headed south.

The town was emptying out around us, the crowds gone to a trickle, the bars putting their chairs up, glitter in the gutters catching the streetlights. Drew's hand found mine and held it, the same as any other walk home. Brandon walked on the other side of me with his hands in his pockets. I couldn't have told you a single street we took. All my attention was focused on the six inches of air on either side of me.

Drew's building came up out of the dark, and he got the key into the lock on the second try, which at that hour and after that amount of drinking was heroic. Above the rooftops behind us, the glow off the festival field still hung in the sky.

Brandon held the door open.

I went in first.


Chapter 20


So what none of my more adventurous friends had ever told me about threesomes (and I know this for a fact, as nowadays without wanting to brag I reckon I'm a bit of an expert…) is that there's a moment, right after the door shuts and the three of you are on your own for the first time, where absolutely nobody knows what to do with their hands.

It's hilarious when you know to look for it. Less so when it's your first one and you assume you should be smooth and sophisticated about the whole thing.

The three of us stood in Drew's hallway in the dark, and Drew was holding his keys as if they were somehow anchoring him to the real world, Brandon had his hands in his pockets, very him, and I was clutching my hands in front of me like, well, I don't know what like. I remember thinking brilliant, Layla, very seductive, while I tried to remember to breathe.

"So," Drew said.

"So," I said.

"Great chat," Brandon said.

There was a moment, then we all started laughing… at the absurdness of the situation, at the great chat comment, who knows? We had to strangle it because of his roommates, which of course made it worse, and it got us moving. Suddenly we were three lifeguards creeping through a dark apartment at two in the morning trying not to laugh, which it turned out was way easier to be than three people about to have a threesome.

Drew led the way, doing exaggerated slow-motion steps over the creaky board by the bathroom that I'd got to know so well over the last few weeks.

Brandon stubbed his toe on a weight that lived, for reasons known only to one of the roommates, in the middle of the hallway, and swore in a whisper with such quiet feeling that I had to bite my own hand to stop from laughing out loud. From behind one of the doors came the deep, honking snore of a young man at absolute peace with the world.

"Tyler," Drew whispered, by way of explanation.

Brandon nodded. "That would explain it."

Then we were in Drew's room with the door shut behind us. He turned the bedside lamp on and it seemed almost too ordinary: the double bed, the desk with his laptop on and seemingly all the coffee mugs in the apartment next to it, the chair in the corner with a hoodie slung over it, and that giant rubber duck on the shelf keeping its eternal watch. That was it… a bed, a chair, light, and the three of us.

We were quiet again, but it was very, very different to before… much more charged, and with much more intent.

I sat down on the edge of the bed, as much out of habit as anything, and looked up at the two of them, clueless where to start. What was the choreography? Did someone go first? Was I supposed to…

"Ok," Drew whispered. "I want to say something."

"You're full of speeches tonight," I replied.

"Last one, I promise." He pulled the desk chair out, turned it round, and sat on it the wrong way with his arms folded across the back, which was so entirely Drew that it did more than anything else to ease my nerves. "Layla. Don't take this the wrong way, because there is a very right way to take it." He took a deep breath. "I want to watch you two. First. Before anything else."

I saw Brandon go very still beside me.

"You…" I started.

"I've been thinking about it since our patrol this afternoon," Drew said, calm, his eyes on me. "The way you two look at each other. I stood in that crowd watching you in the alley nearly kiss him and, honest truth, I wasn't jealous. I was… I couldn't look away. So." He shrugged, and I could see that he was flushed and his eyes were bright. "That's what I want, if you both do. I want to sit right here and see whether the two of you are as incredible together as I suspect."

There was a silence in which my whole body did something complicated… an initial reaction of no, surely not, that sounds like it should be wrong, followed quickly by what exactly is wrong about that? If Drew was serious, and he seemed to be, and I liked Brandon as much I did, and we had a few weeks left until we all went back to our real lives, in that specific situation it started to sound right.

"Layla?" Brandon said quietly, looking at me. Always checking, that man.

"Yes," I said, and my voice came out far more certain than I'd expected it to. "Yeah. I want that." I looked at Drew. "You're sure?"

"I've never been more sure of anything I've suggested in my life," Drew said.

I turned to Brandon. "You?"

"Yes."

And then it all happened… he moved closer to me, and I stood to face him, and then we hesitated, a few inches apart, his eyes on me and mine on him. I could see the hint of a smile around his eyes.

"Hey," I said, and then the last few inches that I'd stepped back from in the alley finally closed, and we kissed.

I'd remembered it right. That was my first coherent thought, somewhere in the middle of that kiss… I hadn't built what happened between us at the cove up into something it wasn't, because kissing Brandon was exactly as devastatingly incredible as I'd been fantasising about for weeks. He kissed hungrily, passionately, but considerately, caressing my lips with his, paying attention, one hand on my hip while the other went to my neck and his fingers slid through my hair. I sighed into him as our kiss deepened, and for a moment, just a moment, Drew was nowhere, it was just me and Brandon and our lips and our tongues.

My hands went to his shirt and unbuttoned it, pushing it off to reveal his muscular torso, and my fingers couldn't resist tracing the patterns of those muscles. Brandon slid the zip of my dress down slowly, and when it fell he leaned back and his eyes feasted on my lingerie. My hands went to his belt and undid it, then I fell to my knees to lower his trousers and underwear, and when his cock sprung free I surprised him by taking it, briefly, in my mouth, working him with my lips and tongue, thrilled to hear an involuntary moan escape his lips before I stood again. My bra was next, Brandon's fingers confident with the clasp, and when he bent his head and took my nipple into his mouth I looked over his shoulder straight at Drew, and Drew looked back at me with his lips parted and that expression from the bar that now, finally, I could genuinely read.

Wonder.

That's what it had been all along.

Wonder at an idea, and now wonder at the reality.

"You're allowed to enjoy this, you know," I managed to gasp in his direction as Brandon's teeth grazed my nipple.

"Oh, I'm aware of that," Drew replied, drawing a chuckle from Brandon that I felt on my skin and that did something truly indecent to me inside.

The last few pieces of clothing went quickly, and then we tumbled on to the bed, kissing and touching each other, his hand between my legs and mine on his length, playing and toying with each other as our kiss got messier.

"Wait," I said, sitting up and reaching for the drawer in the nightstand. I glanced at Drew for confirmation and he nodded, then I took a foil wrapper out. "Lie down."

Brandon lay down, and I'll say this about both of my guys that night: they were excellent at following instructions.

I swung my leg over him facing away from his head, facing towards Drew, conscious that above all else I needed to make sure that Drew was included in all of this. If you want to get technical, reverse cowgirl I believe is the term, but I wasn't thinking that at the time… simply that I had two problems to solve at once, that I needed Brandon inside me and I needed my eyes on Drew, and that position was the obvious solution. It meant that Brandon, behind me, could see everything, a reason why it wasn't normally a position I went for, but I simply didn't care… he could have all of me that night.

I reached down to Brandon's hard cock between my own thighs, took hold of him, and sank down on to him slowly, inch by inch.

Fuck it felt good.

