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		Chapter 1

		

		The train pulled out of Manchester Piccadilly twenty minutes late and Natalie Carter pressed her forehead against the cold window and watched the grey sprawl of the city thin into green. Two suitcases in the overhead rack. A carry-on wedged between her boots, stuffed with Biologique Recherche bottles and a half-empty pack of Gauloises she'd smoked through on the tarmac at Charles de Gaulle because the flight was delayed and she'd been hungover from the leaving party in the Marais and her hands needed something to do.

		Four years. Paris. Done.

		She caught her own reflection in the glass and inspected it the way she inspected everything. Long honey-blonde hair that needed washing, pinned up in a clip that was losing the fight. Hazel eyes, bloodshot. The lipstick she'd put on at the airport was too red for the 14:47 to Sheffield. She knew this. She'd put it on anyway. The leather mini was riding up and she tugged it down, then decided she didn't care and let it ride. Knee-high boots. A vintage Agnès B jacket she'd stolen from a woman whose name she could no longer remember, a sculptor who lived in the eleventh and cried beautifully and never asked for it back.

		Natalie was twenty-two. She looked twenty-five. She moved like she was thirty. This was deliberate. All of it was deliberate. The tattoo on the inside of her left wrist, the small sapphic crescent moon she'd gotten at nineteen in a shop on Rue Keller with Simone holding her hand, was deliberate. The way she sat, one leg crossed over the other, taking up the whole double seat with her body and her luggage and her presence, was deliberate. She had spent four years at the Sorbonne learning to be this version of herself and she had graduated with a first in Art History and a private, unwritten degree in women.

		Married women, specifically.

		Not exclusively. But specifically.

		The train rattled through Stockport and she closed her eyes and let herself drift. The hangover was the good kind, the kind that sat behind her eyes like a warm fog rather than a sharp blade. Last night. Claudette's flat above the patisserie, fairy lights, too much cheap rosé, Simone crying, Aurelie dancing on the kitchen table, and Natalie in the hallway at two in the morning with her tongue in the mouth of Aurelie's older sister, the one with the husband in finance, the one who had been looking at Natalie all evening like she was a problem she wanted to have. They hadn't fucked. Natalie had standards about timing. But she'd left the woman breathless against the coat hooks, lipstick smeared, wedding ring catching the light from the kitchen, and walked home in the dark with her hands in her pockets and a small satisfied heat in her chest.

		That heat. That was the thing. Not the sex itself, though the sex was good. The moment before. The tipping point. The soft-eyed, nervous woman who didn't quite know yet what she was walking into, who was standing in front of a door she'd been politely ignoring for years, and Natalie. Key in hand.

		She was, she would tell you herself, very good at it.

		The train passed through the edge of the Peak District. Green hills. Dry stone walls. Sheep. England. Home. She opened her eyes and dug through her bag for her phone. Three messages from her mum, all variations on what time does the train get in love? and one from Simone that was just a series of crying emojis and a blurry photo of the kitchen table with a wine stain shaped like a heart.

		She typed back to her mum. 3:47. Platform 5 I think. Cant wait to see you xx

		Cant wait. Could she? She'd been away four years. The house in Dore with its cream carpets and its Farrow and Ball walls and her childhood bedroom still painted the sage green she'd chosen at fifteen. Her father's shed. Her mother's book club friends. The particular quiet of a South Yorkshire suburb in May, where the most exciting thing that happened was next door's cat getting stuck on the garage roof.

		She'd left at eighteen, a virgin in more ways than one, and she was coming back as. Well. As this.

		The train slowed into Sheffield station and she stood, stretched, pulled her suitcases down from the rack. Her reflection in the window again. She looked good. Tired and good. The kind of woman people looked at twice. She knew this because people looked at her twice. She had trained herself to notice.

		Platform 5. The doors opened and she stepped out into the grey Sheffield air, cool after Paris, the particular smell of rain on concrete and diesel and something indefinably northern that she had forgotten she'd missed.

		Her mother was halfway down the platform, waving, beaming, smaller than Natalie remembered or maybe Natalie was taller now. Sarah Carter, fifty-four, in a good coat, highlighted hair, the face Natalie would have one day if she was lucky. And beside her.

		Beside her, holding a Costa cup in each hand, was a woman Natalie had never seen before.

		Auburn hair pinned up in a soft chignon, strands loose at her neck. A navy coat, open, over something soft underneath. Freckled. Smiling. A wedding ring on her left hand, visible even at this distance because she was holding both cups with her fingers spread in that careful way people hold two hot drinks.

		Natalie's mother reached her first, arms around her, the familiar smell of Chanel No. 5 and fabric softener.

		"Oh love, look at you, look at you, you're so thin, have you been eating? You look gorgeous. Oh Nat, I've missed you."

		"Missed you too, Mum." Natalie hugged her back, chin on her mother's shoulder, eyes on the woman behind.

		Her mother pulled back, hands on Natalie's arms, looking her up and down in that way mothers do that is half-admiration and half-inventory.

		"Sweetheart, this is Melissa." Her mother turned, beckoned. "She insisted on driving me. I've been telling her all about you."

		The woman stepped forward. Close enough now for Natalie to see her properly. Thirty-five, maybe. Pale skin that flushed pink at the cheeks from the cold. Brown eyes, warm, the kind that creased at the corners when she smiled. Full mouth. The navy coat fell open over a cashmere jumper in charcoal grey, and even the jumper, modest and sensible, could not disguise the body underneath it. Full. Curved. The kind of figure that expensive clothes draped over rather than contained.

		She handed one of the Costa cups to Natalie's mother and shifted the other to her right hand and extended her left.

		"Natalie. So lovely to finally meet you. Your mum hasn't shut up about you for weeks."

		Soft Sheffield accent. Gentle. A laugh in the words.

		Natalie took her hand. Warm fingers, firm grip, the gold wedding band smooth against Natalie's palm.

		"Hi. Sorry, do I know you from. Has mum mentioned."

		"Melissa moved onto Claremont Road eighteen months ago," her mother said, taking the Costa cup and already steering them all towards the exit. "Book club, love, I told you. She's become my absolute rock while you've been gallivanting."

		"Hardly gallivanting." Natalie fell into step beside them, pulling her suitcases. "I was getting a degree."

		"In looking at paintings, love, let's not oversell it."

		Melissa laughed. The sound was bright, unforced, the kind of laugh that belonged in a warm room with wine.

		"Your mum tells me you speak fluent French now," Melissa said, walking on Natalie's other side, matching her pace.

		"Fluent's generous. Functional. I can order wine and argue about Impressionism."

		"That's all anyone needs, isn't it?"

		Natalie looked at her. Properly looked. The wedding ring. The soft blush at her cheeks. The way she held her coffee with both hands now, tucked against her chest, a gesture that was somehow both nervous and composed. And Natalie felt it. That familiar small tug behind her sternum, like a thread being pulled taut. The one that said.

		This one.

		Not urgently. Not yet. But the signal was there, quiet and certain, the same signal she'd felt in Paris a dozen times. A married woman. Soft-eyed. A little flustered. The kind who had wondered.

		They reached the car park and Melissa unlocked a dark green Volvo estate with a beep and helped load the suitcases into the boot. Her hands were sure. She moved with a particular kind of grace that Natalie catalogued without thinking about it. The way she bent. The way she straightened. The way she brushed her hands on her coat afterwards and said right then, home? with a small smile directed at Natalie's mother but landing, for just a fraction of a second, on Natalie.

		The drive took twenty minutes. Natalie sat in the back with her carry-on on her lap and watched Melissa drive. Confident. One hand on the wheel, the other resting on the gearstick. Her mother talked the whole way, filling the four-year gap with neighbourhood gossip. The Hendersons had divorced. The corner shop had become a craft gin bar. Melissa's husband, a man called James apparently, worked in banking and was away a lot. Poor thing, she's on her own half the week, that's why I dragged her along today.

		Melissa caught Natalie's eye in the rearview mirror. Smiled. Looked back at the road.

		The house in Dore was exactly as Natalie remembered it. Red brick. Bay window. The hedge her father refused to cut into a sensible shape. She stood on the pavement with her suitcases and looked at it and felt the strange double-vision of homecoming. The girl who'd left and the woman who'd returned, overlaid.

		"Cup of tea before you go, Mel?" Her mother was already at the front door, keys out.

		"Oh, go on then. Quick one."

		They went inside. Natalie's father appeared from the kitchen in his gardening trousers, hugged her, told her she looked too thin, went back to whatever he'd been doing with his runner beans. Natalie hauled her suitcases upstairs, threw them in her room without unpacking, and came back down to find her mother and Melissa in the kitchen, kettle on, biscuit tin open, talking about some woman called Joanne who had apparently caused a scandal at book club by bringing a bottle of prosecco and crying about her ex-husband.

		Natalie leaned in the doorway and watched.

		Melissa had taken off her coat. The charcoal jumper clung to her in the way that expensive knitwear does. Soft. Following the shape without announcing it. She was leaning against the counter with her mug in both hands, hip cocked, laughing at something Natalie's mother had said. When she laughed she tipped her head back slightly and the column of her throat was pale and long and freckled at the base.

		Natalie watched her put a hand on her mum's arm when she laughed. A casual touch. Familiar. The gesture of a close friend, the kind of intimacy that builds over months of wine nights and morning coffees and shared confidences.

		She watched Melissa tuck a strand of escaped auburn hair behind her ear.

		She watched her say oh, Sarah, stop it with a soft pink flush rising up her neck.

		And Natalie decided. Casually. The way she always decided. Not with urgency. With the patient certainty of someone who has done this before and knows exactly how it will go.

		She was going to have her.

		Not yet. Slowly. The way she liked.

		The tea was drunk. The biscuits were eaten. Natalie's mother walked Melissa to the front door and they hugged, the easy embrace of women who see each other three times a week. Melissa pulled on her coat and gathered her bag and turned to Natalie, who was standing in the hallway behind her mother, arms crossed, leaning against the banister.

		"Lovely to meet you properly, Natalie. I'm sure I'll see you around."

		"Yeah. Definitely."

		Melissa kissed her mother on the cheek. Then, on the way past Natalie, she leaned in. Close. The smell of her perfume, something warm and woody, not floral, unexpected. She kissed Natalie on the cheek. Very lightly. Her lips were soft and dry and the contact lasted perhaps one second. When she pulled back she held Natalie's gaze for a beat. A small, private smile. Not quite readable.

		"Welcome home."

		And then she was gone, down the path, navy coat, auburn hair, the Volvo starting up on the street.

		Natalie stood in the hallway. Her mother had already disappeared back to the kitchen, calling something about running a bath. The front door was still open. Cold air on Natalie's face.

		She pressed her fingertips to the place on her cheek where Melissa's mouth had been. The skin was warm. She replayed the smile. The beat of eye contact. The particular quality of welcome home in that soft voice.

		Had she imagined it?

		She would spend the next three days wondering.

		

	
		Chapter 2

		

		The kitchen in her parents' house had not changed. Same cream Aga, same scrubbed oak table, same row of Le Creuset pots on the shelf above the window that her mother had been collecting since before Natalie was born. The afternoon light came through the window over the sink and made everything golden and warm and aggressively domestic. Natalie sat at the table with a mug of builder's tea she hadn't asked for and watched her mother move around the kitchen like a woman in her natural habitat.

		"She's gorgeous, isn't she?" her mother said, not looking up from the chicken she was seasoning. Sunday roast on a Thursday because her daughter was home.

		"Who?"

		"Don't who me, you haven't stopped looking out the window since she left."

		Natalie hadn't been looking out the window. She had been looking at her phone. But her mother was not entirely wrong about the general principle.

		"Melissa? Yeah, she seems nice."

		"Nice." Her mother made a sound. "She's more than nice, love. She's been a godsend, honestly. Since you've been away and your dad's been. Well. You know what he's like, he's in that shed fourteen hours a day. Melissa dragged me out of myself."

		"Out of yourself?"

		"I was getting a bit. You know. Quiet. Empty nest. Don't look at me like that, it happens. Anyway. She moved in next door but one and turned up at book club and it was like. I don't know. She just saw me. Does that make sense?"

		It made sense. Natalie knew women like that. Women who saw other women. Who made you feel visible. Who touched your arm when you laughed and remembered your birthday and texted to check if you were okay on a Tuesday afternoon. Natalie knew that kind of woman very well. She had taken several of them to bed.

		"How old is she?"

		"Thirty-five. Why?"

		"Just asking."

		Her mother looked up from the chicken. "Natalie."

		"What?"

		"I know that face."

		"What face? This is just my face."

		"That's your scheming face. You've had it since you were four and you wanted the biscuit tin off the top shelf."

		Natalie laughed. "Mum. I'm asking normal questions about your friend. That's allowed."

		Her mother regarded her for a long moment, the kind of look that said she knew more than she was letting on and was choosing, for now, not to press. Then she turned back to the chicken.

		"She runs her own business, interior design, does very well at it. Works from a studio in their back garden, converted the garage herself. She's talented, Nat, you should see her work. Very clean, very modern, not like that cluttered rubbish you see on those property programmes."

		"And the husband?"

		"James. Banking. London half the week. Pleasant man, bit distracted, you know the type. Always on his phone. I think." She lowered her voice, conspiratorial. "Between you and me, love, I think they're in a bit of a rough patch. She never wants to talk about him. Changes the subject. You know."

		Natalie knew. She knew the particular shape of a marriage that had gone quiet. The woman who didn't talk about her husband. Who changed the subject. Who filled the space with friends and work and wine because the alternative was sitting in the silence of a house with a man who didn't see her anymore.

		"No kids?"

		"They tried. It didn't happen. She doesn't talk about that either. Some things you don't push."

		"No. You don't."

		Her mother slid the chicken into the Aga and wiped her hands on a tea towel. She turned and leaned against the counter and looked at Natalie with the kind of clear maternal gaze that could see through walls.

		"She's a sweetheart, Nat. You'll love her."

		Natalie smiled. "I'm sure I will."

		She took her tea upstairs and sat on her childhood bed, the same bed she'd slept in from age eleven to eighteen, the mattress slightly too soft now, the duvet cover the same Liberty print her mother had chosen when Natalie was doing her GCSEs. She looked around the room. The sage green walls. The bookshelf full of art books and old novels. The small desk under the window where she'd written her personal statement for the Sorbonne and sweated over A-level essays about Caravaggio.

		She lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling and thought about Melissa.

		The wedding ring. The blush. The way she'd leaned in to kiss Natalie's cheek with that small, unreadable smile. The body under the cashmere. The freckles.

		Natalie thought about her in the same way she'd thought about a dozen women before. Categorising. Assessing. Plotting the trajectory. She had a system, honed over four years and a dozen successful seductions. The system started with observation and ended with a woman naked in her bed saying I've never done this before and Natalie saying I know, I know, it's alright, I've got you.

		The ones who wore wedding rings but touched other women's arms when they laughed. The ones who asked too many questions about Natalie's life in Paris, her love life in Paris, with a curiosity that had too much heat in it to be casual. The ones who blushed when Natalie held their gaze a second too long.

		She closed her eyes and let herself remember.

		The first one. Margaux. An architect's wife in the third arrondissement, forty-one, mother of two, who had come into the gallery where Natalie worked Saturdays and spent forty-five minutes looking at photographs of women's bodies and not quite meeting Natalie's eye. They'd had coffee. Then lunch. Then wine at Natalie's flat, the small studio on Rue du Temple with the skylights and the iron bed frame. Margaux had cried after she came. Not sad tears. Overwhelmed tears. The tears of a woman who has just discovered something about herself that she cannot undo, and Natalie had held her and stroked her hair and felt. What? Powerful. Kind. Like she was giving something rather than taking. Like she was doing these women a favour. Unlocking doors they'd been standing politely in front of for years, too well-mannered to try the handle.

		She didn't think of it as cruelty. She thought of it as gift-giving.

		After Margaux there had been others. A professor's wife at a dinner party. A woman she'd met at the Musée Rodin who turned out to be married to a man in the foreign ministry. A florist on the Île Saint-Louis who wore her wedding ring on a chain around her neck and gasped when Natalie wrapped her hand around it and pulled. Each one a variation on the same theme. Curious. Nervous. Ready. And Natalie, patient, certain, the key in her hand and the lock right there.

		She opened her eyes. The ceiling in her childhood bedroom. England. Home.

		And downstairs, or rather two streets away, a married woman with auburn hair and freckles and a husband who was never around and a blush that rose up her neck when she laughed.

		Natalie's phone buzzed in her back pocket.

		A text from Simone: tu me manques déjà, salope. paris est vide sans toi.

		She typed back: miss you too. england is cold and grey and full of potential.

		Simone sent a laughing emoji. Then: already? you've been home six hours.

		Natalie put the phone down. She hadn't meant it like that. Or she had. She wasn't sure yet. She was jet-lagged and hungover and the bed was too soft and the room was too small and outside the window the Sheffield suburbs were going dark in that slow English way, streetlights coming on one by one, a fox screaming somewhere in a garden.

		She turned over and pressed her face into the pillow. Sage green walls. The shelf with the art books. The drawer in her desk where, at seventeen, she had kept a folded photograph of her French teacher, Ms. Patterson, in a summer dress at sports day, the photograph she'd stolen from the school newsletter and looked at every night for six months before she'd understood what she was looking at. Before she'd understood what she was.

		A long time ago. A different Natalie. The Natalie before Paris.

		She slept.

		

	
		Chapter 3

		

		Two days passed in the particular blurred way that jet lag makes time move. Natalie slept twelve hours the first night and woke disoriented at six in the morning, thinking she was in the flat on Rue du Temple, reaching for the bedside table that wasn't there, fumbling for the pack of cigarettes that was in her suitcase, still unpacked. She lay in the dark of her childhood room and waited for the world to reassemble itself around her.

		England. Home. May. The beginning of something.

		She spent the days half-present. Mooching around in pyjama bottoms and an old university hoodie, eating toast and drinking the weak English tea that she'd forgotten how to like after four years of café crème. Her mother fussed. Her father appeared from the garden shed at intervals to make cheerful, disconnected remarks about the weather or the roses, then disappeared again. The rhythms of the house were unchanged, the same clock ticking in the hallway, the same Radio 4 in the kitchen, the same gentle non-events that constituted life in this cream-carpeted house in this quiet suburb of this grey city.

