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		Chapter 1

		

		The car smelled like stale air freshener and motorway coffee. Kelly Piper pressed her forehead against the passenger window and watched the familiar landmarks slide past. The Tesco Express on the corner. The pub with the crooked sign. The row of identical hedges that meant they were close. Three months of freedom stretched ahead of her like an empty field, and she couldn't decide if that was thrilling or terrifying.

		"You alright, love?" Her dad glanced sideways, phone already buzzing in the cupholder.

		"Fine. Just tired."

		"Long drive."

		"Mmhm."

		That was the extent of Brian Piper's emotional repertoire. He loved his daughter. He just loved her in the practical ways. Petrol money. The Wi-Fi password texted before she'd even asked. A fridge that would be stocked for approximately forty-eight hours before his work consumed him and the milk went sour.

		The car swung into the drive. Same cracked paving. Same overgrown rhododendron threatening to swallow the front door. Kelly hauled herself out and stretched, her vest top riding up, the June sun warm on the strip of skin above her jean shorts. Twenty-one years old, home from her third year at Lancaster, and already the house looked smaller.

		Three suitcases. A bin bag of bedding she should have washed before packing. A cardboard box of books she'd convince herself she'd read over summer and wouldn't.

		"I'll get the big one," Brian said, already lifting it with a grunt.

		"Careful, Dad. Your back."

		"My back's fine."

		It wasn't fine. But he carried it inside anyway, because that's what Brian Piper did. Carried things. Fixed things. Disappeared into his work by seven the next morning and didn't surface until dark. Kelly had made peace with it years ago. Her mum had made peace with it too, right up until the point she hadn't, and then she'd made peace with a removal van and a new flat in Nottingham and a boyfriend named Steve who apparently liked talking.

		Kelly dragged the second suitcase up the stairs, thighs burning. Her old bedroom was exactly the same. Fairy lights she'd strung at sixteen. A corkboard of photos from sixth form. The single bed with its faded floral duvet that she'd begged her mum to replace at fourteen and now felt oddly comforting. She dumped the suitcase, unzipped it, stared at the tangle of clothes inside, and decided unpacking could wait.

		Her phone buzzed. Jess. you home yet? is it depressing? x

		Just got in. Same as always. Dad already on his phone.

		tragic. come visit me in august yeah? mum says you can stay whenever x

		deal x

		Kelly tossed her phone on the bed and went to the window. Her room overlooked the back garden, a rectangle of lawn that Brian mowed religiously every Sunday in some sort of Protestant penance. Beyond the low wooden fence sat the neighbour's garden. And what a garden it was. Where the Piper lawn was functional and dull, the garden next door was lush. Roses climbing a trellis. A blue-tiled pool she'd forgotten about. Terracotta pots overflowing with lavender. A patio set with a glass-topped table, white cushioned chairs, a half-empty wine glass catching the light.

		And a woman.

		She stood near the rose trellis with a watering can in one hand, her back to Kelly. Dark hair, almost black, falling past her shoulders. A silk robe in pale green that stopped just below her thighs, the fabric shifting with each movement. Bare legs. Bare feet on the warm paving stones.

		Kelly knew who she was. Amanda Webster. She'd moved in with her husband and their twins maybe three years ago, while Kelly was already away at uni. Kelly had met her once at Christmas, briefly, in the awkward way you meet neighbours over the fence while your dad makes small talk. She remembered a firm handshake, a low voice, dark eyes. But she didn't remember this.

		The woman turned.

		She was beautiful. Not pretty in the soft, forgettable way of most women her age. Beautiful in the way that made you look twice, then look away because you'd been caught staring. High cheekbones. Full mouth. A body that the silk robe outlined in a way that made Kelly's brain stumble over itself. The fabric draped over full breasts, cinched at the waist where she'd knotted the belt, then fell away to reveal those long, tanned legs.

		Amanda looked up. Right at Kelly's window.

		Kelly froze. She was standing there in full view, one hand still on the curtain, wearing a white vest and denim shorts with her hair in a messy bun. She probably looked like a student. She was a student.

		Amanda smiled. Lifted one hand in a wave. The gesture was unhurried. Confident.