You know how your fantasies can exaggerate a memory? Not so with Brandon. He felt every inch as incredible as I'd remember from the cove, and as he filled me and my eyes fluttered close I heard all three of us exhale at once… me, obviously, Brandon beneath me with his hands on my hips, gripping, and Drew on his chair, like he'd been holding his breath all this time.

I rode him slowly at first, keeping my eyes on Drew, but wanting to make this last. It felt good, very good, and there was something insane about feeling Brandon's grip on my hips as he helped me to set the pace. Drew had leaned forward over the chair back, arms crossed, and his gaze kept moving… my face, my breasts, and then down lower, again and again, to where Brandon and I were joined, where I was rising and falling on him slick and unhidden, and it took me a minute to realise that Drew wasn't torn between the different views at all. He simply wanted them all. He was drawn to the place where Brandon and I met as much as to my face, maybe more, watching me take Brandon in over and over again with an awesome focus.

And honestly? I learned something very surprising about myself in that moment: I didn't just not mind it. I loved it. Being watched by one of the guys that I had feelings for, while I fucked the other… it sent a sheer erotic thrill through me that had no business being as strong as it was.

"You're staring," I managed to moan, with a sweaty grin.

"Unashamedly," Drew replied, and I heard Brandon's chuckle from the bed below me.

Then, Brandon's hips started to rise to meet me and I stopped being able to make jokes. He'd found my rhythm and one of his hands left my hip and came round and his fingers found me just above where we joined, and I ground down onto him and it started building fast, embarrassingly fast, being watched with the guy I'd spent weeks wondering about. I watched Drew watch me start to climax, and I said his name, several times… "Drew… oh God, Drew… Drew… fuck…" and I think I scattered Brandon's name in liberally too, equal opportunities and all of that, and then my voice dissolved into raw sound as it shuddered through me, long and wonderful, and I know that I cried out several times, I know I couldn't have kept quiet at that point if my life depended on it, and I felt held by both of them, by one's hands and the other's eyes.

I kind of fell forward, and I knew that Brandon would be able to see everything at that moment but I simply didn't care because I was shaking and grinning and breathing hard.

"Ok?" Brandon said, behind me. His hands had gone gentle.

"So much better than ok."

"Good. Because I'm nowhere near done with you, Layla."

He kind of man handled me then, which I didn't mind… it wasn't rough, it was just that it was his turn to take the lead and he knew precisely what he wanted. I ended up on my hands and knees on the bed, head facing Drew, Brandon kneeling behind me (doggystyle for the purists among you if you must be crude…) and he slid back into me with one long push that seemed to send electricity through my limbs.

Facing Drew. That was the point of this, and Brandon had shown he understood that as well as I did, which boded well for the rest of our evening. Brandon set a deeper rhythm now, less patient, finally letting himself chase his own pleasure, his hands wrapped around my hips, and every thrust rocked me towards the man in the chair who had by now given up all pretence of composure and was gripping the chair back with white knuckles, eyes locked on mine. Understandable, I think, given the context.

"Layla, you're incredible," Drew said, quietly, barely audible over the noises of Brandon powering into me.

Something about hearing it from him while Brandon moved inside me undid whatever I had left. I felt another climax gathering again, impossible so fast and yet, and behind me Brandon's rhythm was fraying, his breath ragged, his fingers digging in, and I pushed back to meet him.

"I'm… fuck Brandon… come with me." Come or cum, I think I meant both.

"Layla," he groaned and drove deep then held himself, pulsing, and I came hard, both of us loud, no way did Drew's housemates sleep through that, and then we collapsed down in a silent heap, accompanied only by the sound of the fan ticking away and the conspicuous lack of snoring from any of the other bedrooms.

"So," Drew whispered from the chair, in a tone that sounded as exhausted as I was. "That was, I think, the single greatest thing I've ever seen."

***

Brandon, being by far the most emotionally intelligent man I'd met so far in my life, made himself scarce for a few minutes.

"I'm getting water," he said, once we'd all caught our breath for a while. He pulled his jeans on, paused at the door, and looked back at the two of us with a small smile. "Take your time." And he slipped out towards the living room, quiet as anything, leaving Drew and me alone in the lamplight.

Drew came and lay down next to me at last, and I rolled into him, my naked skin against the cotton of his t-shirt, and for a minute we just looked at each other.

"Hey," he said.

"Hey." I searched his face. "Honestly, now. No audience, no Brandon to show bravado in front of. Are you ok?"

"Layla." He pushed my damp hair off my forehead. "I just watched the girl I'm mad about have the time of her life six feet away from me. I'm better than ok. I'm…" He hunted for it. "I feel like I got let in on something awesome. Does that make sense?"

"It makes perfect sense." I put my hand on his chest, over his heart, which was going like a techno drumbeat and somewhat undermined his calm delivery. "I want you to join in now, though. You've just sat there being noble. That seems unfair."

"Oh, I wasn't being noble," Drew said. "I was being patient. Different thing entirely." And he kissed me, and there he was… a kiss that I loved, that I'd experienced so many times in recent weeks, except that there was an added frisson to it, what with me being naked and post-coital and him not, and it was as if there was something coiled tight inside him that needed to get out. He rolled me onto my back and worked his way down my body slowly, his lips and tongue everywhere that he knew I loved, including that magical spot on my second rib up where God appeared to have given me a curiously sensitive collection of nerve endings, and then he settled between my thighs, looked up at me to see me nod, and he put his mouth on me.

I was still so sensitive that I nearly levitated. He knew me by now, that was the difference to Brandon, and he used all of that knowledge, slow and devastating, his tongue soft and gentle while it needed to be, doing that fast flicking thing when he knew I needed it that literally turns my brain inside out, and I sank both hands into his hair and gave up on trying to think coherent thoughts.

I was close, right on the shivering, shaking edge of climax number three, when the door opened.

Brandon stood there with three glasses of water and took in the scene: me spread out on the bed with Drew's head between my thighs, me flushed from my cheeks down to my breasts, seconds from orgasming. He put the glasses down quietly.

"Don't stop on my account."

Drew lifted his head, my arousal glistening on his lips. "Wasn't going to."

Brandon nodded and crossed the room. He knelt on the bed next to me, cupping my face in one hand, and kissed me… deep and slow, swallowing the sounds I was making, his thumb gently stroking my cheek, and that was it, that and realising that here I was, naked, with two men at least part clothed focused entirely on me, all of that attention poured into me at once and I came violently hard, so hard my vision went red around the edges, and I'd have woken up the whole town, let alone Drew's apartment, if I hadn't had Brandon's mouth on mine while Drew's hands gripped my hips as his tongue guided me through to the other side.

I came back to my senses to find them both watching me with identical expressions of what was, I realised, male smugness.

"Don't," I croaked. "Don't either of you dare look pleased with yourselves."

"Wouldn't dream of it," Brandon said, looking extremely pleased with himself.

"Never," Drew agreed, wiping his mouth, looking somehow even more pleased with himself than Brandon was.

"I hate you both." I hauled Drew up my body by the shoulders. "Both of you take off your clothes. And Drew… come here."

He lost his clothes in record time and did as he was told. He settled on top of me, his weight on his forearms, and I reached down and guided him into me slowly, making me gasp, it felt too soon but I wanted him to do to me what Brandon had done… and I realised as he settled inside me it was precisely what I wanted.