		But underneath the surface, in the quiet constant way she always operated, Natalie was gathering.

		Tuesday morning. Breakfast. Her mother scrambling eggs, Natalie at the table with her phone, scrolling through nothing in particular.

		"Mum."

		"Mm?"

		"Melissa. What does she actually do? Interior design, you said."

		"Mm. Good at it too. She did the Parkers' kitchen last year, you wouldn't believe the difference. All that horrible orange pine, gone. She does it all herself, the sourcing, the mood boards, the clients. Very professional. She has a proper studio, love, in the back garden. Gorgeous space."

		"And she just. Does that on her own? No employees?"

		"She has a girl who helps with admin, part-time. But the design work, all her. She has an eye." Her mother turned from the hob. "Why the sudden interest in interiors?"

		"I studied art for four years, Mum. Design's adjacent."

		"Adjacent." A smile. "Look at you, Miss Sorbonne."

		Natalie ate her eggs and asked more questions. Casual. Spaced out. The way you ask about someone you're only mildly interested in, between bites of toast, while looking at your phone.

		She learned: Melissa had moved up from London five years ago when James got transferred to the Sheffield office of his bank. She'd started the business from scratch in a city where she knew no one. She was the kind of woman who made things happen. Organised the book club, the spa weekends, the wine nights. The one everyone called first when they needed something done.

		"Married ten years, you said?"

		"About that. They met young, I think. She never talks about the wedding. Some women show you the photos six times, you know. Mel's not like that."

		"And the rough patch?"

		Her mother gave her a look. "Nat."

		"I'm asking."

		"I shouldn't have said that. It's not my place."

		"You already said it."

		A sigh. Eggs onto plates. Her mother sat down across from her and buttered toast with the focused attention of someone avoiding eye contact.

		"I just get the sense. She's lonely, love. James is away a lot. Mondays through Thursdays most weeks, London office. Comes back Friday, plays golf Saturday, they have dinner Sunday and then he's gone again. She fills the time. The business, the friends, the gym. But there's something. Something underneath."

		"Sad?"

		"Not sad exactly. More. Waiting? Like she's waiting for something to happen and it hasn't happened yet and she's getting tired of waiting."

		Natalie nodded. Bit into her toast. Thought about it.

		She knew that shape. She knew it very well. A woman filling time. A woman whose husband came home but didn't arrive. A woman who was waiting for something without knowing what the something was. Natalie had met that woman a dozen times in Paris and the something, the thing they were waiting for, had turned out to be Natalie herself.

		"She's a sweetheart, your Melissa," Natalie said, aiming for casual.

		"Not my Melissa. She's her own woman." A pause. "But yes. She is."

		The conversation moved on. Her father came in from the garden wanting to know if anyone had seen his secateurs. The morning unfolded in its domestic way. Natalie went upstairs and lay on her bed and opened her phone and looked at Melissa's name in her mother's contact list, which she'd screenshot during an idle moment the day before.

		Melissa Hartley.

		She didn't search for her online. That wasn't her style. She preferred to learn women in person, to build the picture from their own words, their own gestures, their own unguarded moments. The internet gave you facts. Sitting across from someone in a café, watching them tuck their hair behind their ear, watching them blush, watching the way their eyes moved when they talked about their husband. That gave you them.

		She would wait. She was good at waiting.

		Wednesday passed. She unpacked her suitcases, finally. Hung her Paris clothes in the wardrobe that still had a Blu-Tack stain on the door from a poster of Frida Kahlo she'd put up at sixteen. She lined up her French cosmetics on the shelf in the bathroom and her mother made approving noises about the face cream and disapproving noises about the cigarettes in the side pocket of the carry-on.

		She went for a walk in the afternoon, around the neighbourhood she'd grown up in. The same houses, same hedges, same cars in same drives. And there, two streets down on Claremont Road, a house she'd walked past a thousand times that now had a dark green Volvo in the drive and a wisteria growing up the front that looked about two years old. Not yet established. Newly planted. The house of someone who had moved in recently enough to still be making it theirs.

		She didn't slow down. Didn't look too long. But she clocked it. Filed it. The converted garage at the back, just visible over the garden wall. White-painted. A glass door that caught the light.

		Thursday. She had a long FaceTime with Simone, who was slightly drunk in a bar in Belleville and full of gossip about people Natalie no longer lived near enough to care about. Natalie half-listened, half-watched her own face in the small square in the corner of the screen, and thought about the summer stretching ahead of her. She had no plan. No job. Her parents had said she could stay as long as she liked while she figured out her next move. She had savings from her gallery job. She had time.

		Time was the thing. Time was the material she worked in.

		Thursday evening, sitting on the sofa watching something on Channel 4 she wasn't paying attention to, her phone buzzed.

		A number she didn't recognise. Sheffield area code.

		Hi Natalie, it's Melissa. Your mum gave me your number, hope that's okay! I run an interiors business and I'd love to pick your brain about Paris design trends sometime if you fancy a coffee? No pressure, just thought you might be bored at home. Let me know xx

		Natalie read it twice. Three times. She smiled at her phone in the blue light of the television, a small, private, satisfied smile.

		She waited seventeen minutes before replying. Not too keen. Never too keen.

		Hey! Yeah course, would love that. Free most days this week, whenever works for you x

		The reply came in three minutes.

		Wednesday? There's a nice place on Nether Edge, Bragazzis, do you know it? 2pm? xx

		Perfect. See you then x

		Natalie put her phone face-down on her stomach and looked at the ceiling. Her mother was in the kitchen. Her father was asleep in his armchair. The TV played on. The house ticked.

		She was being invited in. The door was opening, and all she had to do was step through it at the right pace. Not too fast. Fast scared them. Slow. The slow build. The weeks of coffees and lunches and text messages, each one a small step closer to the moment where the woman looks at her with those wide soft eyes and says I don't know what I'm doing, I've never done this before and Natalie gets to say I know. Let me show you.

		She picked up her phone again and looked at the texts. The double kisses. The exclamation mark. The hope that's okay. Nervousness dressed as friendliness. Or friendliness. Or both. It didn't matter yet. Natalie had all summer.

		She thought of Margaux, the architect's wife, crying in her bed in Paris. The way the tears had tasted when Natalie kissed them off her cheeks. The way Margaux had said, afterwards, in a broken whisper, I didn't know. I didn't know I could feel like that. And Natalie had held her and stroked her hair and thought, very clearly, I gave you that. I unlocked you.

		A gift. Always a gift.

		She was going to give Melissa Hartley exactly the same thing.

		

	
		Chapter 4

		

		Bragazzis was a converted shop front on Nether Edge, the kind of independent café that had exposed brick and mismatched chairs and sold sourdough by the loaf from a shelf by the door. Natalie got there at five past two, deliberately late, and found Melissa already at a table by the window with two flat whites and a small pot of brown sugar.

		"I ordered for you," Melissa said, looking up. "Hope that's alright. Your mum said you drink flat whites."

		"She's right. Thank you."

		Natalie sat. She had dressed for this. She would never admit she'd dressed for this, not even to herself, not yet, but she had changed three times in her bedroom before settling on the cream cashmere knit that clung softly to her chest and fell off one shoulder when she moved a certain way, jeans, the boots, hair down. Perfume at her throat. The small crescent moon tattoo visible at her wrist when she reached for the coffee.

		Melissa was not dressed for a business meeting either, despite the pretext. The wrap dress was deep green, the neckline crossed over her breasts in a way that shifted when she moved, and each time she leaned forward or turned to look out the window the fabric gaped slightly, a half-second glimpse of pale skin and the edge of something lace-trimmed underneath. A small gold pendant on a chain sat in the hollow of her collarbone, rising and falling with her breath.

		Natalie catalogued all of it. She was good at this. She could hold a conversation about colour theory while simultaneously mapping the topography of a woman's body from across a table. It was a skill. A Paris skill.

		"So. Paris." Melissa wrapped both hands around her cup and her wedding ring clinked against the ceramic. "Tell me everything. I've been dying to ask you properly since the station."

		"What do you want to know?"

		"All of it. The Sorbonne. The art. The living there. I've only been once, for a weekend, years ago, with James, and it rained the whole time and we argued about restaurants." She laughed, that bright easy laugh. "So I need your version."

		Natalie gave her a version. Not the real version. A curated one. The beautiful bits. The gallery in the sixth where she'd worked weekends. The flat she'd shared with Simone in the tenth, then the solo studio on Rue du Temple she'd moved to in third year. The markets, the wine, the light in September, the way Paris made everything you did feel like art even when you were just buying bread.

		Melissa listened with her chin in her hand and her eyes warm and interested, asking questions, laughing at the right moments. She had a way of listening that made you feel like you were performing. Like she was the audience and you were the show and she was captivated.

		Natalie recognised it. She did it herself. To other women. It was the listening-as-seduction thing. The you are the most fascinating person in this room thing. But Melissa wasn't doing it on purpose. Was she? No. She was doing it because she was a warm, curious, slightly bored suburban woman who wanted to hear about Paris. That was all.

		"And was there," Melissa said, forty minutes into the conversation, turning her coffee cup in her hands. "Was there anyone? While you were over there? A. Boyfriend? Girlfriend?" A small hesitation before the second word. A glance up from under her lashes.

		"A few," Natalie said. Watching.

		"A few boyfriends or a few girlfriends?"

		"Girlfriends." Said easily, casually, the way she always said it. Watching.

		Melissa nodded. Sipped her coffee. No visible reaction. No blush. No widened eyes. No leaning back in surprise or leaning forward in curiosity. Just a nod, a sip, and then, calmly, "Did you bring any of them home to meet Sarah?"

		"God no. They weren't. That kind of thing."

		"Casual?"

		"Paris is casual. Everything there is. You know. Light."

		Melissa smiled. "I like that. Light." She said the word like she was tasting it. Then she asked about the Louvre. Whether Natalie had a favourite room. Whether she'd seen the Winged Victory at dawn when the place was empty, before the tourists.

		Natalie answered, but she was watching. Looking for the crack. The curiosity that had too much weight in it. The question that circled back. But Melissa moved on smoothly, effortlessly, and if there was anything underneath her interest it was buried too deep for Natalie to read.

		Which made her more interesting. Not less.

		The second hour began. Natalie deployed the small artillery. The things she did to women who didn't know they were being pursued. She leaned forward when Melissa talked, closing the distance across the table, so that when Melissa said something funny Natalie could laugh and reach across and put her hand on Melissa's wrist, just for a moment, just long enough for her fingertips to press against the soft skin there and for Melissa to register the warmth of her touch.

		She asked questions with her head tilted. The slow smile. The one that started at one corner of her mouth and took its time reaching the other side.

		"That dress is stunning, by the way," Natalie said, in the middle of a conversation about fabric samples, sliding the compliment in where it didn't quite belong. "That green is. It makes your skin look incredible."

		Melissa looked down at herself. The blush. There it was. Rising up from her collarbones, slow, pink, the colour of someone who has been noticed and isn't sure what to do with it.

		"Oh. Thank you. It's old, actually, I just. I don't get to wear it much."

		"You should wear it more."

		Their eyes met. Natalie held the gaze for one beat longer than friendly. Two beats. Three.

		Melissa looked down at her coffee. Tucked hair behind her ear. Changed the subject to a shop on Ecclesall Road she liked for cushions.

		Natalie let her. This was the game. Press and release. Warmth and withdrawal. You couldn't push too hard too early. The trick was to make them feel it and then give them space to wonder if they'd imagined it. To make them lie awake that night thinking was she flirting with me? and then, the next day, no, don't be ridiculous, she's twenty-two, she's being friendly, she's French now, they're all like that.

		The conversation wound on. Natalie learned things. Melissa had studied History of Art at Edinburgh before pivoting to interiors. They had overlapping tastes: mid-century furniture, Scandinavian clean lines, the way the Japanese did light. Melissa's business was called Hartley House and her Instagram, which she pulled up on her phone to show Natalie, was immaculate. Beautifully photographed rooms in muted palettes, each one with a small signature detail, a vintage piece or a splash of unexpected colour, that made it distinctly hers.

		"You're good," Natalie said, scrolling through on Melissa's phone, their shoulders close enough that she could smell her perfume. Warm. Woody. Something like amber.

		"Thank you. It's taken a while to get the look right."

		"No, I mean. You're really good. These aren't just rooms. There's a language in them. A. Sensibility."

		Melissa looked at her. Something softened in her face. Pleased. More than pleased. The look of someone who has been seen in a way they hadn't expected.

		"That's. That's a lovely thing to say, Natalie."

		"Nat."

		"Nat."

		They walked out together at half three, the pavement busy with after-school traffic, mothers with pushchairs, a man with a buggy heading straight for them. Melissa put her hand on Natalie's hip, a light quick pressure, steering her around the obstruction, and the touch lasted perhaps three seconds and left a warm imprint through the denim of Natalie's jeans.

		"This was really nice," Melissa said, hands in her coat pockets now, squinting slightly in the afternoon sun. "I haven't talked about design with someone who actually gets it in. God. Months."

		"Let's do it again."

		"I'd like that."

		"Soon?"

		"Soon." A smile. The private one from the station. The one Natalie had replayed.

		They went in different directions. Natalie walked to the bus stop with her hands in her pockets, her stride long and easy, the afternoon light warm on her face. She replayed the hand on her hip. The blush. The was there anyone, while you were over there?

		Got her.

		She had no idea what she had.

		

	
		Chapter 5

		

		The text came on Friday morning, early. Natalie was still in bed, scrolling through Instagram with one eye open, the room bright with the kind of clear May sunshine that England produces three times a year and acts surprised about.

		If you're bored and fancy coming round, I'd love your eye on the new lookbook. The studio's a mess but ignore that. Anytime after 2? xx

		Natalie read it. Smiled into her pillow. Typed back: Yes please. See you at 3? x

		Perfect. Kettle will be on xx

		She got up. Showered. Stood in front of her wardrobe for fifteen minutes, then put on a thin white t-shirt and a pair of wide-legged trousers and her hair in a loose braid, because today was about looking like she hadn't thought about it. Like she'd just rolled off the sofa and wandered over. Casual. The kind of casual that takes half an hour.

		She walked. It was only two streets. Past the Hendersons' old house, which had a skip in the drive now and new windows. Past the corner that used to have a postbox and now had a raised bed full of lavender. Down Claremont Road. The wisteria on Melissa's house was in full bloom, heavy purple clusters against the white render, and the front garden was neat in the way that said someone cares without screaming about it. A pot of rosemary by the front step.

		She knocked. Waited.

		Melissa opened the door in loose linen trousers and a cream silk blouse with the sleeves rolled up. Bare feet. Hair up in that soft chignon with the strands loose at her neck. No makeup except something on her lashes that made her eyes look larger. The gold pendant again, resting against her sternum.

		"Nat. Come in, come in."

		The house was. Natalie noticed things. The hallway was painted a deep sage green, the floors were pale oak, and there was a console table with a stack of design books and a vase of white peonies that were just past their best, petals curling at the edges. Beautiful and slightly tired. The house of a woman with impeccable taste and not quite enough energy or reason to keep everything perfect.

		They walked through to the kitchen, which was grey and white and had copper pendant lights and an island with bar stools and a coffee machine the size of a small car. No sign of James. No coat on the hook. No shoes by the door. The house was empty of him.

		"James is in London?"

		"Until Sunday." Said lightly. Matter of fact. "Coffee?"

		"Please."

		Melissa made coffee with the machine, frothing milk, moving around her kitchen with the easy confidence of someone in their own space. Natalie sat on a bar stool and watched her. The way her blouse shifted when she reached up for cups. The shape of her beneath it. The visible line of her bra through the silk, nude-coloured, practical, the kind that suggests the body beneath it is generous enough to need proper support.

		"Studio's through here." Melissa handed her a cup and led her through a glass door at the back of the kitchen, down three steps, and into the garage.

		Except it was no longer a garage. It was extraordinary.

		White walls, a full wall of windows on the garden side flooding the space with natural light. A long worktable in pale wood covered with fabric samples and colour swatches. Mood boards pinned to one wall in neat rows, each one a different project, each one a small world of textures and colours. A Mac on a standing desk in the corner. A small velvet sofa in deep teal against the back wall, scattered with cushions. The floor was polished concrete. The air was cool and clean. This was where Melissa lived. Not the house. Here.

		"It's beautiful."

		"It's a mess." Melissa waved a hand at the worktable, which was covered but organised, a controlled chaos. "I'm trying to put together a lookbook for the website and I can't get the layouts right. I keep second-guessing myself."

		"Show me."

		They stood at the worktable together. Melissa pulled out printed pages, mock-ups of spreads, photographs of her completed projects laid out against fabric samples and paint chips. She talked through her vision. Muted, textural, honest. Not the glossy aspiration of a magazine but something more intimate. Rooms that looked lived-in. Real.

		Natalie gave her opinion. Genuine opinion. She did know this world, tangentially, the visual language of space and texture, and Melissa's work was better than she'd expected. Surprising. Bold in quiet ways. A deep terracotta wall in a bedroom that shouldn't have worked but did. A vintage Danish chair against industrial shelving. The confidence of someone who trusted their own eye.

		They worked through the spreads for twenty minutes. Natalie suggested reordering. Melissa agreed with some, pushed back on others. They argued amiably about whether a particular project should lead the book or close it. It was good. Easy. The kind of creative exchange that builds a specific kind of intimacy, the we think the same way intimacy that Natalie knew how to weaponise.

		And then.

		They were both leaning over the same spread, Natalie at the table, Melissa behind her right shoulder, pointing at a photograph. The proximity. Close enough that Natalie could feel the warmth of Melissa's body along her side. Close enough that when Melissa leaned forward to tap a swatch of fabric, her breast pressed against Natalie's upper arm. Soft and full and warm through the silk of her blouse. A casual contact. The kind of thing that happens when two women work at a table together.

		Except.