		Kelly waved back. Her hand felt clumsy.

		Amanda held her gaze for another second, still smiling, then turned back to her roses.

		Kelly stepped away from the window. Her face was warm. The room felt smaller than it had a moment ago.

		She sat on the bed and stared at the wall for a while, listening to her dad's footsteps downstairs, the clink of mugs in the kitchen, the distant sound of a radio. She thought about the summer ahead. The empty days. The friends scattered across the country. Tom, her ex, probably already shagging someone new in Manchester.

		She thought about the woman in the green robe.

		Ridiculous. She was just a neighbour. Just a woman watering her garden.

		Kelly unpacked three t-shirts and a pair of jeans before giving up and going downstairs for tea. Brian was on his laptop at the kitchen table, phone to his ear, mouthing sorry, five minutes at her. He'd be at it for hours. She knew the drill.

		She filled the kettle and stood at the kitchen window while it boiled, looking out at the two gardens side by side. The Websters' pool shimmered blue in the late afternoon sun. The watering can sat abandoned by the roses. The woman was gone.

		Kelly made her tea and took it upstairs and unpacked the rest of her things and told herself she was being completely, absurdly ridiculous.

		She checked the window one more time before pulling the curtains.

		The garden was empty.

		

	
		Chapter 2

		

		Saturday evening.

		Amanda Webster set her wine glass on the marble countertop and slid onto a barstool, crossing one leg over the other. The kitchen was quiet. Mark's flight had landed in Edinburgh three hours ago. He wouldn't call. He rarely did on the first night away. Probably already at the hotel bar with his hand on some PA's knee, buying her gin and tonics and telling her about his disappointing wife. Amanda took a sip of her Sancerre and smiled at the thought.

		Let him.

		She'd stopped caring about Mark's affairs approximately four years ago, on a Tuesday afternoon in November when she'd found a hotel receipt in his jacket pocket and felt nothing. Not rage. Not sadness. Not even surprise. Just a flat, grey acknowledgment that her marriage was a business arrangement and both parties had silently agreed to operate outside the contract.

		The twins were at camp until the end of the month. Sophie and James, sixteen, cheerful, oblivious. They loved their dad in the uncomplicated way teenagers love the parent who buys them things and doesn't enforce bedtimes. They loved their mum in the slightly-more-complicated way teenagers love the parent who actually shows up. Amanda adored them both with a fierceness that had nothing to do with Mark and everything to do with the two small bodies she'd grown inside her own. But she did not miss them when they were away. She missed the noise, sometimes. The mess. The teenage arguments about Wi-Fi bandwidth and whose turn it was to load the dishwasher. But the absence of her children meant the presence of her freedom, and Amanda had learned, over the years, to value that above almost everything.

		She pulled her robe tighter and took another sip of wine.

		Kelly Piper. Little Kelly from next door. Brian's girl. The one who'd left for university at eighteen and come back at twenty-one looking like something out of a perfume advert. All legs. All hair. Wide blue eyes and that hesitant wave from the upstairs window.

		Amanda remembered her from Christmas. A shy handshake. Braces recently removed, skin still carrying a trace of adolescence. Nothing remarkable. Nothing that would make you look twice.

		Today was different.

		Today the girl had stood in that window with the afternoon light behind her, wearing a thin white top with no bra and tiny shorts, her blonde hair piled messily on top of her head, and Amanda had felt something spark at the base of her spine. Something old and familiar and deeply pleasurable.

		Recognition.

		Not of Kelly specifically. But of a type. The type Amanda had been drawn to for the better part of a decade. Young. Uncertain. Beautiful in that careless, unconscious way that meant they'd never truly been looked at. Girls who didn't know yet. Girls who suspected, maybe, in the quiet hours of the night, that something about them didn't fit the template. But hadn't yet had anyone confirm it.

		Amanda had confirmed it for several women now. It was, she thought, a kind of public service.

		She swirled her wine and let her thoughts unspool.