And then, because apparently somewhere in the last hour I'd become a woman who tried these sort of things without overly thinking about it, I reached out sideways with one hand and found Brandon where he knelt beside us. I wrapped my fingers around him, hard and heavy in my palm, and heard his breath catch.

"Yeah?" I said, looking up at him.

"Fuck yeah," Brandon replied in a surprised whisper.

So that's how we finished, and I'll remember it as long as I live: Drew moving inside me, deep and steady, his forehead pressed against mine; my hand working Brandon in time with it, his fingers laced through my free hand on the pillow, grounding me; the three of us breathing like one wild, untamed animal. Drew and I came first, he buried himself in me and grunted hard and I felt myself tighten around him, and I know that in the middle of my climax I felt Brandon go, pulsing in my grip, spilling himself over my hand, and my wrist, and somehow my side with a groan he tried to muffle but couldn't, and feeling him come undone by my hand while Drew came inside me was so filthy and so tender all at once that I think I laughed at my own depravity.

Then it was still, save for the fan and three people breathing.

"Water?" Brandon said, eventually.

"Water," we agreed.

***

We took it in turns to use the bathroom and reassembled under the sheets. Of course, I ended up in the middle, Drew behind me with his arm over my waist, already slowing his breathing within seconds of the light going off. Brandon lay facing me, our knees touching, holding my hand. The window was open behind the blinds and the town, for the first time in hours, was finally quiet… no music, no crowds, no drunken stragglers singing their way home. Very faintly I could hear the sea. Then, down the hall, the snoring started up and we all grinned at each other in the dark.

"Goodnight, Layla," Brandon whispered.

"Goodnight, Brandon." I felt Drew's arm tighten a half-inch. "Goodnight, you."

"Night," Drew said, barely coherent.

I lay there between them, warm on both sides, aching pleasantly everywhere, and waited for that part of me that gets scared and runs away to show up. You know the one, the one who after a fantastic trip to the cove with a guy you like a lot does everything to ruin it. The one who after kind of hooking up with the other guys she likes the first night she's met him creates this whole rigmarole about earning the right to touch her. That one.

She never came.

What came instead, drifting up as sleep pulled me under, was one clear, simple thought.

I was happy. Genuinely, uncomplicatedly, all-the-way-through happy.

I fell asleep grinning, I suspect, like an idiot.


Chapter 21


I woke far too few hours later to a grey blue light outside through the blinds and two very handsome and very asleep men, and I did what any sensible woman would do in that situation.

I got the hell out of there.

Not dramatically, not out of shame or anything like that. There was no mad scramble for my clothes while I prayed they didn't wake then a walk of shame through the apartment. That wasn't what that morning was like. It was more of a… I guess, tactical extraction. I gave myself time, between them, and there were no regrets, only a very strong need to be somewhere I could think because my brain was back online and it had questions that needed answering. Big questions.

So I inched out from under Drew's arm, and he made a noise as if he was waking before instead colonising my warm patch, and then I found my dress and dressed quietly before letting myself out. The evil side of me thought about how much fun it would be to be a fly on the wall when they woke up… two very straight guys, naked in bed together, no woman in sight, but they'd deal with it.

The town at before six a.m. after the first festival night was like a war zone. It wasn't just quiet, it was concussed. The street cleaners were out fighting a losing battle with the tide of cups and glitter. Seagulls were picking at the detritus of the night before. Every rental balcony had towels drying on it along with someone's shoes. And somewhere behind all those closed curtains and blinds thousands of festival goers lay where they'd fallen, and the town held its breath around them, hoping not to wake them up too soon.

I thought while I walked, but it wasn't until I was halfway home that it hit me: I had a threesome. Me. Layla. Sensible, careful, not that type of woman. It was a fact about me forever, and the two halves of my brain had very different views about it. One half was basically replaying it in HD, every last bit, then rewinding it to see it again. The other half wanted me to pace up and down going yes, lovely I suppose, and now WHAT THE FUCK? Because even if I was a one-night stand type of girl, there's no morning after protocol for what the three of us did. There's no etiquette guide. Was it a one off? Something we'd all laugh about fondly and never repeat? Or was it the start of something altogether weirder that I didn't have a name for? And which was I supposed to…?

No. Stop. I forced myself to stop overthinking as I reached my building, because the answer was going to take a while to work out. Instead, I got inside, showered, put on my uniform, messaged Zoe to tell her I'd gone down to the beach early, and I left again.

***

Zoe caught up with me on the walk down to the beach, coffee in each hand, sunglasses on, moving with the slight caution of someone who'd been magnificent a few hours before and was now paying the price.

"Morning," she said, and handed me a cup, and then she looked at me properly over the top of her sunglasses and stopped walking. "Oh my God."

"What?"

"What happened?"

"Nothing happened."

"Layla." She planted herself in front of me on the pavement. "I have known you two months and I have never once seen you look like that. You look like…" She circled a hand at my face and my body. "You look like the cat that got the cream and then got given the dairy."

"That's not a saying."

"It is now. What. Happened?"

"We're going to be late," I said, and set off again, but she fell in beside me making a noise that wasn't words but somehow conveyed that I wasn't escaping that easily.

"You left with Drew. I saw you leave with Drew." She paused for a few seconds. "Wait. What did you and Drew get up to?"

"I left with Drew," I said, into my coffee. "We had fun."

Zoe walked in silence for ten more steps, and I could hear her thinking, and then she stopped dead again in the middle of the pavement and took her sunglasses all the way off.

"No," she said, with rising joy. "You didn't…?"

"We're late," I said, and walked faster, and she pursued me the rest of the way down to the beach saying my name in fourteen different intonations while I stared straight ahead and failed utterly to stop smiling.

***

Morning briefing was in the main station, and everyone was in various versions of survival mode.

Russ stood at the board with his clipboard and, for once, delivered good news. "This morning'll be dead. Everyone who'd normally be on that sand is unconscious. Enjoy it, because they'll all surface around noon feeling sorry for themselves, and by mid-afternoon it's day two and they'll be going again, twice as hard, on no sleep. Swell's picking up after lunch too. So… easy morning, ugly afternoon, and tonight the whole circus starts over. Pace yourselves."

Drew and Brandon were on the far side of the room.

We were incredibly professional. Nobody winked. Nobody smirked or tried to make eye contact. Drew was listening to Russ with his arms folded, the image of a diligent employee, and Brandon was leaning against the wall with his eyes on the surf report exactly as always. But the tells were there regardless, because when Russ said "Drew, tower six," Drew said "yep" in a voice that was fractionally too casual, and when Russ said "Brandon, roving, south end with Garrett," Brandon nodded a nod that was a bit too forced. I felt myself start to blush because hearing either of them speak brought it all back again.

"Zoe, Layla, tower three."

"Yes boss," Zoe said, radiating innocence. I wondered if she'd had a quiet word with Russ in the background to request it, because she was going to be unbearable until she knew everything.