		Natalie did not move. She let the contact hold for two seconds. Three. She could feel the weight of Melissa's breast against her arm, the heat of her breath near Natalie's ear, the scent of her, amber and warm skin. Then, very slowly, she turned her head.

		Melissa's face was right there. Inches away. Close enough to count her freckles. Close enough to see the tiny variations of brown and gold in her eyes. Close enough to kiss.

		The silence stretched.

		One beat.

		Two.

		Melissa's lips parted. A small, involuntary thing. Her eyes went from the photograph to Natalie's face and then to Natalie's mouth and the pink started at her collarbones and climbed.

		Then she straightened up. Stepped back. A small flustered laugh, one hand pushing at the loose hair at her nape.

		"Oh. Sorry. I'm in your space. I do that, I'm always too close, James tells me. Sorry."

		Natalie turned fully to face her. She didn't step back. Didn't create more distance. She let herself stay exactly where she was and she smiled. Slow. One corner of her mouth first, then the other. The smile she'd perfected in Paris. The one that said I see you. I see what just happened. And I'm going to let you pretend it didn't.

		"You're fine," Natalie said. Her voice lower than it needed to be. "I don't mind you close."

		Melissa looked at her. Something flickered in her face. Then she looked down at her own left hand. The wedding ring. A quick glance, almost reflexive. And the subject changed.

		"So. The running order. If we put the Walkers' project first, then it sets the tone, and then the Danes' kitchen is the. Sorry. Where was I?"

		Natalie let her run. Let her talk about layouts and paper stock and printing options while the colour slowly left her cheeks. Let her rebuild the distance between them with words. This was the game. The press. The release. The space between where the woman gets to tell herself it was nothing, I imagined it, she's twenty-two and she's French now and she was just being friendly, it didn't mean anything, stop thinking about it.

		They talked for another half-hour. Natalie was charming and professional and did not do it again. She let the moment sit between them unacknowledged, like a coin thrown into a pool. Sinking. Still visible beneath the surface.

		At the door, Melissa hugged her. Warmer than the previous goodbyes. Her body pressed against Natalie's for a fraction longer than necessary, soft and full, and her hand rested at Natalie's lower back and pressed slightly.

		"Thank you for this. Really. Your eye is. You have a good eye, Nat."

		"Anytime. I mean it."

		"I'll text you the revised layout when it's done. Get your verdict."

		"Please."

		They parted. Natalie walked down the path, through the gate, onto the pavement. She put her hands in her pockets. The May afternoon was warm. Leaves on the trees. A blackbird singing somewhere.

		She walked home with the pace of a woman in no hurry. Smug. The kind of satisfaction that sits in the chest like a small warm coal. Melissa's breast against her arm. The parted lips. The two-beat silence. The look down at the wedding ring.

		She had all summer.

		

	
		Chapter 6

		

		Sunday lunch at her parents' house was a weekly fixture that had survived Natalie's four-year absence unchanged. The good china. The roast. Her father opening wine with the enthusiasm of a man who has been waiting all week for an excuse. And today, her mother announced over Saturday coffee with the casual air of someone who has planned something very carefully, Melissa and James were coming.

		"I thought it would be nice. You can meet James properly and Melissa can tell you about the lookbook, she texted me this morning saying you'd been so helpful."

		"Mm. Sounds good."

		"And wear something normal, Natalie. No leather."

		Natalie wore a simple navy dress. Knee length. Fitted. The kind of thing her mother approved of, which was also the kind of thing that made her waist look narrow and her chest look good. Hair up. Small gold earrings. She looked, she thought, studying herself in the bedroom mirror, like a woman going to a nice Sunday lunch. Which she was. Nothing more.

		They arrived at one. James came through the door first. A tall man, late forties or early fifties, greying at the temples, a pleasant face that had probably been handsome fifteen years ago and was now just sort of. There. He shook Natalie's father's hand and said something about the garden and already had his phone out of his pocket by the time he reached the kitchen table.

		Melissa came in behind him. A soft floral dress today, cream with small blue flowers, V-necked, her hair in a looser version of the chignon, curls escaping at her ears. She kissed Natalie's mother. She kissed Natalie's father. She turned to Natalie and there was a fraction of a second, a beat, where their eyes met and something passed between them that was entirely private, and then Melissa leaned in and kissed her cheek, light and brief, and said, "You look gorgeous, Nat."

		"So do you."

		Lunch was served. Natalie's father carved the lamb. Her mother brought vegetables to the table in the good china dishes. James sat at one end looking at his phone between courses and making pleasant, half-present conversation about the housing market. Natalie sat opposite Melissa and watched.

		She watched Melissa pour James's wine without being asked. His glass was empty and her hand was reaching for the bottle before he'd even noticed, a reflex so practised it was invisible. He didn't thank her. Didn't look up from his phone.

		She watched Melissa laugh at something Natalie's father said about a film they'd all seen, and the laugh was warm but it arrived a half-second after everyone else's, as though she were translating it through a slight delay. Present but not quite. Performing.

		She watched James's phone ring during the main course. Watched him glance at the screen, push his chair back, mutter sorry, need to take this, two minutes, and leave the room. Watched Melissa's eyes follow him to the door and then land on her own wine glass with an expression that was. Nothing. Carefully nothing.

		Natalie caught her eye.

		Across the table, over the lamb and the roast potatoes and her mother's good gravy. Natalie looked at Melissa and held the look and did not let it go. One beat. Two. Three.

		Melissa did not look away first.

		Her mother said something. The moment broke. Natalie turned to respond and under the table, casually, without thinking about it, she stretched out her foot. The toe of her ballet flat found the side of Melissa's foot. Just brushing. The lightest possible contact.

		Melissa did not move her foot away.

		The main course ended. Pudding was served. Apple crumble, custard. James returned from his phone call and sat down and ate without commenting on the food. Natalie's mother talked about book club. Natalie's father talked about the garden. The conversation was easy and Sunday-shaped and underneath it, under the oak table, Natalie's foot rested gently against Melissa's and Melissa did not move hers and did not acknowledge it and did not look at Natalie but the colour in her cheeks had risen by a shade.

		After lunch, washing up.

		Natalie's mother shooed them all out of the kitchen and then relented when Natalie insisted. James and her father retired to the lounge, some golf tournament on the television. Her mother went to make a phone call. And Natalie and Melissa stood at the sink together, Natalie washing, Melissa drying, the sound of running water and the clink of crockery.

		Side by side. Their elbows almost touching. The sleeve of Melissa's dress brushing Natalie's arm every time she reached for a plate.

		They didn't talk for a minute. Two. The domesticity of it, the ordinariness, made the silence feel charged in a way that conversation would have dissolved.

		Natalie handed her a wine glass. Their fingers overlapped on the stem. She let the touch hold. Then, very quietly, not looking at Melissa, looking at the sink, she said:

		"Come into town with me one night this week. Just us. I know a wine bar in Kelham Island. Good music. Good wine. You'd love it."

		She said it like an invitation between friends. The words were innocent. The register was not.

		Melissa took the wine glass. Dried it. Set it on the draining board. She didn't answer immediately. Natalie waited, hands in the soapy water, watching her in peripheral vision. Melissa's profile. The line of her jaw. The small pulse visible at her throat.

		"Alright." Quiet. Looking at the glass she'd just set down, not at Natalie. "I'd like that."

		"Tuesday?"

		"Tuesday. James is in London Tuesdays."

		"Perfect."

		Natalie handed her another glass. Their fingers didn't touch this time. The conversation moved on, to the crumble, to whether there was custard left, to something mundane and safe. But the word was given. Tuesday. Just them. The wine bar.

		When Melissa and James left, Natalie dried her hands on the tea towel and watched them walk down the path from the kitchen window. James was on his phone again. Melissa walked slightly behind him, handbag on her shoulder, and at the gate she paused and looked back at the house. Natalie couldn't tell if Melissa could see her in the window. It didn't matter. The look was enough. The pause. The backward glance.

		

	
		Chapter 7

		

		She wore the black slip dress. No bra. The silk sat against her skin and moved with her body like water, thin enough that the shape of her nipples was visible in certain lights, a fact she was aware of and had not mitigated. Hair loose over her shoulders. The scent she wore only at night, heavier than daytime, something with jasmine and musk that sat in the hollow of her throat and warmed against her pulse points. Heels. Red lipstick, one shade darker than her usual.

		The wine bar in Kelham Island was the kind of place Natalie had been booking since she was a student. Low lighting. Candles in amber glass holders. Velvet booths in deep burgundy. A wine list that ran to four pages and a bartender who didn't card you if you looked like you belonged. She got there first, because she always got there first, because arriving first meant controlling the space, choosing the booth, choosing the lighting, being the one already settled and at ease when the other woman walked in.

		She ordered a bottle of Sancerre and two glasses and sat in the corner booth with her back to the wall and waited.

		Melissa was twelve minutes late.

		She came through the door and the room shifted. Or Natalie's room shifted. The rest of the bar continued unbothered but Natalie's attention narrowed to a point.

		The dress was dark red. Natalie had not seen it before. It wrapped her body in a way that declared rather than suggested, the fabric heavy enough to drape but thin enough to follow every line of her. Her breasts, full and lifted, created a silhouette in the crossed neckline that drew the eye immediately and unapologetically. Her waist was defined, her hips were generous, and the hem hit just above the knee. She had put her hair down. For the first time since Natalie had met her. Auburn and loose, past her shoulders, catching the candlelight in a dozen shades of copper and brown. She'd done her lips in a deep berry colour.

		She looked like a woman who had dressed for a date.

		Natalie felt her pulse quicken. Good. This was good. A woman who dressed like this for a Tuesday night in Kelham Island was a woman who had already decided something, even if she hadn't admitted it to herself yet.

		"Nat." Melissa slid into the booth opposite her, slightly breathless, colour already in her cheeks. "Sorry, the taxi took forever. You look. God. You look amazing."

		"So do you." Natalie poured her wine. Pushed the glass across the table. "That dress."

		"I haven't worn it in about two years. Dug it out of the back of the wardrobe."

		"You dug it out for me?"

		A laugh. "I dug it out for a night out. Don't flatter yourself."

		But the blush said otherwise.

		They drank. The first glass went quickly, as first glasses do when both people are slightly nervous. Natalie steered the conversation with the patience she had learned in Paris, in cafés and wine bars and the back rooms of places where women went to be someone other than who they were at home. You started wide. Work. Life. Funny stories. You let the wine do its first layer of work, loosening shoulders, warming cheeks, lowering voices by a register. Then you narrowed.

		"You're an only child?" Natalie asked, refilling their glasses.

		"Mm. You?"

		"Same. Maybe that's why we both ended up a bit. Self-contained."

		"Is that what you are? Self-contained?"

		"Sometimes. With certain people I open up." Natalie held her gaze across the candle flame. "You're easy to talk to."

		"So are you." Melissa smiled. The wine had softened her. She was leaning forward slightly, her forearms on the table, the gold pendant swinging forward between her breasts when she moved. "I don't. I don't have many people I talk to properly. Sarah, your mum, she's wonderful but she's. You know. Mum-shaped. She mothers me. Which is lovely but sometimes you want someone who just. Listens."

		"I'm listening."

		"I know." Quiet. A sip of wine. "You're good at it."

		The second glass. The conversation narrowing. From easy chat to the kind of talk that happens after dark, in candlelight, between two people who are pretending they don't know where this is going.

		"Can I ask you something?" Melissa, turning her glass in her hands.

		"Anything."

		"In Paris. The women you. Were they. Were any of them."

		"Married?"

		Melissa looked at her. "Yeah."

		Natalie let the silence hold for a moment. Then she nodded. Once. "Some of them."

		"And you. Did you feel bad about that?"

		"No." Honest. Natalie was always honest about this. It was part of the attraction. The confidence. The lack of apology. "I gave them something they needed. Something they weren't getting. That's not a crime."

		Melissa nodded slowly. Drank. "You're very sure of yourself."

		"About this? Yes."

		"What's this?"

		Natalie leaned back in the booth. Let the silence stretch. Smiled, slow, the one-corner smile. "Women. What they want. What they're afraid to ask for."

		The table between them was small. The candle flickered. Melissa's eyes were darker than they should have been, wider than the lighting accounted for. She was looking at Natalie the way a woman looks at something she wants but hasn't given herself permission to take.

		The second bottle arrived. Natalie poured. They were past the point of pretence now, the conversation flowing in a direction that had no innocent interpretation, and they both knew it.

		"Have you ever wondered?" Natalie said. Soft. The same question she had asked a dozen women in a dozen different rooms.

		"What? About women?"

		"About women."

		Melissa looked down into her wine. Her thumb traced the edge of the glass. When she looked up her eyes were glassy, the wine and the candlelight and something else. Something opening.

		"Of course I've thought about it, Nat. Every woman has, hasn't she?"

		"Not every woman sits in a wine bar in a red dress looking at another woman the way you're looking at me right now."

		The directness of it landed. Melissa's breath caught. Visible. The rise of her chest, the parted lips, the quick blink.

		"How am I looking at you?"

		"Like you want something you think you're not allowed to have."

		Silence. The bar murmured around them. Music, low and jazzy. Glasses clinking. Someone laughed at the bar.

		Natalie reached across the table. Slowly, deliberately, giving Melissa every chance to pull back. She took Melissa's hand. Turned it over. Laced their fingers together. Melissa's hand was warm and slightly damp and she did not pull away. Her thumb moved once, a small involuntary stroke against Natalie's palm.

		"Nat." Almost a whisper. "I'm."

		"I know. I know you are."

		"I shouldn't."

		"I'm not asking you to do anything. Just. Let me hold your hand. That's all."

		They sat like that. Hands interlocked across the small table, the candle between them, the wine half-drunk. Melissa's breathing was shallow and quick and her colour was high and Natalie, who had done this in French and Italian and once in terrible Spanish, watched her with the calm focus of someone who knows exactly where this evening is going.

		They finished the wine. Split the bill. Walked out together into the cool night air.

		Kelham Island at eleven on a Tuesday. Quiet. The canal reflected streetlights. The cobblestones were slick from earlier rain. They stood on the pavement outside the bar and Melissa wrapped her arms around herself, coat forgotten in the bar or maybe deliberately not retrieved, and looked at Natalie with eyes that were asking a question her mouth couldn't form.

		Natalie stepped closer. Close enough to smell her. Amber and warm skin and wine.

		"Melissa."

		"Nat."

		"I'm going to kiss you now."

		She said it the way she always said it. Calm. Certain. Giving the other woman the last possible moment to say no, knowing she wouldn't. Because they never did. Not at this point. Not when they'd dressed in red and put their hair down and held hands across a table and said of course I've thought about it.

		Melissa didn't say no.

		Natalie leaned in. Slow. Careful. One hand rising to rest against the side of Melissa's neck, thumb at her jaw, fingertips in her hair. And she kissed her.

		Softly. The seducer's kiss. Closed-mouthed at first, a press of lips, a question. Then slightly open. The brush of her tongue against Melissa's lower lip. The smallest invitation.

		Melissa made a sound. Low and soft, caught in her throat. Her body swayed forward, just slightly, her chest pressing against Natalie's. Her lips opened. She kissed back.

		Brief.

		Then her hands were on Natalie's shoulders, pressing her back. Gently but firmly. She stepped backwards, one step, two, her hand going to her own mouth, pressing against her lips where Natalie's had been.

		"Nat." Her voice shook. Exactly the right amount. Exactly the way Natalie wanted it to. "Nat, I can't. I'm married. I. I can't."

		Natalie nodded. Slow. Understanding. The picture of restraint.

		"Of course. I'm sorry. I shouldn't have. I got carried away."

		"No. No, it's. It's not. I just." Melissa shook her head. Her hand was still on her mouth. "I need to. I need to think."

		"Take your time. I'm not going anywhere."

		They shared a taxi home. Sat on opposite sides of the back seat, the middle space between them charged and electric. Natalie looked at her hands. Melissa stared out of the window. At one point, in the streetlight through the glass, Natalie saw that Melissa's hand was pressed to her own mouth again, fingertips against her lips, and her eyes were wide and distant and she was somewhere very far away from this taxi.

		Natalie watched her. Thought: one more conversation. Maybe two.

		The taxi stopped on their street. Melissa got out first. She didn't look back. She walked up her path, let herself in, the front door closed. The light in the hallway went on, then off.

		Natalie paid the driver. Got out. Walked the short distance to her parents' house. Let herself in with the spare key. The house was dark and quiet, her parents long asleep.

		She went upstairs. Sat on the edge of her bed. Pressed her fingers to her own mouth, a mirror of Melissa's gesture, and tasted wine and lipstick and the ghost of someone else's mouth.

		Two more conversations. Maximum.

		

	
		Chapter 8

		

		The text came the next morning at eight. Natalie was lying in bed, half-awake, when her phone lit up on the pillow beside her.

		I'm so sorry about last night. I feel terrible. Can we talk? I don't want things to be weird. Can you come round this afternoon? James is in London. xx

		Natalie read it twice. She'd expected a text. Maybe not this quickly. Usually they took a day, two days, to build the courage. The women who needed to process, to turn it over in their heads, to find the words for I liked it and I'm scared without actually saying those words. But Melissa was efficient. Melissa was a woman who made things happen.

		She replied at nine. Please don't feel terrible. Of course we can talk. I'll come round at 3? x

		Thank you Nat. See you then xx

		At three o'clock Natalie walked the two streets to Claremont Road and knocked on the door of the studio, not the house. A deliberate choice by one of them, she wasn't sure which.

		Melissa opened it. Jeans today, faded and soft-looking. An old grey jumper that fell off one shoulder. No makeup. Hair scraped back in a messy bun. She looked pale. Slightly hollow under the eyes, the particular look of a woman who did not sleep well the night before.

		She also looked gorgeous. The stripped-back, raw, morning-after version of gorgeous. The kind that bypasses beauty and lands somewhere closer to vulnerability.

		"Hi." Melissa stepped back to let her in. "Thank you for coming."

		"Of course."

		The studio was exactly as before. White walls, mood boards, the worktable covered in layouts. The teal velvet sofa in the corner. Melissa had made coffee already. Two mugs on the small side table. She gestured at the sofa. They sat.