		The yoga instructor had been first. Rachel. Married, miserable, thirty-four. Amanda had taken her apart over the course of three months, and when Rachel had left her husband and moved to Bristol with a woman she'd met on a dating app, Amanda had sent flowers and felt genuine satisfaction. Then the school-gate mum. Then the barista. Then, last autumn, a brief thing with a woman at her gym who'd pressed her up against the steam room tiles and made her cum with two fingers while other women chatted unknowingly on the other side of the frosted glass.

		She liked women. She had always liked women. She had known since she was fourteen and her best friend's mum had leaned over her at the dinner table to refill her water glass and the proximity of the woman's body had made Amanda's skin prickle in a way she couldn't explain and couldn't forget. She'd married Mark because it was 2004 and she was twenty-two and it was what you did. She loved him, in the way you love someone you've shared a mortgage and two children with. The way you love a business partner. The way you love a piece of furniture that's been in the same spot so long you'd notice the gap if it left.

		But she did not want him. Hadn't wanted him in years. Perhaps had never truly wanted him, not in the hungry, consuming way she wanted women. Not in the way she'd wanted Rachel, spread out on this very kitchen island with her thighs open and her back arched. Not in the way she'd wanted the barista, kneeling between Amanda's legs in the back room of the coffee shop while the espresso machine hissed on the other side of the door.

		And not quite yet, but soon, perhaps, in the way she wanted Kelly Piper.

		Amanda finished her wine and rinsed the glass. She stood at the sink for a moment, looking out at the darkening garden. The light in Kelly's bedroom was still on. The curtains were drawn now. Behind them, a shadow moved.

		She dried her hands on a tea towel and smiled.

		No rush. These things took time. You couldn't rush them, or they spooked and ran. You had to be patient. Warm. Available. Let them come to you. Let them convince themselves it was their idea.

		Amanda Webster turned off the kitchen lights and went upstairs, and lay in her enormous empty bed, and thought about blonde hair and long legs and wide blue eyes, and planned.

		

	
		Chapter 3

		

		Monday morning.

		The kitchen cupboards were bare. Not metaphorically bare. Genuinely, embarrassingly bare. A tin of chickpeas. A bottle of soy sauce with a sticky lid. Half a sleeve of stale digestives. And not a single grain of coffee to be found.

		Brian had left at six. A yellow Post-it on the fridge door read: Sorry love. Will do a shop tonight. There's a tenner in the drawer. Dad x

		There wasn't a tenner in the drawer. Kelly checked twice.

		She stood in the kitchen in her denim cut-offs and a loose white vest top, the one she'd slept in, and weighed her options. The Tesco Express was a fifteen-minute walk. She had no bra on and no intention of putting one on at eight in the morning. The alternative was the neighbour.

		Amanda Webster, with her proper kitchen and her proper garden and her proper everything, definitely had coffee.

		Kelly padded barefoot across the lawn. The grass was damp with dew and the morning air carried the smell of cut grass from someone's early mowing. She found the gap in the low fence where the gate should be and stepped through into the Websters' garden. Their back door was painted a deep blue. Kelly knocked before she could change her mind.

		Footsteps. Quick ones.

		The door opened. Amanda stood there in a silk kimono the colour of deep rose, her dark hair damp and hanging past her shoulders. The fabric clung to her body. No bra beneath it. The neckline gaped slightly, revealing the upper swell of her breasts, still flushed pink from whatever shower she'd just stepped out of. Her legs were bare from mid-thigh down. Her feet were bare. She smelled of something expensive and floral.

		"Kelly." Her face broke into a warm smile. "Good morning, sweetheart."

		"Hi. I'm so sorry to bother you. Dad's gone to work and we haven't got any coffee and I'm literally dying."

		Amanda laughed. A low, warm sound that seemed to come from the base of her throat. "Come in. I'll make you a proper one."

		The Webster kitchen was nothing like the Piper kitchen. Where Kelly's family home was all IKEA cabinets and sticky drawers, this kitchen was marble and brushed steel. An island big enough to lie on, not that Kelly was thinking about anyone lying on it. An espresso machine that looked like it could fly the space shuttle. Fresh herbs in little pots on the windowsill. A single wine glass drying on the rack.

		"Sit." Amanda gestured at one of the stools by the island. "Cappuccino? Latte?"