As we filed out into the sun I passed within a few feet of both my guys from last night, and there was a moment, a two-second, three-way moment, with them either side of me like the walk home in miniature, where Brandon said, "Layla," perfectly level, and Drew said, "Morning," perfectly level, and I said, "Gentlemen," in a voice that wobbled on the second syllable. The three of us kept walking in three different directions because if any of us had stopped we'd all have combusted with our pent up secret.

Behind me I heard Zoe make a sound like she'd been stabbed. I turned to see her laughing.

"Tower," I told her. "Now."

***

Russ had been right: the beach that morning was the emptiest I'd seen it since June.

It was eerie, almost. We had the flags out, board angled, sunscreen on, and below us: nothing. A handful of locals were swimming their disciplined morning lengths inside the flags, there was one dog walker, one man was doing tai chi with total commitment, and around them there was a mile of raked sand where yesterday there had been several thousand people. Even the sea had turned up hungover it seemed… barely anything going on. The whole bay felt like it was lying very still with a cold flannel on its forehead.

Which meant that when Zoe turned to me, the second we sat down, there was nothing to interrupt us. She'd held it in, heroically, through the whole routine of getting it set up, and now she homed in on me like a searchlight.

"Both of them," she said.

It wasn't a question, and I sat there with my whistle in my hand and thought about lying. I'm not proud of it, but I did… I got as far as opening my mouth to deny it, and then closed it again, because it was Zoe, and why should I lie about it rather than wanting to share it with my best friend that summer?

"How did you know?" I said instead.

Zoe tipped her head back and laughed, delighted, out over the empty beach. "I didn't. I was fishing. I definitely know now, though."

"Oh, you… cow."

"Both of them. At the same time. You." She turned round on the bench to face me. "You're that woman. The awesome one."

"I'm aware of what I now am."

"I need everything. No… wait." She held up a hand, closed her eyes, and composed herself. "First, are you ok? Genuinely."

I smiled weakly, appreciating how she'd done what she always did so well… beneath the excitement, she cared deeply.

"I'm…" I looked out at the empty water and asked myself for an honest answer. "Yeah. I'm really good, Zoe. That's almost the problem."

And I told her. Not everything, some of it was for me alone, but enough… the alley, the near-kiss, the step back. Drew seeing it all and coming back not with an accusation but with an idea. Then asking Brandon, the walk back, and the threesome itself including Drew watching at the start. Her eyes over her sunglasses got progressively wider, and for once with no whistles to blow and no swimmers to mind, just the tai chi man moving through his forms, she could focus on me fully.

"Drew suggested it?" she said, when I got to that part. "Drew. Coffee-and-a-rubber-duck Drew."

"He said he could see his whole normal life from here and this was the one summer that would never be normal, and he wanted…" I shrugged. "He wanted something crazy to remember it by."

"That," Zoe said, nodding slowly, "is the hottest sentence I've ever heard, and I've had a hell of a summer, so the bar is very high." She shook her head at the horizon. "And Brandon just… said yes? Finished his taco and said yes?"

"Finished the taco first. Then yes."

"Of course he did." She laughed, and then looked at me. "So what's the problem, babe? Because you've got a problem, I can see it lurking."

My phone buzzed in the tower's cubby. I glanced over to see it was Drew.

Tyler wants to know if we had "people over" last night. I said no, but he mentioned the three water glasses very suspiciously.

I laughed out loud, showed Zoe, typed back Tell him we were very thirsty, and put the phone down. It buzzed again almost immediately, and this time it was Brandon:

South end. A man is metal detecting in the wet sand in a full suit. Go.

I typed back:

Disgraced wedding officiant, looking for the ring he swallowed to stop the wedding, long story but she was his childhood sweetheart before his accident.

"That's the problem," I said. "Both of them. That's the problem, Zoe. Last night wasn't a wild event that happened to me. It was the first night all summer I haven't been trying to juggle two guys that I like a lot. This morning I woke up between them and I didn't want to choose. I still don't. And I can't have… you can't just not choose, can you? That's not how it works. So what do I do?"

Zoe was quiet for a while, which told me that she was giving it proper, serious thought. Below us the tai chi man finished, bowed to the sea, and left the beach to the gulls.

"Ok," she said at last. "I'm going to say something, and I want you to listen before Miss Sensible kicks in and starts coming up with objections. Deal?"

"Deal."

"You like them both. Not in a torn way… I've watched you all summer, it's not a coin toss between them that you're waiting to land, it's just… both. Two different guys, two different connections, both real." She counted on her fingers. "They like you… God Layla, they're crazy about you, separately and, evidence would now suggest, jointly. They clearly get on with each other, because whatever last night took, it wasn't possible between two guys who don't. Nobody's wife or girlfriend is involved. Everyone's a grown-up. And in a few weeks you get on a plane which means the slate gets cleared." She spread her hands. "So why are you asking me? Talk to them. Both of them, together, actual words. If you like them equally and they're this cool… ask them what they want. You might be shocked."

"That's mad," I said, reflexively.

"Is it? Which part?"

I opened my mouth to list the objections, and found that the list was surprisingly short. Shorter than I thought it would be. What I actually had, I realised, wasn't objections. It was the old reflex and all it could offer was a vague, dwindling sense that people like me didn't do this sort of thing.

"People like me don't do this," I said, testing it out loud.

"Layla," Zoe said, "as of last night there is no version of 'people like you' that exists in this conversation."

***

Then, at noon, exactly as Russ had prophesied, the town woke up, and it woke up hungry.

You could see it from the tower. First a trickle down the beach access: the hardy ones, sunglasses welded on, walking to the water like it was their saviour. Then the trickle became a stream, and the stream became yesterday's river of humanity all over again, except louder and wobblier. The swell came up with them, as promised, and suddenly Zoe and I were working… whistling people inside the flags, walking two green-looking girls back up to the shade, retrieving an airbed that set off for Hawaii with a screaming hen party aboard.

"They're recharging," Zoe said, watching a group of lads face-down in a row like they'd been unplugged. "Look at them. By four they'll be vertical. By six they'll be a liability."

She was right about that too. Through the afternoon you could feel the current in the town reverse… all that flattened, hungover energy picking itself up, turning north, and starting to build. The soundchecks began around three, and every time one landed you could see heads lift off towels all along the beach like a field of meerkats. Wristbands started coming out. Somebody's speaker got the crowd near tower two singing. The whole bay was charging itself like a battery, and by the time we started packing up, the streets behind the front had begun to run like a river north again, day two of it, everyone in it fully aware that this was the last night and behaving accordingly.

Zoe and I brought the flags in, racked the board, and were locking the tower up when she elbowed me and nodded down the beach.

They were coming up the sand together, Drew and Brandon, in uniform, side by side, deep in a conversation that stopped as they got close. And it was the together that got me because they seemed entirely relaxed. My heart started going hard enough that I worried I might keel over on the sand.

"I'm going to go and be somewhere else," Zoe whispered loud enough for them to hear, squeezed my wrist once, and went, throwing Brandon and Drew a look on her way past that told them she knew about last night and she firmly approved.

They stopped a few feet away. The sun was low behind them as the first proper roar of the evening rolled down from the field as an early act took the far stage. Neither of them was awkward.

"Hey," Drew said.

"Hey."

"Good day?" Brandon asked.