		Not touching. A careful distance between them. But close enough that Natalie could smell her. No perfume today. Just skin. Just the faint remains of whatever she'd used that morning. Soap. Something clean.

		"I owe you an apology," Melissa said. She was looking at her hands, which were wrapped around her coffee mug. The wedding ring caught the light from the studio windows.

		"You don't."

		"I do. I shouldn't have. The wine bar. The dress. The. I led you on, Nat. I knew what I was doing and I did it anyway and that wasn't fair to you."

		"Melissa."

		"No, let me." She looked up. Her eyes were red-rimmed. Not crying now, but had been crying recently. "I need to say this. I'm married. I love James. I made a promise and I don't. I don't want to be the kind of woman who." She stopped. Shook her head. Drank her coffee.

		Natalie waited. Patient. She could be patient for hours.

		"The thing is." Melissa put her mug down. She pulled her knees up onto the sofa, curling into herself, making herself smaller. "The thing is, Nat. I liked it." Said in a rush. Almost angry with herself for saying it. "I really liked it. The kiss. The whole. Everything. I haven't felt like that in. God. I don't know how long."

		"Okay."

		"It's not okay. That's the problem."

		"Why isn't it okay?"

		Melissa looked at her. The tears came then. Not dramatic, not sobbing. Just a quiet overflow, her eyes filling and spilling over, one tear tracking down her cheek. She wiped it away impatiently with the back of her hand.

		"Because James hasn't touched me in eleven months, Nat. Not properly. Not like he. We don't. We share a bed and we don't." She pressed her lips together. Another tear. "I don't know what we are anymore. I don't know what I am. And then you waltzed in with your French cigarettes and your. Your confidence and you looked at me like." She stopped. Laughed, a small wet sound. "Like nobody's looked at me in years."

		Natalie set her own coffee down. She shifted closer on the sofa. Slowly. Giving Melissa time to tense, to pull back, to signal no. She didn't.

		Natalie took her hand. Gently. Melissa's fingers were cold despite the coffee. The wedding ring smooth under Natalie's thumb.

		"You don't have to do anything," Natalie said. Quiet. The soft voice. The understanding voice. The one she deployed when the wall was cracking and the woman on the other side needed permission to let it fall. "I'm not asking you for anything."

		"I know. I know you're not. That's what makes it worse."

		"Why worse?"

		"Because if you were pushing me I could be angry. I could say no. But you're just. Being kind. Being there. And I want." She stopped. Squeezed Natalie's hand. "I want things I shouldn't want."

		Natalie brought Melissa's hand up. Pressed her lips to her knuckles. A gesture that was tender, not sexual. A comfort, not a demand.

		"You're allowed to want things, Melissa. That's not a crime."

		"It feels like one."

		"It isn't."

		They sat. Melissa's breathing was unsteady. She was leaning towards Natalie now, the distance between them closing by inches, her body doing what her mouth wouldn't say. By the time the silence had stretched a full minute she was leaning into Natalie's shoulder, her forehead against Natalie's collarbone, and Natalie's arm was around her and her hand was in Melissa's hair, stroking. The universal comfort gesture. Mother. Lover. The line between them blurring.

		"I don't know what to do," Melissa whispered. Against Natalie's shoulder. Her breath warm through Natalie's shirt.

		"You don't have to know right now."

		"I don't want to be a cheater, Nat."

		"I know."

		"I don't want to be the kind of woman who."

		"I know. I know."

		Natalie kissed the top of her head. Held her. Let her breathe. Let the tears slow. Let the tension in her body ease by degrees until she was soft against Natalie's side, her hand resting on Natalie's thigh, her eyes closed.

		Natalie could have pushed. This was the cracking point, the moment of maximum vulnerability, and she had pushed before at this exact moment with other women and it had worked. A kiss to the temple. A tilt of the chin. The soft look at me and then the mouth on hers and the wall coming down.

		But she didn't.

		Not because she had scruples. Because she had patience. Because the women who came to her slowly, who took days and weeks to fall, who agonised and resisted and then finally, in a rush, gave in. They were the best ones. They fell the hardest. They were the most grateful.

		"Just let me come round sometimes," Natalie said. Into Melissa's hair. "Just let me see you. That's all. We'll drink coffee and look at fabric samples and you can tell me about your terrible husband."

		A laugh. Wet. Surprised. "He's not terrible. He's just. Absent."

		"I know the type."

		Melissa sat up. Wiped her face. Looked at Natalie with red-rimmed eyes and swollen lips and the particular rawness of a woman who has just said things she has never said aloud before.

		"You're. God, Nat. You're twenty-two."

		"And?"

		"And you're. I don't know. Too good at this."

		Natalie smiled. Gentle. "At what? Listening?"

		"At making me feel like. Like you see me."

		"I do see you."

		A long look. Melissa searching her face for something. Finding it, or deciding to find it. She nodded.

		"Okay. Okay. Come round. Whenever you want. Just. Nothing. Just coffee."

		"Just coffee."

		"Okay."

		"Okay."

		Natalie squeezed her hand. Stood. She didn't linger. This was important too, the leaving. You had to leave them wanting. Leave them in the silence of their own studio with the imprint of your body on their sofa and the memory of your lips on their knuckles and nothing else. Let them spend the evening wondering. Replaying. Imagining.

		"Text me when you want company," Natalie said at the door. "Any time."

		"I will."

		Natalie walked home along the leafy street. Hands in her pockets. The May afternoon bright and green around her. A cat on a wall watched her pass with amber eyes.

		She was certain now. The timeline was set. She'd done this before, with Margaux, with the professor's wife, with the florist on the Île Saint-Louis. The cry. The confession. The I shouldn't but I want to. Two more conversations after this one. Maybe three. The slow approach. The gradual closing of the gap. And then the tipping point, the evening when the resistance finally collapsed and the woman fell into her arms and said yes, yes, please, I can't fight this anymore and Natalie got to be the one who caught her.

		She was very good at this.

		

	
		Chapter 9

		

		Saturday arrived hot, unseasonably so, the kind of May day that makes England remember it's capable of sunshine. Natalie woke to light pouring through her bedroom curtains and the particular still heat that said this is going to be a proper one.

		Her phone, on the bedside table: a text from Melissa, sent an hour ago.

		James is on a golf thing with work people until tomorrow. I have rosé in the fridge and sun in the garden if you want to come be lazy? No pressure xx

		Natalie smiled at the ceiling. She typed back: Give me twenty minutes x

		She didn't rush. Twenty minutes was code for forty. She showered. Put on a thin cotton sundress, white with small blue flowers, straps that showed her collarbones, a hem that hit mid-thigh. No bra because the dress wouldn't take one. Hair in a loose knot on top of her head. Sandals. The crescent moon tattoo visible on her wrist, the ink faded slightly to a soft blue-grey against her tan.

		Melissa's garden was small and south-facing. Flagstones warmed by the sun, a border of lavender, a wooden table and two chairs, and a lounger that had been dragged from the shed and positioned in the best patch of light. Melissa was already in it when Natalie came through the side gate. Linen shorts. A loose vest top in faded grey. Sunglasses pushed up into her hair. Bare feet, toenails painted a pale pink that was chipping at the edges. A bottle of rosé in an ice bucket on the flagstones between the chairs.

		"There she is." Melissa sat up, squinting. "Grab a glass. I'm on my second."

		Natalie poured herself a glass and settled into the chair beside the lounger. The wine was cold and dry and good. The sun was on her face. Somewhere a lawn mower hummed. Next door's radio played something indistinct. The sounds of a suburban Saturday.

		They talked about nothing. The heat. A restaurant Melissa wanted to try in the city centre. A client who had changed their mind about a wall colour for the fourth time. Natalie's plans, or lack of them. Whether she'd go back to Paris or stay in Sheffield or do something else entirely. They talked with the ease of women who have cleared the difficult air between them and are now in the lighter space that exists on the other side of confession.

		The wine disappeared. Melissa opened a second bottle. The sun moved across the garden. Natalie's skin warmed and prickled and she slid the straps of her sundress down off her shoulders to let the sun reach her chest, and noticed Melissa notice, and noticed Melissa look away.

		They didn't talk about the kiss. They didn't talk about the studio. They didn't talk about James or the eleven months or any of it. There was a tacit agreement, communicated in the lightness of their conversation and the careful six inches between their chairs, that today was about something else. About being together in a way that was unfreighted. Easy. Just two women in a garden on a hot day with a bottle of rosé.

		At some point in the mid-afternoon, in a lull between conversations, Melissa fell asleep.

		It happened gradually. She was talking about a holiday they'd taken, she and James, to Puglia two years ago, and her voice slowed, and her words became spacier, and then she was quiet. Natalie turned her head. Melissa was asleep on the lounger, her head tipped to one side, one arm above her head, the other resting on her stomach. Her chest rose and fell slowly. Her lips were parted. A strand of auburn hair had fallen across her cheek and moved slightly with each exhale.

		Natalie watched her.

		She watched the way Melissa's body loosened in sleep. The way the small tension she always carried in her shoulders disappeared. The way her face became younger, softer, unguarded in a way it never quite was when she was awake. The freckles across the bridge of her nose, darker now in the sun.

		Natalie watched her for fifteen minutes. The garden was quiet. The shadows were lengthening. The rosé was going warm in the bottle.

		She felt something. In her chest. Behind her ribs. A pressure that was not desire, exactly, or not only desire. Something else. Something that had no name in Natalie's vocabulary, which was a vocabulary designed for want and pursuit and acquisition. Something that looked, if she let herself examine it, like the beginning of.

		No. Not that. Not feelings. Natalie did not develop feelings. Natalie developed strategies. This was the proximity of the win, that was all. The nearness of the goal. The flush of a hunter who can see the quarry slowing.

		Melissa opened her eyes.

		She didn't startle. She blinked once, twice, and then her gaze found Natalie's and she smiled. Small. Private. The smile of someone who knows they've been watched sleeping and doesn't mind.

		"How long was I out?"

		"Fifteen minutes. Maybe twenty."

		"Were you watching me?"

		Natalie could have denied it. She didn't. "Yes."

		The smile widened. Melissa stretched, both arms above her head, her vest top riding up to reveal a strip of pale stomach, soft, a small beauty mark below her navel. She settled. Looked at Natalie. The smile stayed.

		"You're sweet, Nat. You know that?"

		"Nobody has ever called me sweet."

		"I'm calling you sweet."

		"You'd be the first."

		"Good."

		They held the look. The garden around them going golden as the sun dropped lower. The lavender releasing its evening scent. The particular quality of late-afternoon light that makes everything beautiful and a little sad.

		Natalie poured the last of the rosé. They drank it warm. The heat was leaving the day now, a breeze coming in, and goosebumps rose on Natalie's arms. Melissa noticed.

		"Come inside. I'll put the kettle on. Or there's more wine."

		"More wine."

		They went inside. Melissa's living room was painted in a deep blue-grey with cream linen sofas and shelves of books and a big Persian rug in faded reds and blues. The kind of room that said I know what I'm doing without shouting. Natalie curled up in one corner of the sofa. Melissa opened a new bottle in the kitchen and came back and settled in the other corner and. Then moved. Shifted. Drew her bare feet up onto the cushion and tucked them under Natalie's thigh. The same way you might with a very old friend. A sister. Someone whose body is an extension of the furniture.

		The warmth of her feet against Natalie's leg. The casualness of it. The intimacy.

		They talked. Evening came. The light in the room went from gold to blue to grey. Neither of them moved to turn on a lamp. They existed in the darkening room, the wine between them, Melissa's feet warm under Natalie's leg, and talked about nothing and everything. About Natalie's time in Paris, the real version this time, the loneliness of the first year, the women who broke her heart and the ones whose hearts she broke. About Melissa's twenties in London, art galleries, failed relationships, the man who became James.

		At some point Melissa said, "I can't remember the last time I was this comfortable with someone."

		Natalie didn't respond. Just reached down and put her hand on Melissa's ankle. Held it. Warm skin under her palm.

		The room was almost dark now.

		"Come stay at mine next Friday," Natalie said. Quiet. Not looking at Melissa, looking at the window where the last light was going. "Mum and Dad are at the cottage in Whitby for the weekend. We'll cook. I'll make you that cassoulet I learned in Paris. We'll drink wine and eat too much and you can sleep in the spare room. Nothing else. Just. A nice evening."

		The silence lasted five seconds. Ten. Long enough for Natalie's pulse to quicken despite herself.

		"Alright." Melissa's voice was soft. Almost inaudible. "Just cooking, Nat."

		Natalie turned her head. Found Melissa watching her in the near-dark, eyes catching the last of the light from the window.

		"Just cooking." She smiled.

		Melissa smiled back.

		And if Natalie's hand was still on Melissa's ankle, and if her thumb was moving in slow circles against the bone, and if Melissa did not pull away. Well. That was just comfort. That was just two friends on a sofa on a Saturday evening. That was just. Innocent.

		Just cooking.

		

	
		Chapter 10

		

		Friday.

		Natalie's parents left at noon, her father loading the car with unnecessary enthusiasm for a weekend at the Whitby cottage, her mother issuing a stream of instructions about the boiler and the bins and the cat from next door who liked to get in through the bathroom window. Natalie nodded and smiled and ushered them out and stood in the doorway waving until the car turned the corner.

		Then she went back inside and got to work.

		The cassoulet went in the oven at two. A proper one, the kind she'd learned from Claudette's grandmother in a kitchen in the sixth arrondissement, with duck confit and Toulouse sausage and haricot beans that had been soaking since last night. The kind of dish that takes four hours and fills a house with the smell of France and says I did this for you.

		She cleaned the kitchen. Lit candles. Not too many. Three on the table, one on the windowsill. Ivory. Unscented. Just for atmosphere. She chose a playlist. The soft jazz thing she'd used before, Chet Baker and Nina Simone and Bill Evans, not too loud, not too obvious, but enough to fill the silences in a way that made them feel deliberate rather than awkward.

		Wine. A good Burgundy in the fridge, and a Côtes du Rhône on the counter for the food. Glasses polished. The good plates, not the everyday ones.

		She dressed. Jeans. A white silk camisole that dipped low at the front and showed the lace edge of the bra beneath when she leaned forward. Bare feet. Hair loose, dried naturally so it fell in soft waves. Perfume at her throat, her wrists, behind her ears. She looked at herself in the hallway mirror and adjusted the camisole strap and thought: perfect. She's going to walk in and she's going to see this and she's going to know.

		Know what? That Natalie had tried? That this was a seduction and not a dinner? But also not know. The plausible deniability of bare feet and a home-cooked meal. This is how I always look on a Friday night. I always light candles. I always wear silk.

		Seven o'clock. The doorbell rang.

		Melissa was wearing a cream dress. Soft, draped, the kind that tied at the waist and fell in gentle folds to the knee. A coat over it that she held closed at the front. Low heels. Hair down again, loose over her shoulders, that auburn that caught every shade of the light. Minimal makeup. She looked nervous. She looked beautiful.

		"Hi." She didn't move from the doorstep for a moment.

		"Hi. Come in."

		Melissa stepped inside. Natalie closed the door behind her. They stood in the hallway, close, the space between them charged in the way that a doorway makes inevitable.

		"Something smells incredible," Melissa said.

		"Cassoulet. Four hours of my life. You're welcome."

		Melissa laughed. The nervous edge dissolved slightly. She took off her coat, slowly, as though she'd been holding it closed for protection and was now making a decision to let go. Underneath, the cream dress sat against her body with the soft weight of quality fabric, defining without clinging, the V of the neckline showing the gold pendant and the beginning of her cleavage.

		Natalie took her coat. Hung it on the hook by the door. Their fingers brushed in the handover.

		"Wine?"

		"God, yes."

		They ate in the kitchen, at the table with the candles. The cassoulet was good. Better than good. The kind of food that invites silence because eating it is its own event. They ate slowly. They drank the Burgundy. Natalie watched Melissa's body language shift by degrees through the meal. The first glass: shoulders slightly high, hands restless, the coat a recent absence still registering. The second glass: leaning back, laughing, gesturing with her fork, telling a story about a client who wanted their entire living room painted in Fifty Shades Grey because they'd misunderstood the brief.

		The wedding ring was on. All through dinner Natalie could see it on Melissa's left hand, gold catching the candlelight each time she lifted her glass. And then.

		After the main course, before Natalie brought out the cheese. Melissa stood. Said she was going to wash her hands. Went to the sink. And when she came back to the table, her left hand was bare.

		The ring was on the table. Set down beside her plate. A small gold circle on the dark wood. Not removed dramatically. Not presented as a statement. Just. Set down. And not put back on.

		Natalie saw it. Saw the naked fourth finger. Said nothing. Poured more wine.

		They ate cheese. Talked about Paris. About Sheffield in summer. About what Natalie wanted to do with her life and whether she'd ever come back to England for good. The conversation had no edges. It was the kind of talk that fills time while something else is building underneath, the way clouds gather while you're looking at the ground.

		By ten o'clock they were on the sofa. The wine mostly gone. The kitchen behind them, the candles burning low. Melissa was curled into her corner, shoes off, bare feet on the cushion, her dress pooled around her thighs. Her cheeks were flushed from the wine. Her eyes had gone a shade darker. That thing she did with her hands, wrapping them around her wine glass, had become the thing she did with nothing, her fingers restless in her lap.

		Natalie sat close. Not touching. But close enough to feel the warmth of Melissa's body. Close enough to see the pulse in her throat.

		"This has been," Melissa said. She stopped. Took a breath. "This has been so lovely, Nat."

		"Yeah?"

		"I can't remember the last time anyone cooked for me. Just for me. James orders in. Or we go out. Nobody's. Nobody's done this."

		"You deserve it."

		Melissa looked at her. The wine-dark eyes. The flush. The hair falling forward over one shoulder. The bare left hand on her thigh.

		Natalie reached over. Slowly. Carefully. Giving Melissa every moment to flinch or pull back or say don't. She tucked a strand of hair behind Melissa's ear. Let her fingertips trail along Melissa's jaw on the way back. Feather-light.

		Melissa's eyes closed. A small shiver. Visible.

		"Nat." Barely a word. Just breath shaped like a name.

		"I'm here."

		"I know."

		Natalie leaned in.

		The kiss was the kiss she had been planning. Slow. Soft. One hand rising to cup the back of Melissa's neck, fingers threading into her hair. Lips meeting gently. The first press, dry and light. Then Melissa's mouth opened. Just a fraction. An invitation. And Natalie kissed her properly, deep and slow, the kind of kiss that says I have been thinking about this for weeks and now I am going to take my time.

		Melissa kissed her back.

		Softly. Sweetly. Her hand came up and rested on Natalie's arm, fingers curling around her bicep, holding on. A small sound in her throat. Not quite a moan. The ghost of one. The wanting.

		Natalie pulled back just enough to breathe. Their foreheads touching. She could feel Melissa's chest rising and falling against hers, rapid and shallow.

		"Come upstairs," Natalie whispered. Against her mouth. Into the shared air between them.

		A beat. A heartbeat. Two.

		Melissa's eyes opened. They were glassy and wide and full of something that looked like the edge of a cliff.

		"Okay, Nat." A whisper. Fragile. "Okay."

		Natalie took her hand. Stood. Drew Melissa up from the sofa. Their bodies together for a moment in the low light of the living room, the candles guttering, the music playing to no one.

		She led her up the stairs. One step at a time. Melissa's hand in hers, warm and slightly unsteady. The landing. The door to Natalie's childhood bedroom, still with its brass handle, still the sage green walls and the Liberty duvet and the art books on the shelf.

		Natalie opened the door. Drew Melissa inside. Turned.

		The door clicked shut behind them.

		And Natalie, standing in her childhood bedroom with this beautiful, flushed, willing woman she had spent six weeks carefully, patiently, brilliantly seducing, smiled the smile of a cat who has finally caught what it has been chasing.

		She had no idea.

		

	
		Chapter 11

		

		Natalie kissed her at the foot of the bed.

		The same kiss as downstairs. Slow, deliberate, leading. Her hands slid to Melissa's waist, fingertips pressing into the soft fabric of the cream dress, feeling the warmth of her body beneath. She walked her backwards. One step. Two. The edge of the bed was right there, and Natalie was already composing the next move in her head, the gentle push, the lay-her-down, the climbing over her, the—

		Melissa stopped.

		Not dramatically. Not suddenly. She just. Stopped moving. Planted her feet on the carpet like roots going down. Her body, which had been yielding, pliant, kissing-back, went still.

		Natalie pressed gently against her waist, the tiny encouragement, the keep going. Melissa did not keep going.

		And then her hands came up.

		Both of them. Circling Natalie's wrists. Not roughly. Not in anger. With the calm, unhurried pressure of someone picking up a cup of tea. She held Natalie's wrists and she lifted them, gently, away from her waist, and she held them in the air between their bodies.

		Natalie blinked.

		Melissa's face was different. The flush was still there, the wine-colour in her cheeks, but the expression. The soft, nervous, slightly overwhelmed woman from downstairs was gone. In her place was. Someone else. Someone whose mouth was curved in a small, patient, amused smile. Someone whose eyes were clear and steady and looking at Natalie with a quality of attention that was entirely new.

		"Oh, sweetheart." The voice was different too. Lower. Calmer. A register Natalie had never heard her use. Not soft and flustered. Not bright and laughing. Something cooler. Something that belonged in a different room entirely. "Did you really think you were the one doing this?"

		Natalie's mouth opened.

		Nothing came out.

		Melissa's thumbs moved in small circles on the insides of Natalie's wrists. Gentle. Almost hypnotic.

		"Sit down," Melissa said. And then, when Natalie didn't move, a small adjustment in her grip, not forceful but directive, steering Natalie sideways by the wrists until the backs of her knees hit the edge of the bed. "Sit."

		Natalie sat.

		She didn't decide to sit. Her legs folded. The bed caught her. She was looking up at Melissa from the mattress and Melissa was still standing and still holding her wrists and still wearing that smile. The smile of a woman who has been waiting for this moment. Not dreading it. Not nervous about it. Waiting for it. The way you wait for a punchline you wrote.

		"I." Natalie's voice came out wrong. Too high. Too uncertain. "What are you."

		"Shhh." Melissa released one wrist. Brought her free hand up and pressed a finger to Natalie's lips. Light. The pad of her index finger against Natalie's mouth. "Just. Listen for a moment, darling. Can you do that for me?"

		Natalie couldn't nod. Her body was not responding to her in the normal way. Everything was. Wrong. Inside-out. She was sitting on her own bed in her own bedroom and the woman in front of her, the woman she had spent six weeks seducing, was looking down at her with the patient, faintly entertained expression of someone watching a kitten that has just discovered it is not, in fact, a lion.

		Melissa stepped back. One pace. Let go of Natalie's other wrist. Straightened the belt of her dress where Natalie's hands had crumpled it. Then she sat on the bed beside Natalie. Close. Their thighs touching. She angled her body so she was facing Natalie and she took both of Natalie's hands in hers, thumbs running over her knuckles, and she spoke.

		"I saw a photograph of you on your mother's mantelpiece," Melissa said. Conversationally. As though they were still at the kitchen table with the cassoulet. "You were in Paris. Some café. You were laughing and you had your arm around another woman and you were looking at the camera like you owned the world. And your mum said, that's my Natalie, she's at the Sorbonne, she's so confident, she's really found herself over there, and I thought." A pause. The smile widened. "I thought, oh. There you are."

		Natalie's mouth was dry.

		"I've been doing this since I was twenty-three, Natalie. Twelve years. That's longer than you've been allowed to legally buy a bottle of wine, darling."

		Natalie tried to speak. "Doing. Doing what?"

		"This." Melissa squeezed her hands. "Women. The women who think they're the ones in charge. The ones who are so busy being smooth and clever and in control that they don't notice someone else has been playing them since the first coffee." She tilted her head. Her auburn hair fell over one shoulder. "Sound familiar?"

		Natalie stared at her. Her brain was doing something. Trying to. Recalculating. Rewinding. Every interaction, every text, every cup of coffee, every blush, every oh Nat I shouldn't, every tear in the studio, reframing, reshaping.

		"The wedding ring," Natalie said. Her voice was flat. Distant.

		Melissa lifted her left hand. Bare. The ring still on the kitchen table where she'd set it down. "Open marriage. Has been for six years. James knows I'm here tonight. James knows what I'm doing tonight. He sends his regards, by the way. He thinks you're charming."

		"He. What."

		"James and I have an arrangement. We've had it since we were twenty-nine. I like women. He likes other women. We love each other. It works. It has always worked."

		Natalie's chest was tight. "The. The crying. In the studio. The I don't want to be a cheater."

		Melissa's smile became. If possible. Kinder. "I know. I'm sorry about that one. That was. A bit much, wasn't it? But you were so sure you were getting somewhere, Nat. You were so pleased with yourself. And I needed you to feel like you'd broken through a wall so you'd keep going." She laughed. Small. Private. "I went home that day and laughed so hard James came in from the living room to check I was alright."

		Natalie pulled her hands away. Or tried to. Melissa let them go immediately, no resistance, her palms open. Her expression shifted. Less amused. More. Tender.

		"Are you angry?"

		"I." Was she? Was she angry? She couldn't tell. She was. Something. A feeling she could not name because she had never been in this position before. Never. Not once. In four years of being the woman who ran the play, she had never sat on a bed and been told that the play had been run on her.

		"Natalie." Melissa's voice softened. Dropped. "Look at me."

		Natalie looked. She couldn't not look. Melissa's face was close and warm and her brown eyes were. Not mocking. Not cruel. The opposite. Full of something that was. Care.

		"Every coffee," Melissa said. Counting on her fingers. "I set up. Every wine bar. I texted first and made it look like you were texting first. The kiss outside the bar in Kelham Island. I let you do that. The studio, with the crying. Performed, sweetheart. Start to finish. The garden. I arranged for James to be away. This evening. I knew your parents were in Whitby because your mother told me three weeks ago and I said oh how lovely." She paused. "The only thing I didn't arrange was the cassoulet and honestly, darling, it was very good."

		Natalie's hands were in her own lap. Her fingers were shaking. She gripped her own thighs to make them stop.

		"Why." The word came out cracked. "Why would you."

		"Because I wanted you." Said simply. Without embarrassment. "I saw you get off that train and I wanted you. But not like this." She gestured at Natalie. At the camisole, the bare feet, the hair, the whole construction. "Not the version of you that thinks she's in charge. Not the seducer. I wanted what's underneath that."

		"There's nothing underneath that. That's who I am."

		Melissa looked at her with such gentle disbelief that Natalie's throat closed.

		"Sweetheart." Melissa lifted a hand. Brushed a strand of hair back from Natalie's face. Tucked it behind her ear. The gesture was so tender, so careful, that Natalie's stomach dropped. "You're a beautiful, clever girl. You're going to be very good at this one day. Genuinely. You have instincts. You have charm. You read people well."

		"Then why."

		"Because reading people and being seen are two different things. And you've spent four years making sure nobody sees you. You've been so busy being the one in control that you've never let anyone take the wheel. And I think." Her hand was still in Natalie's hair. Fingers moving gently. "I think tonight I'm going to show you what it looks like when somebody actually knows what they're doing."

		Natalie opened her mouth.

		Closed it.

		Her heart was hammering. Her face was hot. Her hands were shaking in her lap and she could not make them stop. She was sitting on her childhood bed in her silk camisole and she had been played. Thoroughly. Expertly. For six weeks. By a woman she had believed was melting for her.

		She should stand up. She should ask Melissa to leave. She should be furious. Humiliated. She should assert herself, regain control, say something sharp and knowing and prove that she was who she'd said she was.

		She did not do any of those things.

		She sat on the bed and looked up at Melissa and her hands shook and she could not speak and she did not move and something inside her, something she had kept locked in a box since she was eighteen years old and a girl in Paris had told her she was too much, cracked open.

		Melissa saw it.

		Melissa smiled. Not the amused smile from before. The warm one. The real one. The one that did the damage.

		"Good girl," Melissa said. Soft as a hand on a cheek. "Now. Shall we begin?"

		Natalie nodded.

		She did not trust her voice to do anything else.

		

	
		Chapter 12

		

		Melissa stood. Rose from the bed in one smooth motion and turned to face Natalie, who was still sitting on the edge of the mattress with her hands in her lap and her pulse going so fast she could hear it.

		"Stand up for me."

		Natalie stood. Her legs were unsteady. She felt like someone who has stepped off a spinning ride and can't find the ground.

		Melissa took one step closer. They were face to face now, the same height in Melissa's low heels, and Melissa's eyes moved over her with unhurried appraisal. Looking at her. Not in the way Natalie was used to being looked at. Not the furtive glances. Not the stolen looks across a table. This was open. Deliberate. Possessive in a way that made Natalie's skin prickle.

		"Arms by your sides."

		Natalie dropped her arms. They'd been. She didn't know what they'd been doing. Crossed? Half-raised? She hadn't been aware of her own body.

		"There we go." Melissa reached for the hem of the silk camisole. Her fingers found the edge of the fabric at Natalie's hips and she gathered it, slowly, pulling it upward. "Lift."

		Natalie raised her arms. The camisole slid up over her stomach, over her bra, over her face, over her raised hands. Gone. Melissa set it aside on the desk chair without looking at it. Her eyes stayed on Natalie.

		Natalie stood in her jeans and her bra. A white lace thing, simple, pretty. She was exposed in a way she hadn't been in. Years? Ever? Not physically. She'd been undressed by women a hundred times. But never like this. Never as the one being unwrapped. Never standing still while someone else made the decisions.

		She was shaking. Slightly. Just her hands. A fine vibration in her fingers that she couldn't control.

		"Shhh." Melissa stepped closer. Close enough that her breath was warm on Natalie's cheek. Close enough that the fabric of her cream dress brushed Natalie's bare stomach. "None of that, darling. You're alright. I've got you."

		The voice. The voice. Not the cool amused tone from the revelation. Something warmer now. Lower. A voice that wrapped around her like a blanket and pressed against her chest and made her want to lean into it, to be surrounded by it.

		Melissa's hands went to her back. To the clasp of her bra. Three hooks. One, two, three. The straps loosened on her shoulders. Melissa slid them down her arms, slow, watching Natalie's face as the lace fell away.

		Air on her breasts. Cool. Her nipples hardened immediately, a reflexive tightening.

		Melissa looked at her. At them.

		"Oh." A sound that was not surprise but approval. Warm. Pleased. "Oh, look at you. Look how pretty."

		Natalie had been called pretty by women in three countries. In French. In Italian. In English in a dozen different bedrooms. None of them had said it like this. None of them had said it looking down at her chest with this particular expression of delight. Of genuine, uncomplicated pleasure at what she was seeing.

		Something lurched in Natalie's chest. Something responding.

		Melissa's thumbs found her nipples. Just the pads of her thumbs, resting against the tight peaks. Not moving. Just. Placed there. Warm.

		Then they moved. Small circles. Gentle. The kind of touch that is almost not a touch, that makes you lean forward wanting more.

		Natalie's breath caught. A sound that was almost a gasp.

		"That's it." Melissa's voice. Close. Her mouth near Natalie's ear now. "That's lovely, sweetheart. Such a pretty girl."

		The sweetheart. The pretty girl. Landing somewhere behind Natalie's ribs like small stones dropping into water. Rippling outward.

		Melissa's hands left her breasts and went to the button of her jeans. Slow. Deliberate. The button undone. The zip drawn down. Melissa's fingers in the waistband, pushing, easing the denim over Natalie's hips, which were. Wide. Full. The jeans were tight and it took. A moment. Melissa guiding them down with patience, crouching slightly, her face level with Natalie's stomach now, and Natalie looking down at the crown of her auburn head and her careful hands and her breath was coming fast, too fast.

		"Step out."

		Natalie stepped out of the jeans. One foot. The other. Kicked them aside.

		She was in her knickers. White cotton. Simple. She hadn't worn anything ambitious tonight because she had been planning to be the one taking clothes off, not having them taken off her.

		Melissa looked up at her from her crouched position. That smile. That warm, real, devastating smile.

		"Almost there. Can I?"

		Natalie nodded. She didn't trust her voice.

		Melissa's fingers hooked into the waistband of her knickers and drew them down. Over her hips, down her thighs, to her ankles. Natalie stepped out of them. And then she was naked. Completely naked. Standing in her childhood bedroom, on the carpet she'd had since she was eleven, in front of a fully dressed woman who was now rising slowly to her full height and looking at her.

		All of her.

		The appraisal lasted long seconds. Natalie felt it on her skin like a physical thing. Her face was burning. Her arms ached to cover herself, cross over her chest, her stomach. But she didn't. She stood still. Because Melissa hadn't told her to move and somehow that was the instruction.

		"Beautiful." Melissa's voice was thick with something. Sincerity. Warmth. "Natalie. God. You're beautiful."

		The word landed differently naked. Not a compliment across a table. A verdict. An ownership.

		"Lie back for me."

		Natalie turned. Her childhood bed. The Liberty duvet. The pillow she'd slept on for seven years. She sat on the edge, then. Lowered herself back. Her body on the familiar mattress, her skin against the familiar cotton, everything the same and everything completely different.

		She lay there. Naked. Looking up at the ceiling she'd looked up at ten thousand times. Her breasts, her stomach, her. Everything. On display. And Melissa standing at the foot of the bed, fully dressed in her cream dress and her low heels, looking down at her with an expression that made Natalie want to cry and she didn't know why.

		"Hands above your head."

		Natalie put her hands above her head.

		She gripped the brass bars of the headboard without being told to. An instinct she didn't know she had. Her fingers wrapped around the cool metal and held.

		"Oh." A breath. Pleased. "Oh, you are a natural at this. Look at you. Look how well you do what you're told."

		Natalie was trembling. Full-body now. Not just her hands. A fine vibration running through her, the kind of shaking that comes from adrenaline, not cold. From something opening. From the ground shifting beneath her.

		Melissa sat on the edge of the bed beside her. Still dressed. The contrast. Natalie naked, exposed, her body laid out on the duvet, every inch of her visible. Melissa clothed, composed, her cream dress unwrinkled, her hair still soft around her shoulders. The power in that contrast was. Enormous.

		Melissa's hand found her stomach. Just rested there. Palm flat, fingers spread. Warm. Heavy.

		"Good girl." The words spoken softly. Directly. Into the air above Natalie's face. "Such a good girl. Such a clever, good, beautiful girl."

		Natalie's eyes burned.

		"Now we begin."

		

	
		Chapter 13

		

		Melissa's mouth started at her throat.

		Not her mouth. Not even a kiss. Her breath. A warmth against the side of Natalie's neck, below her ear, the place where her perfume sat. A pause there, long enough for Natalie to feel the heat of it, the proximity, before her lips touched skin. Light. Then slightly less light. Then her tongue, just the tip, tracing a line along the tendon of Natalie's throat to the hollow at the base where her pulse was hammering.

		Natalie's grip tightened on the headboard.

		"Breathe." Melissa's voice against her collarbone. "You've forgotten to breathe, darling."

		She had. Natalie inhaled. It came out shuddering. Loud in the quiet room.

		Melissa's mouth moved lower. The flat plane below her collarbone. The swell of her left breast, where the skin was thin and sensitive and Natalie never let anyone. Nobody touched her there. She was the one who. She was the one who touched. She. Her thoughts were fragmenting. Coming apart at the edges.

		Melissa kissed the curve of her breast with an open mouth. Hot. Wet. Her tongue traced a slow arc around Natalie's nipple without touching it. Circling. The denial of it, the proximity without contact, made Natalie arch up from the mattress. A reflex. Her body seeking.

		"Ah ah." A hand on her hip, pressing her down. Firm. Not rough. "Lie still for me. Can you do that?"

		"I." The word came out strangled.

		"Natalie. Can you lie still for me?"

		"Yes." It was barely a word. A breath.

		"Good girl."