"Quiet, then carnage. An airbed made a break for Hawaii." I looked between them, and I couldn't do it, I couldn't make smalltalk. "You're both here."

"We are," Drew said. He glanced at Brandon, and something passed between them. Drew turned back to me and rubbed the back of his neck in his one nervous tic and smiled. "So. We've been talking, the two of us. Most of lunch, actually. And we've got an idea we want to put to you." He held up a hand. "Not here. Properly. Have you got an hour, before tonight?"

I looked at the two of them standing on the evening beach while behind them the whole town gathered itself for one last enormous night, and Zoe's voice rang in my ear, clear as a bell.

"Yeah," I said. "Let's talk."


Chapter 22


They took me to the end of the old pier, which I chose to take as evidence of them having a more romantic instinct than either would have let on. At that time on festival Sunday it was probably the best place in town to be, by which I mean the only people there were locals, and it was quiet enough that we could talk without being overheard. Drew had bought three lemonades from the stand at the pier's landward end, because of course he had, and we sat on the weathered boards at the very end with our legs hanging over the tide, me in the middle, which seemed to be becoming a bit of a habit.

Nobody said anything for a minute. The sea broke against the pier beneath us.

"So who's going first?" I said. "Because we've got an idea has been eating me alive since the tower, and if one of you doesn't start talking soon I'm going to have to push you both in."

Drew laughed and Brandon grinned.

"Ok," Drew said. "So. Lunch. Him and me." He looked down at his bottle. "We didn't plan to talk, we just both ended up at the same sandwich place at the same time, which I figure is fate. And it could've been awkward, right? Guy code says it should've been awkward. And it was, for about ninety seconds, until he asked me the question."

I looked at Brandon. "What question?"

"A good one," Brandon said.

"He asked," Drew went on, "'I'm not going to pretend last night didn't matter to me, and I'm not going to pretend it didn't matter to you, so what do you want to do about it?' Which is the most intense sentence anyone has ever said to me over a sandwich."

"It saved time," Brandon said mildly.

"It did save time." Drew took a deep breath. "So here's where we got to. And Layla… hear it all out, ok? Because it's going to sound mad for the first bit and then I genuinely think it stops being mad."

"People keep making me promise that," I said.

"Because you're a flight risk," Drew said, not unkindly, and you know what? Entirely fair.

He looked out at the water and started.

"I like you. That's not going to be a surprise to anyone. And he…" a nod across me at Brandon, "…likes you, and that's also not news, to anyone, apparently, except possibly the two of you until this week. And here's what I worked out watching you two in that alley, and then at my place: I'm not jealous of Brandon. I keep expecting to be, and it doesn't come. I think it's because…" He frowned, working it out in real time. "What you have with him isn't what you have with me. It's not a bigger version of mine or a better version of mine, it's something else, and what we have is still ours. In a few weeks you get on a plane and both of them end no matter what we do. So the question isn't 'who gets Layla', because the honest answer is nobody gets Layla, England gets Layla in the end. The question is just how we all want to spend the time until that happens." He turned and looked at me. "And there's a version of this where Brandon and I get territorial, and one of us wins, and everyone's a bit miserable including the winner. And then there's a version where we're all adults about the fact that we're in the middle of something none of us will ever get again."

He stopped. Brandon picked it up.

"We want to try being a three," he said. "The rest of the summer. You, him, me. Not a secret, not an arrangement, not…" he searched briefly for the right word, "…not a rota. Something real. The three of us, together, until you fly."

The sea moved under the pier. Down the town a cheer went up and rolled away into the evening air.

"A throuple," I said, because someone had to say that ridiculous word out loud and it looked like it was going to have to be me. "You're proposing a throuple?"

"I looked it up," Drew said. "That is the word. I wish it weren't, but it is."

I laughed, and it came out slightly hysterical.

Here's what was going on inside me, as best as I can render it now, because it was busy in there.

The first voice was the obvious one, the one you're expecting: this is not you, Layla. This is not who you are. You're the sensible flatmate, remember? You're the one who laughs along at pre-drinks. You had a wild night, one, singular, and wild nights are allowed precisely because they end… and now these two handsome idiots are proposing to take the wildest night of your life and domesticate it, give it a word and the next few weeks of mornings and evenings, and people like you do not…

And there the voice ran into the same obstacle it had hit on the tower with Zoe, which is that as of Saturday night there was no people like you left. I'd moved on from that.

The second voice was quieter and more honest and it said: you woke up this morning between them and you didn't want to choose. You knew that before coffee, before fear. They've just spent a lunchtime and a sandwich solving the exact problem you told Zoe was unsolvable, and they did it by being braver than you, again, both of them, and all that stands between you and the answer you already want is the part of you that gets scared and runs away.

And underneath both voices, deeper down, something that wasn't a voice at all was simply glowing as it remembered how unbelievably awesome last night had been.

Because, honestly… it attracted me. Not just the nights together, though after the night before, obviously. I'm flesh and blood after all. But it was all of it that attracted me. Two of them. Drew's lightness and Brandon's maturity. Coffee at my tower from one, and the game with the other. Being that wanted by both of them, out there, in the open, and being the woman who didn't choose, not because she couldn't, but because she'd been offered everything and could simply say yes. The next few weeks of that, with an end date clear in all our minds, which meant it couldn't all go slowly wrong. It was, put simply, the safest utterly insane idea anyone had ever proposed to anyone.

"You've gone quiet," Brandon said. "You're allowed to say no. You know that. Nothing changes if you do… well." He considered. "Some things change. Of course. But nothing breaks."

"I'm not going to say no," I said. "I'm trying to work out why I'm not going to say no, because it would help to know, but no part of me wants to say no."

"And?" Drew said.

"And I think it's because…" I looked from one of them to the other, and Zoe's voice was ringing in my ear, clear as anything, and I simply gave up on trying to work out why. "It's because I want to. That's it. I like you both a stupid amount, in two completely different ways, and I've spent all summer being clever about what I want and it's cost us all weeks, and we've got a few of them left and I don't want to spend a single other day being too clever for my own good." I took a deep breath. "So yes. Let's give it a go. The three of us."

Drew broke into a grin while Brandon raised his lemonade bottle in a toast.

"To not being too clever," he said.

"To not being too clever," Drew said, clinking.

"I already regret teaching you both that phrase," I said, clinking, regretting it not at all.

We sat there for a bit, the three of us, legs over the water, and the sheer magnitude of what I'd just agreed to settled over me.

"So," Drew said. "Night two. Gates have been open an hour. Zoe's probably already on someone's shoulders and decided we're too late to join the fun."

Brandon was silent for a moment. Then he said, "Actually, I've got an idea."

"Go on."

"Don't go." He nodded north, at the glow. "Hear me out. Tonight's the same as last night but more so… bigger crowd, longer queues, everyone we know off their faces. It'll be great, but we've done it." He paused. "There's a lookout in the hills behind town. A fire road off the canyon route, ten minutes drive past where the houses stop. You can see the whole bay from up there, the town, the field, all of it, and the sound will carry straight up the valley. It's the best seat in the house and nobody knows it exists." He shrugged. "I'll drive. The jeep's got blankets. We take beer and something for Layla…"

"Wine," I said. "Layla's something is white wine."