		The mouth closed over her nipple. Sucking gently. Natalie's whole body pulled taut like a bowstring. Her hands white-knuckled on the brass bars. Her back a bridge that she forced flat again because lie still, she said lie still.

		Melissa moved to the other breast. The same treatment. The slow circle. The wait. The warmth. And then the contact, soft at first, then the pressure of suction, her tongue flat against the hardened peak, and Natalie made a sound that she did not recognise as her own voice. High. Thin. A sound from somewhere behind her sternum that she had no control over.

		"That's it." Melissa lifted her head. Her eyes were dark and pleased. Her lips were wet. "That's my girl. Making such pretty sounds."

		My girl. Landing like a fist to the solar plexus. Natalie's vision blurred. She blinked. Blinked again. Tears? Was she. No. Not yet. But close.

		Melissa's mouth tracked lower. Over the ridge of her ribs. The soft plain of her stomach. Each kiss placed with deliberation, with the unhurried confidence of someone who has nowhere to be and nothing to prove. She reached Natalie's hip bone. Kissed it. Then the other. Then the inside of her thigh, high up, where the skin was gossamer-thin and Natalie's leg jerked involuntarily at the contact.

		"Ssh. Open for me."

		Natalie's knees fell apart. Slowly. As though her body was making a decision separate from her brain. Her thighs spreading on the duvet, knees bent, feet flat on the mattress. Open. The most vulnerable she had ever been.

		Melissa was between her legs now, settling there, her hands on the insides of Natalie's thighs, holding them apart. Looking at her.

		"Oh, sweetheart." A murmur. Reverent. "Look at how wet you are. Already. Before I've even touched you properly."

		Natalie squeezed her eyes shut. Her face was on fire.

		"No. Eyes open, Natalie. Look at me."

		She opened her eyes. Looked down the length of her own body. Melissa's face between her legs, auburn hair falling forward, brown eyes looking up at her with that warm, certain, pleased expression.

		"I'm going to make you feel so good, darling. You don't have to do anything. You don't have to perform. You don't have to be clever or sexy or in charge. You just have to lie there and be a good girl for me. Can you do that?"

		Natalie's throat was so tight she could barely swallow. "Yes."

		"Yes what?"

		"Yes. I can do that."

		Melissa smiled. Her breath was warm against Natalie's cunt. Close. So close.

		"Good girl."

		And then her mouth was on her.

		The first touch of Melissa's tongue was. Not what Natalie expected. She had been licked before, of course, dozens of times, by women in Paris and a few before Paris, and it had always been. Fine. Good. Something she tolerated briefly before taking back control, before flipping the woman onto her back and taking over because that was her role, that was her place, that was what she did.

		This was not fine. This was not good. This was something else entirely.

		Melissa's tongue moved with a precision that was almost surgical. Not fast. Not urgent. Slow, broad strokes through the entire length of her, base to tip, gathering the wetness and spreading it, then narrowing, focusing, the tip of her tongue circling Natalie's clit in a rhythm that was. Exact. As though she had mapped this territory before. As though she already knew.

		Natalie's hips tried to buck. Melissa's hands on her thighs held her down.

		"Lie still." Spoken against her. The vibration of the words against her clit. "I've got you, sweetheart. Just be still."

		Natalie stilled. Her whole body was vibrating with the effort of it. Every muscle pulled tight, every tendon straining, her hands locked on the headboard so hard her forearms were burning.

		Melissa's tongue found a spot. The spot. The left side of her clit where the nerves clustered densest, the place that Natalie herself barely knew about, the place she could only reach alone in the dark with her own hand and even then only sometimes. Melissa found it as though she had a map. And she stayed there.

		Small, tight circles. Consistent. Unwavering. The same rhythm. The same pressure. The same maddening, perfect, building...

		"That's it." Melissa murmured it against her. The words vibrating into her flesh. "That's it, darling. Just lie still for me. I've got you. Such a good girl, opening up so nicely. Such a good, good girl."

		The words.

		The words.

		Natalie had been building steadily, the orgasm forming like weather in the distance, clouds gathering, the pressure dropping. But at good girl something detonated. The build accelerated. Doubled. The words landed in her chest and pulled, physically pulled, as though there was a wire between Melissa's voice and the centre of Natalie's body and it was being yanked.

		She tried to fight it. Tried to sit up. A reflex. The ingrained response of four years of maintaining control, of never being the one who lost it first, of always being the one watching, measured, holding back.

		Melissa's free hand left her thigh and pressed flat against her sternum. Pushing her down. Gently. Firmly. Back onto the mattress.

		"No, no, sweetheart." Melissa lifted her head. Met Natalie's eyes. Her mouth was wet. Her expression was warm and calm and utterly in command. "None of that. You don't have to do anything tonight. Just be a good girl for me. Can you do that?"

		Natalie's breath was ragged. Her chest heaving under Melissa's palm. The tears were there now, not falling yet but burning in her eyes, making the room blur at the edges.

		"Yes." The word left her body without her permission. From somewhere deep and hidden and long-denied. "Yes."

		Melissa's smile. That smile. "Yes what, darling?"

		And Natalie. Who had never said it. Who had never been in this register, this role, this place. Who had spent four years being the one who elicited submission, never the one who gave it. Natalie, blushing crimson from her chest to her hairline, eyes wet, hands gripping brass bars in a room she'd slept in since she was eleven.

		"Yes, Melissa."

		"Good girl."

		Melissa's mouth returned. That precise tongue. That devastating rhythm. The same spot. The same pressure. And now, with the words ringing in her ears, good girl, good girl, good girl, the orgasm came.

		Not like any orgasm Natalie had ever had before.

		It built from the base of her spine. A heat that radiated upward and outward, filling her limbs, her chest, her throat. She couldn't breathe. She couldn't think. Her body went rigid, every muscle locked, her spine bowing up from the mattress as the pleasure crested and held and held and would not break.

		Melissa didn't stop. Didn't speed up. Didn't slow. The same rhythm. The same pressure. Riding her through it with that inexorable consistency.

		Natalie's mouth opened. A sound came out. Not a word. Not a moan. Something between the two. Something animal and desperate and grateful. Her thighs were shaking, clamping against Melissa's head, and Melissa's hands were on them, holding them open, holding her there in the centre of the pleasure with nowhere to go and nowhere to hide.

		It lasted. Longer than any orgasm she had ever had. Wave after wave, each one pulling a sound from her throat, her body jerking and tightening and releasing and tightening again. The brass bars cutting into her palms. Tears sliding from the corners of her eyes into her hair.

		And when it finally, finally ebbed, when the last aftershock rippled through her and left her boneless and hollowed-out and shaking, Melissa lifted her head and crawled up her body. The weight of her, clothed against naked. The cream dress against Natalie's bare skin. She gathered Natalie against her chest. Her hands in Natalie's hair. Her mouth pressed to Natalie's forehead, her temple, her wet cheeks.

		"Shhh. Shhh. I know. I know, darling. That was a big one." Kisses against her face. Warm. Gentle. "I've got you. You did so well. So well, sweetheart. I'm so proud of you."

		Natalie was crying. Not in the way she'd seen other women cry after sex. Not the gentle, pretty tears of a woman overcome by emotion. Proper crying. The gasping, ugly, surprised kind. The kind that comes when something you've been holding for years breaks open and you didn't know it was going to break open and you didn't know it was even there.

		Melissa held her. Tight. Close. Her hands steady. Her voice a low, constant murmur against Natalie's hair. "You're alright. You're alright. I've got you. Well done, darling. Well done."

		Natalie pressed her face into Melissa's clothed chest and cried and did not know why she was crying and could not stop.

		

	
		Chapter 14

		

		The crying lasted five minutes. Maybe seven. Natalie lost track. When it subsided it left her feeling hollowed-out and raw, like a storm had passed through her and she was the landscape left behind.

		She was curled against Melissa's chest. Still naked. Melissa still dressed. The cream dress slightly damp where Natalie's tears and face had been pressed against it. Melissa's hand was in her hair, moving slowly, fingertips against her scalp in long steady strokes.

		The room was quiet. The sage green walls. The brass headboard she'd been clinging to minutes ago. The Liberty duvet under her body. Everything familiar. Everything different.

		"There you are." Melissa's voice above her. Soft. The warm register. "Back with me?"

		Natalie nodded against her chest. She didn't lift her face. Couldn't, yet.

		"You're alright. That happens sometimes. The first time someone really lets go. It's." A pause. Her hand kept moving. "It's a lot, I know."

		Natalie breathed. In. Out. The fabric of Melissa's dress under her cheek. The steady thrum of Melissa's heartbeat, slower than her own. Calmer.

		"How long." Natalie's voice was small. Wrecked. She barely recognised it. "How long have you been pretending to be the one who doesn't know what she's doing?"

		A soft laugh. Not mocking. Fond. "I've never pretended to not know what I'm doing, Nat. You just assumed I didn't."

		"The blushing. The. The nervous thing."

		"I blush easily. That part's real. But being flustered and being in control aren't mutually exclusive, sweetheart."

		Natalie was quiet for a while. Processing. Rewinding. The last six weeks rewriting themselves in her head. Every coffee. Every text. Every moment where she'd thought she was ahead.

		"Ask me," Melissa said.

		"What?"

		"The questions you're turning over in there. I can feel you thinking. Ask me."

		Natalie lifted her head. Looked up. Melissa's face above hers, auburn hair falling forward, eyes warm and brown and patient.

		"How long have you. Done this. With women like me."

		"Women like you?"

		"Women who think they're. In charge."

		Melissa smiled. Her thumb traced Natalie's cheekbone, wiping away the salt-track of a tear. "You're not a type, Natalie. Don't reduce yourself to that."

		"But you've."

		"I've been with women, yes. Plenty of women. Since my early twenties. Some who were tops who wanted to be taken down. Some who were switches. Some who were submissive from the start and just needed someone to hold them. You're." She paused. Considering. "You're the first one I've spent six weeks on. Usually it takes about three."

		"Three weeks?"

		"You're stubborn." Said with affection. "Very committed to the role."

		Natalie pressed her face back into Melissa's chest. This was. A lot.

		"Nat." Melissa's hand tightened slightly in her hair. Not painful. Anchoring. "How long have you been pretending to be the one in charge?"

		The question landed in a place that hurt.

		"I'm not pretending."

		"Natalie."

		"I'm not. I've always. That's who I am. In Paris. With. All of them. I was the one who. I was always."

		"I know. I know you were. But that's not what I asked." Her voice gentled. Lower. "I asked how long you've been pretending."

		Silence. The clock on Natalie's desk ticked. Somewhere downstairs a floorboard creaked as the house settled in the cool of the evening.

		"Since I was eighteen." The words came out of her like something being pulled from a wound. She hadn't known she was going to say them until she said them. "The first. There was a girl. In Paris. First term. Camille."

		"Tell me."

		"She was older. Twenty-five. She was a post-grad. We. I was so. I was all over her. Obsessed. I would text her twelve times a day and show up at her flat and I was. Intense. Too much. She told me. She said." Natalie swallowed. "She said you're too much, Natalie, you're too intense, you need to back off, this isn't attractive."

		Melissa's hand stilled in her hair. Then resumed its stroking. Slower.

		"So I backed off. I backed so far off that I turned into someone else. I decided." Her voice was going thin. Stretched. "I decided I would never. That I would never be the one wanting. Ever again. I would be the one being wanted. The cool one. The one in control. Because if I was always giving I could never be."

		"Not enough."

		Natalie's eyes stung. "Yeah."

		Melissa was quiet. Her body warm and solid against Natalie's. Her hand moving in Natalie's hair with a steadiness that was. Maternal. Not in a diminishing way. In a grounding way. In the way of someone who is going to stay still while you fall apart.

		"Oh, sweetheart." Melissa's mouth against the top of her head. A kiss, long and gentle, pressed into her hair. "Oh, Natalie. You poor clever girl."

		Natalie laughed. Wet. Broken. "Don't."

		"Don't what?"

		"Don't be. Kind. I'll start crying again."

		"You can cry as much as you need."

		"I've never. In front of anyone. I never." She pressed her palms against her own face. "This is. I don't know who I am right now."

		"You're Natalie. You're exactly who you were this morning. You just have more information now." A pause. "About yourself."

		The room was getting dark. The May evening fading, the light going blue in the window. Neither of them moved to turn on the lamp.

		"Can I stay?" Natalie asked. Quiet. Almost timid, which was a word she had never once applied to herself in her life.

		Melissa's arms tightened around her. A squeeze. Not brief. Lingering.

		"Darling. I'm not going anywhere tonight."

		

	
		Chapter 15

		

		Natalie didn't know how long she slept. Minutes. Half an hour. Long enough for the room to go fully dark around them, just the distant glow of a streetlight through the curtains. Long enough for her breathing to slow and her body to unclench and the strange new landscape of herself to stop spinning quite so fast.

		She woke to fingers.

		Not her own. Melissa's. A hand that had been resting on her hip had migrated inward, moving in a slow path across her lower belly, tracing idle shapes on her skin. Not urgent. Not demanding. Just. Present. Warm. Reminding her body that it was there. That it was owned.

		She inhaled. Sharp.

		"Hello." Melissa's voice in the dark. Low and warm and close. "There you are."

		"I." Natalie's voice was husky from sleep and crying. "I thought."

		"Thought what?"

		"I thought we were. Sleeping."

		"We were. Now we're not." Melissa's fingers continued their slow path. Lower. Tracing the crease where Natalie's thigh met her hip. Not going lower. Not yet. Just. There. "Unless you want to keep sleeping. We can keep sleeping."

		Natalie's body was already answering. Heat pooling low. Muscles tightening. Her hips shifting towards Melissa's hand without her permission.

		"I don't want to sleep."

		"No?" She could hear the smile in Melissa's voice. "What do you want?"

		"I." Natalie's brain scrambled for the script. The one she'd used for four years. I want to touch you. I want to taste you. I want to make you cum. The top's script. The giver's script. The words died in her throat.

		"I want. I want you to."

		"To what, darling? Tell me."

		"Touch me." The words burned. Coming out sideways, unfamiliar in her mouth. She had never asked for this. She had always been the one asked.

		"I am touching you."

		"More." Natalie's hips moved again. Seeking. "Please."

		"Please." Melissa repeated the word like she was tasting it. Pleased. "That's new, isn't it? Saying please."

		"Yes."

		"I like it." Her hand moved lower. A centimetre. Two. The tips of her fingers brushing the top of Natalie's pubic bone. "I like hearing you ask nicely. My good girl, asking so politely."

		Natalie's breath caught.

		Melissa's fingers moved down. Through the soft hair. And then. Contact. Two fingers sliding through the wet folds of her cunt with a precision that made Natalie gasp.

		"Oh." Melissa's voice, low and pleased. "Already. My, my. What were you dreaming about, sweetheart?"

		Natalie couldn't answer. Melissa's fingers were. Moving. Slow. Up and down the length of her, spreading the wetness, circling her entrance without entering, brushing her clit in passes that were too light, too brief, gone before she could chase the sensation.

		"Melissa."

		"Mmhm?"

		"Please. Please, I."

		"I know what you want." The fingers moved in their maddening pattern. Up. Down. A ghost of pressure on her clit. Gone. "But I'm going to decide when you get it. Is that alright?"

		"Yes."

		"Good." The fingers circled lower. Dipped inside her. Just the tips. Not enough. "You're going to be patient for me."

		"Yes."

		"And you're not going to cum until I say."

		Natalie's stomach tightened. A hot bolt of something, arousal and fear tangled together, shooting through her.

		"I don't. I can't always. Control."

		"You can." Said with certainty. Calm. "You will, because I'm asking you to. Because you want to be good for me. Don't you?"

		"Yes." Almost inaudible.

		"Good girl."

		Melissa's fingers pushed inside her. Two. Slow. Natalie was so wet that there was no resistance, just heat and slick pressure and the curl of Melissa's fingers against her front wall, finding the spot with the same terrifying accuracy she'd used with her tongue earlier.

		Natalie's back bowed up from the mattress.

		"Still." Melissa's other hand flat on her stomach. Pressing her down. "Be still, darling. Let me do this."

		Natalie forced her body flat. Her hands gripped the duvet on either side of her hips. Her thighs were shaking.

		Melissa fucked her slowly. Two fingers, curling and pressing in a rhythm that built the pleasure in layers, each stroke adding to the one before, the orgasm forming like something being assembled deep in her pelvis. And the whole time, Melissa's voice.

		"You feel so good, sweetheart. So warm. So tight around my fingers. Look at you, taking me so nicely."

		And Natalie was climbing. Fast. Too fast. The orgasm was right there, close enough to taste, her cunt clenching around Melissa's fingers in warning.

		"Not yet." Melissa's voice, sharp. Cutting through the fog. And her fingers stopped. Went still inside Natalie. Pressed flat.

		Natalie whined. An actual whine, high and desperate and humiliating and loud.

		"I said not yet."

		"Melissa. Please. I was so close."

		"I know." Fingers still. Unmoving. "And you'll get there. When I tell you."

		Natalie's hips jerked. Trying to move on Melissa's fingers, trying to generate friction. Melissa's free hand pressed harder on her stomach.

		"Natalie." A warning.

		Natalie went still. Tears on her face again. When had those started? She was trembling all over, fine-grained shaking, her legs, her arms, her jaw.

		"Good girl." Melissa waited. Ten seconds. Twenty. Letting the peak recede. Letting Natalie's body step back from the edge. Then, slowly, her fingers began to move again.

		The same rhythm. The same curl. Building again. Natalie clenched her teeth, trying to hold back, trying to be good, to not let the orgasm crest before permission was given. It was agony. It was the hardest thing she had ever done.

		"Melissa. I can't. I'm going to."

		"No, you're not." Fingers stilled again.

		"Please." Sobbing now. Proper sobbing. Her body rigid with denial. "Please let me. Please."

		"Not yet." Gentle. Patient. Melissa bent and pressed her mouth to Natalie's forehead. "One more, sweetheart. Be brave for me."

		"I can't."

		"You can."

		Natalie gulped air. Nodded. Her face was a mess. Tears and sweat and her hair plastered to her forehead.