"…wine, and we watch the last night of the festival from above, the three of us, first night of…" he gestured at the space between us, swerving the word, "…this. And no queue for the toilets."

"Also no toilets," I added.

"Hence no queue."

I looked at Drew. Drew looked at me. Somewhere behind us the first headline chord of the night detonated over the town and the whole bay seemed to shiver with it.

"That," Drew said, "is the best idea anyone's had all summer, and I say that as the man who suggested the threesome."

"Second best after last night," I said, standing up, pulling them both up after me, one hand each. "Come on. If I'm skipping the festival for you two, we're doing it properly. Someone's buying me good wine."


Chapter 23


Brandon's jeep took the fire road like he'd done it a hundred times before, headlights swinging across scrub and dry grass, then he pulled off at a wide, flat elbow of the track and killed the engine… and there it was.

The whole bay, laid out below us in the dark. The town was a string of lights along the coastline, the sea dark beyond it, and off to the north the festival field blazed like a landed spaceship, the stages throwing colour up into the sky. And the sound… God, the sound. He'd been right about it. It came straight up the valley with hardly anything taken out of it, whole songs, the crowd's roar along with it.

"Ok," Drew said, standing on the back seat with his head out the top, "I owe you an apology. This isn't the second-best idea of the summer. Definitely joint first."

We dropped the tailgate and sat on it in a row, my shoulders against each of theirs, and Drew handed round the drinks: beers for them out of the cool box, and for me a bottle of white that he'd made the man at the shop recommend. We had three plastic cups because we were, at all times, a classy operation. Below us the first of the night's support acts finished to a roar we felt in the jeep's frame.

Sunday's headliner was a different act to Saturday's… the festival had saved its biggest name for the last night, one of those bands even your mum could hum along to, and while the field waited for them the sound system between sets played the hits, and that's how it happened: the opening bars of the dog song from the night before came up the valley, last night's third song, the universal ex, and thousands of people who had cried to it twenty-four hours earlier sang all of it back at an empty stage.

"Every single one of them," Brandon said, shaking his head. "Crying about their ex."

"To a song about a dog," I said, wondering, and got the giggles. Brandon started very quietly singing it to me with tremendous sincerity, replacing key words with good boy, and that finished me off entirely.

We played the game on distant specks by the field's gates.

"White van, go."

"Band's manager, currently losing the band's fee at rock paper scissors with a security guard."

While we played and talked we worked through the drinks, and I sat between them with my knees drawn up and looked down at it all. They were all down there somewhere, our crew, my friends for the summer. Twenty of us, friends I knew I'd keep for life, all together in one field. Seventeen, I corrected myself. Three of us are up here.

I smiled into the darkness and topped up my cup.

The headliner came on to a detonation of white light and the whole bay roared. Somewhere in the middle of the second song I turned towards Brandon, his face half lit by the glow from the town, and I kissed him. It was slow and tender, as if we had all the time in the world.

When we broke apart, Drew was watching, elbow propped on the cool box, and there was nothing but enjoyment in his face. There was just that look from the chair, the one I could translate now. I reached out and drew him in and kissed him too… different, always different… and while I did, I felt Brandon's hand come to rest at the small of my back, steady, reassuring.

Brandon slid off the tailgate. He reached past us into the back of the jeep and pulled out the blankets. There were more of them than any reasonable man carries for emergencies, which spoke to a certain amount of forward planning that I didn't let myself think too hard about. He spread them on the flat ground beside the jeep, one over the other, then stood and held out a hand.

"Down here," he said. "Better than a tailgate. Trust me."

He was right, and no, I didn't ask how he knew either. We came down onto the blankets in the lee of the jeep, out of the breeze. The ground still held the day's heat underneath us, and up past the streetlights the stars were absolutely ridiculous… I mean incredible, amazing ridiculous.

We lay in a loose tangle, me in the middle, and I passed a kiss back and forth between them while the headliner played to the valley, and for a while that was enough, until it very much wasn't.

Drew undid the buttons of my dress down my back one at a time, slowly, kissing my shoulder as each one went while I kissed Brandon, and between the two of them the dress came away and the night air passed over my bare skin, which was a new and, I can confirm, spectacular sensation for me. I pulled Brandon's t-shirt over his head, then Drew's, and took my time with both, running my hands over their chests, one and then the other, enjoying the difference between them. I got Brandon's belt undone while Drew's mouth was at my neck, and took his cock in my hand and felt him twitch against my palm. I felt Drew shiver when I raked my nails down his back, so I did it again, because I'm a scientist at heart and results need replicating. My bra went, Brandon's fingers on the clasp as confident as they'd been the night before, and then his mouth was on my breast and Drew's hand was sliding up the inside of my thigh, and when his fingers slipped under the last of my underwear and found me, wet and ready, I couldn't help but gasp at the feeling.

"Already?" Drew murmured against my neck, clearly delighted with himself.

"It's been building since the pier," I gasped. "Keep up."

They laid me back on the blankets and for a while I was outnumbered in the best possible way… Drew's fingers slow and exact where he knew me, Brandon kissing me deeply and swallowing every sound I made, and at some point I heard myself laugh, breathless, at nothing, at everything, and felt them both smile against my skin at once.

The last of our clothes went, and with that it got more involved.

It was me who moved, and I'd love to tell you it was pure spontaneity, but in truth I'd been thinking about it on and off since the pier, in that back room of the brain that plans these matters whether you want it to or not. If we were going to be a three, an actual three, then I wanted our first time as one to be precisely that… both of them, at once, me in the middle where I'd apparently decided I lived now. So I pushed myself up, kissed Drew once, hard, and said, "Condom."

Drew, it turned out, had come prepared. I heard the foil tear behind me while I turned over onto my hands and knees on the blankets, facing Brandon, and looked back over my shoulder.

"Both of you. Now. Like this."

There was a brief silence in which the headliners, with immaculate timing, hit a chorus.

"You," Brandon said, kneeling in front of me, "are full of surprises this summer."

"You have no idea," I said, and then Drew's hands settled on my hips and he pushed into me, slow and hard, and whatever clever reply Brandon had ready, I never got to hear it, because my head dropped and I moaned, long and loud, into the night air, with the whole bay out there somewhere beyond my hanging hair.

When I lifted my head Brandon was there, close, one hand in my hair, asking nothing, waiting. I took his cock in my hand and then in my mouth, and felt a groan escape his lips as I flicked my tongue against him.

And there it was. There I was. Throuple. That word came to me.

Now, I'd never done that arrangement before… both inside me at once, I mean, and if you've never tried to concentrate on two men in that particular configuration, I can tell you that it's less about technique and more about surrender. Drew found a rhythm, long and unhurried, and each stroke rocked me forward onto Brandon, so in the end I stopped trying to manage any of it and let the two rhythms become a single motion running through me from end to end. The taste of Brandon and the sounds he was failing to keep quiet; Drew behind me getting less patient, his breath ragged, one hand leaving my hip to press between my shoulder blades; the music; the blankets; the night.

And in the middle of it all, I had a thought.

This wasn't the me who arrived in California in June. It really wasn't. That woman would not have recognised the woman on these blankets… on her knees between two men under the entire visible universe, moaning around one of them while the other moved inside her, wanton and shameless and utterly certain in the rightness of what she was doing.

And yet. And yet of course it was me.

Drew's rhythm suddenly sped up, his fingers digging into my hips, and it swept me up with it, and I felt Brandon's thighs start to shake under my hands, all three of us getting close at once.

"Layla… fuck…" That was Drew, and I knew he was trying to stop himself for as long as he could.

It hit me first… I know that I cried out around Brandon as it tore through me, and I know both of them came within seconds of each other, Drew driving deep with a groan he made no attempt whatsoever to muffle because there was nobody for miles, Brandon spilling into my mouth, and far below us the crowd in the valley, oblivious and perfect, roared.

We collapsed in slow motion into the blankets, a heap of limbs and laughter and hammering hearts.

The band played their last song to the bay. We didn't move. I was in the middle, obviously… Drew's arm over my waist, Brandon's heartbeat under my ear, a spare blanket pulled up against the cooling evening air.

Not many days left. I lay between them and watched the lights of the festival flare and fade over the dark line of the dunes, and not once did I even think about trying to run or escape this.

I was the happiest I had ever been in my life.
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To get a free story sign up to my mailing list for updates:
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Too Sensible To Know Better

Too Sensible To Know Better is a high heat romance about university students Harriet and Zach, telling the story of how they met and fell for each other from both of their perspectives.

As a taster, here's how Harriet's story starts the year before they meet:

The envelope was thin. That was the first thing that Harriet noticed as Mrs. Booth handed it to her… too thin, surely, for good news. Her stomach did a backward flip.

“Open them at the same time?” Laura, her best friend, said. “Otherwise we’ll just spend all day staring at them.”

The Great Hall of St. Joseph’s was chaos around them, near on a hundred upper sixth formers in various states of elation and despair, teachers circulating with fixed smiles, the odd parent hovering anxiously by the doors and trying to look as inconspicuous as possible. The August sun streamed through the tall stained glass windows at one end, illuminating the portraits of former headmistresses and illustrious alumni that gazed down with stern approval. The school had been educating girls since 1858, and the weight of all those expectations, all that history, pressed down on Harriet as she broke the seal.

Chemistry: A*

Biology: A*

Mathematics: A

She read it twice, three times, waiting for the letters to rearrange themselves into something worse. They didn’t.

“Well?” Laura was practically bouncing with excitement next to her.

“I got in.” The words came out strange, not quite real. “I got the grades. I got into Oxford.”

Laura screamed, an actual scream, and threw her arms around her, and then they were both jumping up and down like children, and Harriet was laughing and possibly crying a little too, she couldn’t quite tell, because she’d done it, medicine at Oxford, the thing she’d been working towards for years and it was real, it was happening.

“I knew it!” Laura was saying. “I bloody knew it! Oh my God, Harriet, you’re going to be a doctor. At Oxford. That’s insane, like actually insane…”

“What did you get?”

Laura’s results were good too, two As and a B, enough for her first choice of Edinburgh, and they hugged again, giddy with relief, a huge weight lifted from their shoulders. Around them was the full range of human emotion… tears of joy, tears of disappointment, frantic phone calls to parents, to universities, to UCAS.

Harriet pulled out her phone and messaged her mum.

Got in!!! A* A* A x

The reply was almost instant.

SO PROUD OF YOU!!! Dad crying (don’t tell him I said). Champagne in the fridge but come home whenever you can, enjoy it! Xx

She was smiling at her phone when she heard his voice.

“Harriet. Congratulations.”

She looked up and saw Mr. Ashford, standing a few feet away in chinos and a smart blue shirt, sleeves rolled up to the elbows, looking every inch like he’d stepped out of a catalogue for men who had their lives together even though he could only be in his mid-twenties himself. He was smiling, the smile Harriet had spent two years thinking about far more than was probably healthy, and holding out his hand.

“Thank you sir.” She shook it, hoping he wouldn’t feel her pulse racing. His hand was warm and dry and strong, and she let go a fraction of a second too late.

“I saw your name on the list this morning. A star in Chemistry.” He looked genuinely pleased. “I always knew you’d do it. You worked harder than anyone.”

“I had a good teacher.”

She felt her cheeks redden even as she said it… was that too much? It felt like it. But he just smiled again, that slightly crooked smile that did funny things to her inside.

“You’ve got the natural talent, I just pointed it in the right direction.” He paused, looking around at the chaos of the hall. “Oxford medicine. That’s brilliant. You should be very proud.”

“I am.” She was blushing, she could feel it, and she hated herself for blushing. She was eighteen, legally an adult, about to go to one of the best universities in the world. She should be beyond blushing at her chemistry teacher.

Except… he wasn’t her teacher any more, was he? As of today, as of this moment, she was no longer a student at St. Joseph’s. She was just Harriet, and he was just…

“I should leave you to celebrate with your friends,” he said, already starting to turn away. “Have a wonderful day. You’ve earned it.”

“Sir…” The word was out before she could stop it. He turned back, eyebrows raised in a question. “I mean… thank you. For everything. The extra sessions, the interview prep, all of it. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

“Yes, you could.” He was smiling warmly. “But I’m glad I could help.”

He started to turn away again and something reckless surged up in her… the giddiness of the morning, the champagne that she hadn’t drunk yet but could already feel bubbling in her veins, the knowledge that after today she would probably never see him again.

“If you wanted to get a drink later,” she said, the words tumbling out before she could second guess herself. “To celebrate, I mean… I’d like that.”

She watched his expression change, surprise, then something she couldn’t quite read, then a carefully honed neutrality.

“That’s very kind,” he said. “But I should let you enjoy your day with your friends.”

“Of course.” Her face was bright red, she knew it. “Stupid idea. Sorry.”

“Not stupid at all.” He held her gaze for a moment that stretched on longer. “Have a good day Harriet.”

And then he was gone, swallowed by the crowd, and Laura was tugging at her arm to drag her over to some of their other friends, and Harriet told herself it was fine, it was nothing, she’d made a fool of herself but no one had seen and she’d never have to think about it again.

Time to enjoy the day.

***

The pub garden was packed with St. Joseph’s students and their counterparts from the boys’ school round the corner, everyone getting steadily drunker on the cheap cider and the sheer, heady sense of freedom. Harriet had been there since noon, had started to lose count of how many drinks had been pressed into her hand, had been in what must have been close to a thousand photos, and had started to worry that the grin plastered on her face might never leave.

She was wearing her favourite summer dress, the blue cotton one with the thin straps that made her feel pretty without having to try too hard, and the sun was hot on her bare shoulders. She felt golden, untouchable, like the whole world was laid out in front of her as a vast oasis of opportunity.

“Harriet!” One of her friends was calling her name from across the garden, surrounded by a gaggle of guys. “Harriet, come do shots!”

She waved vaguely in their direction and took another sip of her drink. She was happy, genuinely happy, but beneath it there was something, an itch she could scratch. The morning kept replaying in her head… Mr. Ashford’s hand in hers, his smile, the way he’d said her name. Have a good day Harriet.

Her phone buzzed, a message from Chris, her ex.