		Melissa's fingers moved again. The third build. Slower this time. More careful. Drawing it out. And Natalie was desperate, every nerve in her body screaming for release, her cunt clenching in pulses, her clit throbbing with each stroke of Melissa's curled fingers against that spot inside her.

		"That's it." Melissa's voice dropping lower. Warmer. "That's my brave girl. So good for me. So patient, so obedient. I'm so proud of you, Natalie."

		Proud. The word landed in the centre of her chest and exploded outward.

		"Please." A whisper. Broken. "Melissa. Please."

		Melissa shifted. Her free hand left Natalie's stomach and moved down, thumb finding Natalie's clit and pressing in a slow, firm circle while her fingers inside kept their rhythm. And her mouth was at Natalie's ear and her breath was hot and her voice was soft and steady.

		"Go on then, my brave girl. Cum for me. Cum for me now."

		Natalie came apart.

		Not like the first one. Not a steady build cresting. This was demolition. Her whole body seized. Her spine lifted clear of the mattress, her hands fisted in the sheets so hard the fabric tore at one corner. She was shouting. Melissa's name, she thought. Or just sound. Just. Raw. Her voice cracking on it. Her vision going white at the edges, nothing but the pleasure and the pressure of Melissa's fingers inside her and the slow firm circles on her clit and the voice, the voice, saying that's it, good girl, there you go, well done, well done, let go, let go.

		It lasted. Longer than the first. Longer than she thought possible. Wave after wave, each one ripping through her, and Melissa rode her through all of them, fingers moving, voice constant, not stopping until Natalie's body went slack and boneless and she collapsed back onto the mattress like a puppet with cut strings.

		Melissa eased her fingers out. Slowly. Gently. She pulled Natalie against her body, both arms around her, cradling her, and pressed kisses to her hair, her temple, the corner of her eye where tears were still leaking.

		"Shhh. That's it. You did so well. So well, sweetheart. I'm so proud of you."

		Natalie couldn't speak. Her breath was coming in hiccups. Her whole body was twitching with aftershocks, small spasms in her thighs and stomach.

		Melissa held her. Stroked her hair. Told her she was proud of her. Told her she was brave. Told her she was good. And Natalie, fucked-out and trembling and completely undone, discovered that she would do anything, anything, to hear that word again.

		

	
		Chapter 16

		

		Time passed. Natalie didn't know how much. The room was dark and warm and Melissa's body was solid against hers and nothing in the world existed beyond the boundaries of this bed.

		She came back to herself by degrees. Her breathing steadied. The shaking subsided. Her brain began, slowly, to form thoughts again.

		The first thought was: she wanted.

		Not to be touched. Not to receive. She wanted to give. But the wanting was different now. It wasn't the wanting of a woman who needed to be in control. It wasn't the I'll do this so you'll need me that had driven her for four years. It was simpler. Purer. She wanted to make Melissa feel good because Melissa had made her feel good. Because Melissa had been kind. Because she wanted to hear Melissa make sounds. Because she wanted to be told she was doing it right.

		"Melissa."

		"Mm?" Sleepy. Content.

		"Can I." Her voice was small. New. Unrecognisable. "Can I do something for you?"

		A pause. Melissa's hand stilled in her hair. Then resumed, slower.

		"What would you like to do?"

		"I want to. Go down on you."

		Silence. A breath. Then Melissa's body shifted, turning to face her in the dark. Natalie couldn't see her expression but she could feel the weight of her gaze.

		"You're sure."

		"Yes."

		"Because you want to, or because you feel like you should?"

		"Because I want to." And it was true. The truest thing she'd said all night. "Please."

		"Oh, sweetheart." Melissa's hand cupped her face. Thumb against her cheek. "Come here."

		Melissa lay back on the pillows. She'd been clothed this whole time, Natalie realised with a jolt. Still in the cream dress. Throughout everything. The asymmetry of it, the power in it, still made something tighten in Natalie's chest.

		Natalie sat up. Kneeling beside her on the bed. She reached for the tie of the dress and hesitated. Looked up.

		"May I?"

		"You may."

		Natalie's fingers found the belt. Pulled. The dress fell open. Underneath: skin. Pale. Freckled across the chest and shoulders. A nude bra, structured, holding breasts that were larger than Natalie had imagined, full and heavy and straining slightly at the cups. Matching knickers, plain, sensible, and a softness to Melissa's stomach that was. Real. Lived-in. Not the flat stomach of a twenty-two-year-old but the body of a woman who had lived in hers for thirty-five years and knew its worth.

		Natalie stared. Swallowed.

		"May I take the rest off?"

		"Go ahead."

		Natalie unhooked the bra. Slid it off Melissa's shoulders. Her breasts settled, full and heavy, nipples dark pink and already hard. Natalie's mouth went dry. She hooked her fingers into Melissa's knickers and drew them down, over full hips, down her thighs, off. Tossed aside.

		Melissa naked. On Natalie's childhood bed. In the dark of the room with just the streetlight through the curtains, she was all curves and pale skin and dark shadows.

		"Come down here."

		Natalie lowered herself between Melissa's thighs. Her face level with Melissa's stomach, then lower, the scent of her filling Natalie's nose. Not perfume. Her. Warm, musky, aroused. Natalie's mouth watered.

		She pressed her lips to the inside of Melissa's thigh. Melissa's hand found her hair. Threading through it. Not pushing. Just. There.

		"That's lovely, sweetheart."

		Natalie kissed higher. Along the crease. The soft skin of her inner thigh giving way to the slick heat between her legs. Natalie breathed against her. Let her own breath warm Melissa's cunt. Then she pressed her mouth to her.

		The sound Melissa made was quiet. A low mmm that vibrated through her body. Natalie felt it in her chest.

		She licked. Slow. A broad flat stroke through Melissa's folds. Salt and warmth on her tongue. She tasted. Learned. Found the rhythm that made Melissa's thighs tighten around her head, the angle that drew the low sounds from her throat, the pressure that made her fingers tighten in Natalie's hair.

		"That's it." Melissa's voice, different now. Less composed. Breathier. "Right there, darling. Just like that. Good girl."

		Natalie moaned against her cunt. The good girl went straight through her like an electric current, lighting up every nerve ending she'd thought were spent.

		She worked harder. Tongue circling Melissa's clit with the focus she brought to everything she was good at. And she was good at this. She had always been good at this. Four years of practice, of learning women's bodies, of paying attention to what worked and what didn't. She hadn't lost the skill. Just the framing.

		Before, she would have been performing. Being skilled to be needed. Being good in bed so they'd want her back, so they'd tell themselves it was worth betraying their marriages for, so they'd know they couldn't get this at home.

		Now she was doing it because she wanted to hear Melissa's voice go ragged. Because she wanted the fingers in her hair to tighten. Because she wanted to be told she was doing well.

		"Oh. Natalie." Melissa's voice cracking on the second syllable. "Oh, that's. That's perfect. Right there. Don't stop."

		Natalie didn't stop. She increased the pressure. Circled tighter. Faster. Her hands on Melissa's thighs, holding them open, feeling the muscles tense under her palms.

		"Clever girl." Breathed. Barely audible. "Such a clever, talented girl."

		Natalie's whole body lit up. She pressed her tongue harder. Found the spot that made Melissa's hips jerk. Stayed on it.

		Melissa was close. Natalie could feel it. The tension building in her thighs, the quickening of her breath, the way her hand in Natalie's hair was gripping now, pulling, the slight pain of it sparking pleasure down Natalie's spine.

		"Don't stop." Melissa's voice was thin. Strained. "Nat. Don't stop. I'm. I'm going to."

		Natalie didn't stop.

		Melissa came with Natalie's mouth sealed over her clit, tongue pressing in fast tight circles, and the sound she made was low and guttural and long. Her thighs clamped around Natalie's head. Her hand fisted in Natalie's hair, pulling hard enough to hurt. Her hips rose off the mattress. And Natalie held on and kept going, licking her through it, feeling the rhythmic pulses of Melissa's orgasm against her tongue, tasting it, drowning in it.

		When the grip loosened, when the thighs released, when Melissa's body went soft and heavy against the pillows, Natalie lifted her head.

		Melissa's hand in her hair changed. From gripping to stroking. She tugged Natalie up, pulling her by her hair, and Natalie crawled up Melissa's body and was met with a kiss. Hard. Deep. Melissa's tongue tasting herself on Natalie's mouth, and the sound she made, pleased and satisfied and hungry still, was the best sound Natalie had ever heard.

		"Good girl." Against her mouth. Breathless. "Such a good girl. Such a clever, good, beautiful girl."

		Natalie collapsed onto Melissa's chest. Her head on the soft swell of her breast. Melissa's hand in her hair again, slow and steady, the rhythm that was becoming as necessary as breathing.

		They lay there. Quiet. The dark room. The clock ticking. The distant hum of the streetlight outside.

		Natalie's eyes were heavy. Her body was spent. Every muscle used up, wrung out. But her chest was full. A warmth in it that had nothing to do with sex and everything to do with the hand in her hair and the voice that said good girl and meant it.

		She didn't have words for what this was. Not yet. But she didn't need words. She just needed to lie here. On this chest. In this dark. And be held.

		

	
		Chapter 17

		

		Light woke her.

		Not the thin grey light of a Sheffield morning. Proper sunlight, buttery and warm, pouring through the gap in the curtains where they never quite met. Natalie lay still. Her cheek on something soft and warm. The rise and fall of breathing beneath her that was not her own.

		She opened her eyes.

		Melissa. Still here. Still asleep. On her back with one arm above her head and the other resting on Natalie's shoulder where Natalie had curled against her in the night. The cream dress was gone, removed at some point, and the duvet was tangled around their legs and Melissa's body was on display in the morning light. The freckles scattered across her chest and shoulders, denser than Natalie had realized. The soft lines around her eyes, smoothed in sleep. The rise and fall of her breasts with each breath. The bruise-dark of a love bite Natalie didn't remember leaving on her collarbone.

		Natalie watched her sleep.

		It was different from the garden. From the Saturday afternoon when she'd catalogued Melissa's sleeping face with the eye of a hunter tracking prey. This watching was. Softer. Quieter. The watching of a person who has been handed something fragile and is holding very still to not break it.

		The clock on the desk said seven-fourteen.

		Natalie lay still and breathed and tried to locate herself in this new geography. Last night. The revelation. The crying. The. God. All of it. The orgasms that had dismantled her. The good girl that had lit her up like a fuse. The moment she'd put her hands above her head without being told and Melissa had made that sound. Oh. You're a natural.

		She pressed her face into Melissa's shoulder. Breathed her in. Skin, sleep, the fading ghost of perfume.

		Melissa stirred. Her arm tightened around Natalie's shoulders. A reflexive pull, the body recognizing the weight against it before the brain caught up.

		"Mm." Not awake yet. The sound of someone surfacing slowly.

		Natalie lifted her head. Watched Melissa's eyes open. The blink. The focus. The slow smile that spread across her face when she registered what she was looking at.

		"Morning." Melissa's voice was rough with sleep. Low. "You're still here."

		"Where would I go?"

		"Your old room. The kitchen. Sheffield. France." A yawn. "I half expected to wake up and find you gone."

		"Why?"

		"Some people run. After. When it's a lot." Her hand came up, fingers pushing into Natalie's hair, tucking it behind her ear. "You're not a runner?"

		"Not today."

		Melissa smiled. Her eyes were soft and unguarded in the morning light, and Natalie thought she looked younger like this. Before the composure was rebuilt. Before the poise was reassembled. Just a woman in bed with another woman, warm and sleepy and pleased.

		Melissa's hand cupped the back of Natalie's head and drew her down. The kiss was lazy. Morning-flavoured. Neither of them cared. Natalie's mouth opened against Melissa's and the kiss deepened slowly, Melissa's tongue sliding against hers, and the familiar heat began to build low in Natalie's belly.

		Melissa's hand slid down her back. Over the curve of her spine. Found the dip of her waist and rested there.

		"Come here."

		Natalie shifted. On top of her, thighs bracketing Melissa's hips, their bodies flush. The duvet falling away. The morning light on Natalie's bare back.

		Melissa looked up at her. Both hands on Natalie's hips now. Holding her. Not directing. Just holding.

		"Hi."

		"Hi."

		"You okay?"

		"Yeah." Natalie swallowed. "I'm okay."

		"Good." Melissa's thumb traced circles on her hip bone. "Do you want."

		"Yes."

		A laugh. Low and warm. "I didn't finish the question."

		"It doesn't matter what the question is."

		Melissa slid one hand between them. Down Natalie's stomach. Between her thighs. Natalie was wet already, had been since she'd opened her eyes, and Melissa's fingers moved through the slick heat easily, finding her without preamble, without teasing.

		"This time," Melissa said, fingers circling lazily, "is just for you. Just because I want to. No lesson. No game. Just."

		"Just because you want to."

		"Just because you're mine."

		The word. Mine. It hit Natalie's chest like something physical. A punch. A hand closing.

		"Say that again."

		"Mine." Melissa's fingers moved inside her. Two. Slow. "You're mine this morning. Just mine."

		Natalie's head dropped forward. Her hair falling around their faces like a curtain. Melissa fucked her slowly, gently, looking up at her with that expression of steady, warm ownership. No urgency. No edge. Just the rhythm of her fingers and the heat between them and the morning light and Natalie rocking slowly on her hand.

		"That's it. That's my girl."

		Natalie came quietly. Not the earthquake of last night. Something softer. Deeper. A rolling swell that started in her hips and spread outward until she was shaking with it, her forehead pressed to Melissa's, their breath mingling, and the sound she made was barely more than a sigh.

		Melissa kissed her through it. Held her hand still inside her until the last pulse faded. Then slid free and brought her wet fingers to Natalie's mouth and Natalie. Opened. Tasted herself on Melissa's skin and felt the blush burn across her face and sucked gently at Melissa's fingers and Melissa made a sound that was entirely satisfied.

		"Beautiful."

		They made toast in the kitchen at nine. Natalie in a t-shirt and knickers, Melissa in one of Natalie's father's old dressing gowns, which was too big for her and somehow looked expensive anyway. They ate at the table where the cassoulet had been, the candles burned out, and the conversation was. Easy. Normal. Two people having breakfast.

		But not normal.

		Because between the bites of toast and the cups of tea, Melissa told her things. About herself. About James. About the arrangement they'd built.

		"Six years ago," Melissa said, spreading marmalade. "I came to him and said I needed something he couldn't give me. Not because of a failing. Because of a truth. I need women. I've always needed women. And he said. This is what I love about James. He said, okay. Tell me what that looks like."

		"And he's. Fine with it?"

		"More than fine. He has his own. We're transparent. We talk about everything. He knows about you. He's known since the first coffee."

		Natalie processed this. The image she'd built, the unhappy marriage, the neglected wife, the rough patch, dissolving.

		"Mum thinks you're unhappy."

		"Your mum sees what I let her see." A bite of toast. "Not unkindly. I love Sarah. But she wouldn't understand. So she gets the version where James is away too much and I'm lonely and she feels useful being my friend. Which she is. A genuine friend. The loneliness is genuine. But its source is not what she thinks."

		"And last night. You. Planned all of it."

		"I planned the opportunity. I didn't plan what happened between us." Melissa put down her toast. Looked at Natalie across the table with an expression that was open and steady and without artifice. "What happened last night was real, Nat. The way you responded. The way you let go. That wasn't a game. I saw something in you that I wanted to bring out. And it was there. It was right there. All I had to do was ask for it."

		Natalie looked at her hands. The crescent moon tattoo on her wrist. The chipped nail polish. The slight tremble still in her fingers.

		"What does this. What is this? What are we?"

		"What do you want us to be?"

		"I don't know. I've never. Been the one who gets asked that question."

		Melissa reached across the table. Took her hand. Held it.

		"Here's what I'm offering. For as long as you're home this summer. Come to me when you want to. Let me have you when you're here. Let me teach you what it is to receive. And when you go back to Paris in September, take it with you. Use it. Stop defending yourself from people who want to love you."

		Natalie's throat tightened.

		"And if I want. More than the summer?"

		"Then we'll talk about more than the summer. But let's not. Let's not put a fence around it yet. Let's just." She squeezed Natalie's hand. "Let's just be in it."

		Natalie nodded. Looked up. Found Melissa watching her with that warm, patient, pleased expression.

		"Good girl."

		Natalie's face went hot. She pulled the collar of her t-shirt up over her nose.

		Melissa laughed. Bright. Delighted. The sound of it filling the kitchen. She stood, came around the table, pulled the t-shirt back down, and kissed Natalie on the forehead. Long and warm.

		"Such a clever girl, Nat. Such a sweet, clever, good girl."

		Natalie's eyes prickled.

		She was going to have to get used to this.

		

	
		Chapter 18

		

		The lunch was on a Sunday. Natalie spent the morning at home, restless, changing her outfit three times before settling on a simple blue shirt dress that was unremarkable and normal and said I am not someone who spent last night being fucked into submission by your wife. She looked at herself in the mirror. She looked like a person going to lunch. Good. Normal. Fine.

		The walk to Melissa's house was two streets. The wisteria was past its best now, the petals dropping onto the path like confetti. Natalie knocked. Breathed.

		James opened the door.

		He was taller than she remembered from the Sunday lunch. Greyer. A weekend shirt, sleeves rolled up, reading glasses pushed up onto his head. He smiled at her with a warmth that made Natalie's stomach twist.

		"Natalie. Come in, come in. Mel's just doing something to the sauce, she'll murder me if I don't offer you a drink first. Wine? Beer? G&T?"

		"Wine. Please. White if you have it."

		"Always." He stepped aside, letting her into the hallway. The same sage green walls, the peonies on the console table replaced by something pink and lush. "Through to the kitchen, you know the way."

		Natalie walked through. Each step feeling like a test she hadn't studied for.

		The kitchen was warm with cooking. Steam on the windows. Melissa at the hob in jeans and a thin grey jumper, hair up, glasses on, stirring something that involved tomatoes. She turned when Natalie entered and smiled and the smile was. Normal. The daytime Melissa. The one Natalie's mum knew.

		"Nat. Hi. Ignore me for five minutes, this ragu is being difficult."