Congrats on Oxford. Knew you’d do it. Drink later? x

She stared at it for a long few moments, then deleted it without replying. They’d broken up three weeks ago after she’d found out he’d been texting his ex-girlfriend while Harriet had been on holiday earlier in the summer. Just as friends he’d claimed, as if she was stupid enough to believe that. She’d cried for a day and then felt nothing but relief… Chris was fine, nice enough, but he was also boring and jealous and had never once made her feel like the way she felt when…

When what? When her chemistry teacher looked at her? God, she was pathetic.

“Earth to Harriet.” Laura slid on to the bench next to her. “You’ve got your thinking face on. Something’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Just tired.”

“Tired? It’s four in the afternoon. We haven’t even started properly yet!” Laura grinned. “Club later, remember? You’re still coming to my place to get ready?”

Harriet nodded and took another sip. “I’ll be there.”

“You’d better be.” Laura clinked her glass against Harriet’s. “This is our night, H. Don’t you dare bail on me.”

***

The afternoon wore on, the shadows lengthening across the pub garden. People started to drift away in groups, home to change, home to celebrate with family, home to prepare for the night ahead. By six, Harriet was at Laura’s house, supposedly getting ready for the evening but mostly lying on Laura’s bed staring at the ceiling while Laura did her makeup.

She’d pretty much put her awkward conversation with Mr. Ashford out of her mind when, at precisely 6.12pm, her phone buzzed.

Unknown number.

Hi Harriet. This is Daniel Ashford. I hope you don’t mind me messaging, I had your number from the charity day a few months back. I’ve been thinking about what you said this morning. If the offer of a drink is still open I’d like to take you up on it. But I understand if you’ve changed your mind. No pressure either way.

She sat up so fast she nearly fell off the bed.

“What?” Laura spun around from her mirror. “What is it?”

Harriet stared at her phone, her heart pounding so hard she could feel it in her ribcage.

Daniel. Not Mr Ashford. Daniel. She’d known his first name, of course, everyone knew their teachers’ first names, but seeing it there in a message to her… suddenly that felt real.

“Harriet, you’ve gone bright red. What’s happening?”

She looked up at Laura and something in her expression must have given her away because Laura’s eyes went wide.

“Oh my God. It’s a boy, isn’t it? Who is it?”

Harriet hesitated. She and Laura told each other everything, literally everything. Always had. And if she was really going to do this, whatever this was, she needed someone to know. Just in case.

“You have to promise not to freak out.”

“I’m already freaking out with you saying that. Tell me.”

Harriet took a deep breath. “Mr. Ashford.”

Laura’s mouth fell open. “Mr… wait. Mr Ashford? Chemistry Mr. Ashford? Fit Mr. Ashford that you’ve had a crush on for literally two years?”

“He wants to meet up. For a drink.”

“Holy shit.” Laura grabbed the phone out of her hand and read the message, her eyes getting wider with every word. “Holy shit, Harriet. He’s asking you out. Your teacher is asking you out.”

“Former teacher, as of this morning.”

“Still.” Laura looked at her. “Are you going to go?”

Harriet took the phone back, her hands shaking slightly as she typed.

I haven’t changed my mind. Where should I meet you?

The reply came quickly.

I could pick you up? Where are you?

She looked at Laura. “He wants to pick me up.”

“From my house? That’s punchy.”

“I’ll tell him the end of your street. But Laura… you have to know where I am. Just in case.”

“Just in case he turns out to be a murderer?”

“Just in case anything.” Harriet was already typing the street address. “If I’m not at the club by midnight, call me. If I don’t answer, call the police.”

“Jesus, Harriet.” But Laura was nodding. “Ok. Ok, yes. I’ll cover for you with the others too, say you had a family surprise thing and you’re meeting us later.” She paused. “You’re really doing this?”

“I’m really doing this.”

Laura grabbed her and hugged her hard. “You absolute lunatic. Be careful. And…” She winked at Harriet. “Tell me everything later.”

Just a few clicks away: Too Sensible To Know Better
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Beyond The Game

The most powerful woman in the room has never knelt for anyone. Until tonight. 


Caitlin doesn't submit. Not to demanding clients, obstinate CFOs, or anyone who dares challenge her authority. She's built her entire identity on being the one in control... at work, in relationships, in every aspect of her life. At twenty-eight she's already a legend of the Houston consulting scene: the consultant everyone wants on their team, the woman who makes things happen through sheer force of will.


Helena is supposed to be invisible. She's younger, Caitlin's junior, only on temporary assignment to the Houston office from Sao Paolo for a few weeks. But when their team celebrates a major victory, Helena sees what everyone else misses: the cracks in Caitlin's armour, the hunger for something that Caitlin doesn't even know the name for, the desperate need to stop controlling everything.


"Would you like to learn what it feels like to let go?"


One question. One game. One Friday night that spirals from playful commands in a Houston bar to bound wrists in Caitlin's bedroom, where Helena introduces her to pleasures she never knew she craved, and that turns the days that follow into a week that will transform Caitlin's entire life.


Some women are meant to command. The right woman can teach them how to obey.

All three of these steamy, lesbian power exchange novellas are available in a single box-set: Beyond The Game (The Caitlin Collection)

***

Coming Into The Light

Lesbian romance? Check. High heat level? Check. Love triangle spread across continents? Check and check.


Amy fooled around a little at university, of course she did... who doesn't experiment, after all? But now, in her late twenties, living with her boyfriend, most of her friends' thoughts turning to getting married and settling down, those days are far behind her.


Well, at least she thought they were.


When her colleague and kind-of-boss Sarah helps her out with her career it sets in motion of a chain of events that opens the door to long buried emotions... and when she then meets Luisa Amy finds herself with a dilemma, her heart torn between these two amazing women that have come crashing into her life from nowhere and her boyfriend, James.


Discover this spicy lesbian love triangle romance, and join Amy on her journey to rediscover herself as she Comes Into The Light. 

Alongside the main novels in the series, companion novels tell the stories of other women in the same world… characters who cross paths with the main trio and have their own journeys to take. Starting with Her Miss Perfect and Your Place Or Ours?

***

Experimenting

Harriet and Zach have everything… a happy marriage, a life together in Sydney, a love that runs deep and strong.

But when Zach has a dream one night, a dream about Harriet with another man, it unleashes desires that neither of them knew they had, making them both ask the question about whether they have the courage to share their deepest selves with the person they love most.

Through encounters with other people and adventures beyond their wildest dreams, they learn that jealousy and desire can coexist, that trust can strengthen their relationship, and that love grows stronger when tested.

A high heat series about hotwives, bulls and polyamory, with Seasons 1 and 2 available now:

Complete Season 1

Complete Season 2


About the author


What happens when you push a character past what they thought were their limits? What do they discover about themselves? What lines will they cross?

Camilla's shorts built a devoted following of readers who found answers to those questions: over half a million individual reads, averaging more than 15k reads per story and ratings of 4.8+/5 for her three most popular series of shorts.

Now she writes novels and novellas that let her show what comes next. The full transformation, not just the spark. Relationships that go deep. Tension that builds to something worth the wait. Characters who don't just glimpse who they could be... they become it.

Whether expanding popular series or exploring fresh ground, every story is designed to deliver.
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