		James appeared with wine. Handed Natalie a glass. Poured one for himself. Sat at the kitchen island on a bar stool and gestured for Natalie to do the same.

		"So," he said. Casual. Easy. The voice of a man who was about to make this simple whether Natalie liked it or not. "Paris. Tell me. What did you study again?"

		"Art History."

		"Ah. I'm completely thick about art, I'll warn you now. Can't tell a Monet from a Manet. Mel despairs."

		"I don't despair." Melissa from the hob. "I've given up."

		"She's given up." James grinned at Natalie. A genuine grin. Gap-toothed. Boyish. Not at all the distracted, phone-addicted grey man she'd seen at her parents' lunch table. "So you'll have to talk to me about football or finance or something else that starts with F."

		Natalie laughed. Despite herself. Despite the tight ball of nerves in her stomach.

		They ate in the kitchen, the three of them around the island. The lasagne was rich and good. James talked about his week. Work. A colleague who had done something absurd at a meeting. Melissa interjected. Corrected him. Laughed at his jokes with the easy, worn-in laughter of a couple who had been together long enough to have their own language.

		And Natalie watched them. Watched the way James put his hand on Melissa's back when he passed behind her chair. The way Melissa leaned into it, briefly. The way they operated around each other in the kitchen with the choreographed ease of a decade of shared space.

		This was not a bad marriage. This was not a rough patch. This was two people who liked each other. Loved each other. Who had built something flexible enough to hold them both.

		"So Natalie." James, refilling her glass. "Mel tells me you've been helping with the lookbook."

		"A bit. She doesn't need my help, honestly. She just wanted someone to bounce ideas off."

		"She's being modest." Melissa sat back down. "She has a brilliant eye."

		"She does everything brilliantly, our Mel." James smiled at his wife. Then at Natalie. "I'm glad she's found someone she clicks with this summer. Gets a bit bored, don't you, love, when I'm in London."

		Natalie's glass was at her lips. She drank. Swallowed. The wine tasted normal. Everything was normal. Everything was insane.

		"I don't get bored." Melissa. "I get. Under-stimulated."

		"Same thing, isn't it?" James winked at Natalie. A cheerful, uncomplicated wink.

		After lunch. James excused himself to the living room, something about a football match. He kissed Melissa on the top of the head as he went. A habitual gesture. Loving. Automatic.

		The kitchen was quiet. Just the two of them. The plates stacked by the sink.

		Melissa pulled off her glasses. Folded them. Set them on the counter. Looked at Natalie.

		"You okay?"

		"Yeah. He's. He's really nice."

		"He is."

		"He knows."

		"He knows everything."

		"And he's. He genuinely doesn't mind."

		"He doesn't mind." Melissa stepped closer. They were by the sink now, the sound of the football through the wall, the muted commentary and occasional shout. "He's proud of me, actually. In his way. He likes that I have this."

		"This."

		"You." Melissa's hand found Natalie's hip. Rested there. "He likes that I have you."

		Natalie leaned against the counter. Melissa's hand warm on her hip, her body close. The domestic normality of the kitchen around them. The football through the wall.

		"Come to the studio," Melissa said. Low. "Five minutes."

		They went through the glass door, down the steps, into the white-walled studio. The mood boards. The worktable. The teal sofa.

		Melissa pressed her against the worktable. Hands on her hips. Kissed her. Slow and deep and tasting of red wine and the particular spice of the tomato sauce. Natalie's hands went to Melissa's waist, gripping, pulling her closer.

		"Good girl." Against her mouth. "You handled that beautifully."

		Natalie melted. The tension she'd been carrying since she walked through the door dissolved. Her body went soft against the table and Melissa's kiss went deeper and for five minutes, in the white-walled studio with the garden beyond the glass and the sound of the football faintly through two sets of walls, they were just. Them.

		When Melissa pulled back, her lipstick was smudged and her eyes were warm and pleased and she ran her thumb over Natalie's lower lip and said, "Brave girl. My brave, good girl."

		Natalie didn't know what to say. She didn't say anything. She leaned forward and pressed her forehead to Melissa's shoulder and breathed.

		She had not, this summer, taken anything from anyone. She had been given something. By people who were kinder and more grown-up than she had given them credit for. She didn't have a way to thank them for it yet. But she would find one.

		

	
		Chapter 19

		

		June dissolved into July. July into August. The summer moved in the particular way an English summer moves when you have stopped counting the days and started counting the hours between seeing someone.

		Natalie came to Melissa three times a week. Sometimes more. The rhythm of it settled into her life like a second pulse.

		Tuesday afternoon.

		The studio. Natalie on her knees on the thick rug beside Melissa's standing desk, her cheek resting against Melissa's thigh. Melissa working. Typing emails. Making notes. Her free hand absently in Natalie's hair, fingers combing through the length of it, and every few minutes, without looking down from her screen, her voice.

		"So still. So patient. Such a good girl."

		Natalie's eyes closed. The warmth of Melissa's leg against her cheek. The weight of her hand. The slow, regular praise dropped into the quiet like coins into a wishing well. She could stay here for hours. She did stay here for hours. Her knees ached on the rug and she didn't care. The ache was good. The ache was earned.

		Thursday morning.

		James in London. Melissa's bed. The sheets expensive, a high thread count, cool against Natalie's overheated skin. Melissa above her. Pinning her wrists to the pillow with one hand, the other between Natalie's legs, three fingers buried in her cunt, and her voice in Natalie's ear.

		"You're mine. Say it."

		"I'm yours."

		"Again."

		"I'm yours. Melissa. I'm yours."

		"My good girl."

		Natalie came on the word mine. Every time. Without fail. It was a key that Melissa had found and now used whenever she pleased, and Natalie was powerless against it. The word hit something in the centre of her chest and the orgasm followed like an echo follows a shout.

		Saturday afternoon.

		Ecclesall Road. A boutique that Melissa liked, small and expensive, the kind with curtained dressing rooms and a bored sales assistant who left you alone. Melissa held up a dress. Dark blue. Silk.

		"Try this."

		Natalie went into the dressing room. Curtain drawn. She undressed. Pulled the silk over her head. It fit, clinging to her hips and chest in a way that was probably too tight.

		The curtain moved. Melissa stepped in. The space was small. Their bodies close.

		"That's pretty." Melissa turned her around. Made her face the mirror. Stood behind her. "Look at yourself."

		Natalie looked. Herself in the dark blue silk, the dress just slightly too small, her nipples visible through the fabric, her face flushed, and Melissa behind her. Fully dressed. Composed. Her hands sliding up Natalie's sides, over the silk, cupping her breasts through the fabric.

		"Watch."

		Melissa's hand went under the hem. Up her thigh. Under her knickers. Two fingers sliding into the wetness that was already there because it was always there now, around Melissa, a Pavlovian response to her proximity.

		"Don't make a sound."

		Natalie bit her lip. Watched herself in the mirror. Watched Melissa's hand moving under the blue dress, the shape of it visible through the fabric. Watched her own face change as the pleasure built. Her mouth falling open. Her eyes going glassy.

		"Quiet, sweetheart." Melissa's mouth at her ear. "There's a woman six feet away who will hear every sound you make. Be good for me."

		Natalie came silently. Or nearly. A strangled noise in her throat that she swallowed. Her legs buckled. Melissa caught her weight, arm around her waist, and held her up and whispered good girl, well done, so quiet, so good against her hair.

		They bought the dress.

		A Tuesday night. Late.

		Natalie alone in her bedroom. Her parents asleep. The house quiet. Her phone on the pillow, Melissa's last text glowing on the screen from an hour ago. Sleep well, my good girl.

		Her hand between her own legs. Fingers moving in the rhythm Melissa used. Circling. Pressing. Building. In her head, Melissa's voice. Good girl. Clever girl. Mine.

		She came on the word. On the imagined voice. The same way she came in Melissa's presence. The power of it didn't diminish with distance. If anything it intensified. The voice was inside her now, a permanent resident, a frequency she was always tuned to.

		She lay in the dark afterwards, her hand still cupped between her thighs, her breath slowing. The ceiling above her. The sage green walls.

		She hadn't told anyone.

		Her university friends. Simone, who texted from Paris three times a week. Her mother, who lived in the same house. Nobody knew. It was a private thing, a held thing, a small candle she was cupping against the wind with both hands. She wasn't ashamed. But she wasn't ready to share it either. It was too new. Too tender. Too likely to change shape if she exposed it to outside air.

		The last week of August.

		Things Natalie discovered about herself that summer.

		One: good girl was not the only phrase. Clever girl worked when she had done something well, when Melissa was pleased with her initiative, when she found the right spot with her tongue without being told. Brave girl worked when Melissa pushed her further than she'd been before, when she took a third finger or held her breath through an edge or went to her knees in a place she might be seen. My girl was for quiet moments. For lying on the studio sofa with her head in Melissa's lap. For texts in the evening. For the warmth of ownership without the heat of sex.

		And mine. Mine was the one that undid her completely. Said during sex, said casually over coffee, said once in front of James who had simply smiled and gone back to his newspaper.

		Two: she did not need to perform. Not with Melissa. Not ever with Melissa. She could be messy. Desperate. Incoherent. She could beg and cry and shake and none of it diminished her. None of it made her too much. If anything, the more she gave, the more Melissa wanted.

		Three: she was not broken. She was not too intense. She was a woman who wanted to be wanted and told she was wanted and held while she fell apart. That was not a failing. That was a preference. A need. A shape she fit into.

		Four: Camille, the girl from first year who told her she was too much, had been wrong. Or not wrong. Incompatible. Camille had not been a woman who could hold what Natalie offered. Melissa was.

		The last Friday in August.

		On the train back from a day in Manchester, where she'd gone to look at gallery jobs, to think about the future, to remember that she had a life beyond this summer and this woman and this quiet Sheffield suburb.

		Her phone buzzed.

		Melissa: Good girl. Get home safe x

		Natalie looked at the text. On the bright screen. In the rattling carriage with its beige seats and its stale air. And she grinned at it. Wide. Stupid. The kind of grin that takes over your whole face and makes strangers look at you and wonder.

		She typed back: Always. Yours x

		Sent. Pocketed her phone. Watched Sheffield approach through the window. The green fields. The grey buildings. Home.

		Not for much longer.

		

	
		Chapter 20

		

		The suitcases were packed. Two, like before. Plus the carry-on, which still had French cosmetics in it but no longer had the Gauloises because she'd quit in July when Melissa said I'd like it if you stopped, sweetheart and she'd stopped the same afternoon.

		The flight to Paris was at eleven in the morning. Her parents would drive her to Manchester. But tonight was Melissa's.

		She walked to the house on Claremont Road at seven. Late August evening. Still warm. The wisteria had dropped all its flowers months ago and the vine was just green now, lush and thick against the white render. Autumn was coming. You could smell it at the edges of the warm air. The beginning of a turn.

		Melissa opened the door before Natalie knocked. She'd been watching from the window, maybe. Or she'd heard the gate. Or she knew, the way she always seemed to know.

		"Come in, darling."

		James was out. By arrangement. The house was empty, theirs. Melissa led her through to the studio. The white walls. The mood boards. The teal sofa. Everything the same as the first time Natalie had been here in May, and everything transformed.

		"I made food," Melissa said. "But it can wait."

		"It can wait."

		They stood in the studio. Facing each other. Natalie in her boots and a thin summer dress, the blue one from the boutique that she'd never worn for anyone else. Melissa in a silk dressing gown, charcoal, tied at the waist. Bare feet on the polished concrete. Her hair was down. Loose.

		"Come here."

		Natalie went.

		Melissa kissed her. Not urgently. Not desperately. With the slow, thorough attention of someone savouring. The kiss lasted a long time. Their hands in each other's hair. Their bodies pressed together. The silk of Melissa's robe against the cotton of Natalie's dress.

		When they parted, Melissa held Natalie's face in both hands and looked at her.

		"How are you feeling?"

		"Sad."

		"Me too."

		"I don't want to go."

		"I know. But you need to."

		"I know."

		Melissa led her to the sofa. The wide teal sofa where, three months ago, Natalie had cried into Melissa's shoulder and pretended to be the one comforting. The sofa where she'd knelt on the rug and leaned against Melissa's thigh and learned what it was to be still.

		"Lie down for me."

		Natalie lay back on the sofa. The velvet soft under her bare legs. Melissa knelt beside her and unfastened the buttons of the blue dress, one by one, slowly, with the patience she brought to everything. The dress opened. Natalie wore nothing underneath. She'd stopped wearing underwear to Melissa's weeks ago.

		"God." Melissa's voice. Thick. Her hand spreading the dress open. Looking at Natalie's body in the warm studio light. "You're so beautiful, Nat. You've always been beautiful. But now you know it. That's different."

		Natalie's chest was tight. Her eyes burning.

		Melissa shifted. Knelt between Natalie's legs, her dressing gown pooling around her, and ran her hands up Natalie's thighs. Pushed them apart. Bent.

		"I'm going to make you cum now," she said. Against the inside of Natalie's thigh. "And I want you to remember this. When you're in Paris. When you're lonely or scared or pretending to be someone you're not. I want you to remember what it feels like to be mine."

		"I'll remember."

		"Good girl."

		Melissa's mouth on her. Slow. Reverential. Not the urgent, edging intensity of other nights. Something deeper. Something that took its time and went to places they hadn't been yet. Melissa's tongue and fingers working together, reading her, responding to her, playing her with the skill of twelve years and three months of knowing this particular body.

		Natalie didn't fight it. Didn't try to hold back or perform or be anything other than what she was. She lay on the velvet sofa in the white-walled studio and let herself be taken apart. Slowly. Tenderly. Her hands in Melissa's hair. Her hips rolling against Melissa's mouth. The sounds leaving her throat without censorship. Soft, broken, grateful sounds.

		"That's it." Melissa, lifting her head, her chin wet. "That's my girl. Let me hear you."

		Natalie let her hear her.

		The orgasm, when it came, was not the devastating demolition of that first night or the trembling edge-rides of July or the silent, stifled ones in dressing rooms and cars. It was slow. Deep. A long wave that built from the base of her spine and rolled through her whole body in a single sustained crest, and at the top of it she was looking at Melissa's face between her legs and saying her name, not shouting, just saying it, Melissa, Melissa, and the tears came because of course they did, they always did, and Melissa crawled up and held her and kissed the salt off her cheeks and said well done, sweetheart, well done, I've got you.

		Natalie cried. Not for long. Just the release of it. The grief and the gratitude tangled together, inseparable.

		When the tears stopped she sat up. Pulled Melissa into her lap. Undid the silk robe and pushed it from her shoulders and buried her face in Melissa's chest and kissed her breasts and slid a hand between Melissa's thighs and made her cum with two fingers and her mouth on her nipple, and Melissa's hand in her hair gripping tight, and Melissa's voice in the dark saying yes, Natalie, yes, there, right there, oh you beautiful girl.

		They lay tangled afterwards. Naked on the velvet sofa. The studio cooling around them as the evening advanced.

		"I need to tell you some things," Melissa said. Her voice low. Her hand in Natalie's hair, that perpetual motion, that constant.

		"Okay."

		"One." Her fingers traced patterns on Natalie's scalp. "You're going to keep getting better at this. At all of it. At receiving. At asking for what you need. At finding women who can give it to you. You don't need me for that, Nat. I showed you the door. You walked through it yourself."

		Natalie's throat ached.

		"Two." A pause. "You don't have to perform anymore. There are women in Paris, in London, everywhere, who will see what you actually are. What you are underneath the leather jacket and the red lipstick and the three-step seduction plan. And they will love what they see. They will love you for being intense. For being hungry. For being too much. You just have to let them."

		"Okay." Barely a word.

		"Three." Melissa's arms tightened around her. A squeeze. "You can come back. Whenever you want. Christmas. Easter. Summers. The door is open, Nat. I'm here. James is here. We're not going anywhere."

		Natalie pressed her face into Melissa's shoulder. Breathed.

		"Okay."

		"Okay?"

		"Okay."

		They stayed on the sofa until it was fully dark. Then they ate the food Melissa had made, something simple, pasta, at the studio worktable, wrapped in robes. They talked about practical things. About Natalie's flight. About the gallery job she'd been offered in the ninth arrondissement. About what September looked like and whether Simone would still be in Paris and whether the flat on Rue du Temple was still available.

		Normal things. Future things. The things you talk about when the present is too full to look at directly.

		At midnight Natalie put on her boots. Her jacket. The blue dress buttoned back up, the suitcase by the front door where she'd left it because she'd known, already, that she wouldn't walk home tonight and back again in the morning. Her parents knew. Her mother hadn't asked questions. Or hadn't asked the right ones.

		The hallway. The front door. Late August. The street quiet. A fox, somewhere, screaming.

		Melissa stood in the doorway in her silk robe, one arm crossed over her chest, the other holding the door frame. The light from the hallway behind her. Auburn hair loose. Bare feet. Looking at Natalie with an expression that was pride and warmth and something that, if Natalie named it, might break her.

		"Au revoir, my clever girl." Melissa's voice. Steady. Only the slightest waver. "Be good for me out there."

		Natalie stood on the path. Her suitcase at her feet. The late summer dawn grey and pearl beyond the houses. The wisteria dark against the white render.

		She looked at Melissa. At this woman who had seen her coming from a photograph. Who had spent six weeks playing a game three moves ahead. Who had dismantled her with kindness and patience and the two words she had needed her whole life to hear and hadn't known it.

		She could have said a lot of things. I love you. I'll miss you. Thank you.

		Instead, in a voice that had finally stopped pretending.

		"I will." Clear. Certain. A promise. "I'll be good."

		She picked up her suitcase. Turned. Walked down the path.

		At the gate, she looked back.

		Melissa was still in the doorway. She raised a hand.

		Natalie raised hers.

		Then she turned and walked up the street towards home. The morning birds were singing. The air was cool on her face. Her boots clicked on the pavement with the sound of someone going somewhere. She did not look back again.

		She did not need to.

		She knew Melissa was there. She knew the door was open. And she walked into the rest of her life carrying two words in her chest like a lantern, warming her from the inside.

		Good girl.
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