		"Whatever's easy, honestly."

		"Cappuccino then. I'll make it properly. Mark bought this machine years ago and never learned to use it. Criminal."

		Kelly perched on the stool and watched Amanda move around the kitchen. The woman was graceful in a way that made Kelly feel like a newborn giraffe. Every gesture was precise and unhurried. She ground the beans, tamped the coffee, steamed the milk, all while asking Kelly questions in that low, interested voice.

		"How does it feel to be home?"

		"Weird. Quiet. Dad works all the time."

		"I know. I see his van leave before sunrise most mornings."

		"Has he always been like that?"

		Amanda glanced over her shoulder. "Since I've known him. But then, I've only been next door three years. Was he always like that?"

		"Always." Kelly tucked one foot under her on the stool. "Even when Mum was here. She used to say she felt like a single parent who happened to share a mortgage with someone."

		Amanda set a perfect cappuccino in front of her. A little heart pattern in the foam. She leaned her hip against the island, directly opposite Kelly, and held her own cup in both hands. "And your mum left?"

		"Two years ago. She's in Nottingham now with her boyfriend."

		"Do you see her much?"

		"Sometimes. She's... she's fine. Happy, I think. Just not here."

		Amanda nodded slowly. Her dark eyes stayed steady on Kelly's face. The kind of look that made you feel like the only person in the room. The kind of look that teachers gave, or therapists, or very good liars.

		"So you're all alone in that house for the summer."

		"Basically. Dad'll pop in and out. But yeah."

		"That sounds lonely."

		"I've got Jess. My friend from uni. She'll probably visit at some point."

		Amanda took a sip of her coffee. Over the rim of the cup, her eyes were warm and dark. "Well. You've got me too. I'm here most days. The twins are at camp. Mark works away. This house gets very quiet."

		"Doesn't that bother you?"

		"It used to." Amanda set her cup down. "I've learned to enjoy my own company. But company of the right kind is never unwelcome." She smiled. "Especially yours. You've grown up so much since I last saw you."

		Kelly felt her cheeks warm. "Have I?"

		"Kelly, love. The last time I saw you, you had braces and a Justin Bieber hoodie."

		"Oh god. Don't remind me."

		Amanda laughed again. That sound. Low and genuine and slightly dangerous, though Kelly couldn't have explained why.

		"Tell me about university then. What are you studying?"

		"English Lit."

		"Oh, wonderful. What do you love?"

		"The Brontes. Plath. Carter. The weird stuff."

		"Angela Carter." Amanda's eyes lit up. "Now there's a woman who understood desire."

		Kelly blinked. "Yeah. I wrote my second-year dissertation on The Bloody Chamber."

		"Of course you did." Amanda reached across the island. Her hand found a strand of Kelly's hair that had fallen loose from the clip holding it back, and she tucked it behind Kelly's ear. Her fingertips grazed Kelly's cheekbone. The touch lasted maybe two seconds. Maybe less.

		Kelly stopped breathing.

		Amanda withdrew her hand as naturally as she'd extended it, picked up her coffee, and said, "And what about a boyfriend? A girl like you must have someone."

		"I... no. Not anymore. Tom. We broke up in March."

		"His loss."

		"I don't know about that."

		"I do." Amanda said it flatly. Certain. "I can already tell. What happened?"

		"Nothing dramatic. He just... we ran out of things to say, I think."

		"How long were you together?"

		"Two years."

		"A long time at your age."

		"Yeah."

		"Are you heartbroken?"

		Kelly considered this honestly. "No. Which is probably worse, isn't it?"

		Amanda smiled. "No, sweetheart. That just means you were already done before it ended. That takes self-knowledge."

		The word sweetheart landed somewhere beneath Kelly's ribcage and stayed there.

		They talked for another ten minutes. About books, about the neighbourhood, about Brian's hopeless eating habits. Amanda listened to everything Kelly said with her whole body tipped forward, chin resting on her hand, eyes focused and intent. It was like being under a spotlight. Warm and bright and slightly too much.

		When Kelly finally slid off the stool and said she should go, Amanda pressed a jar of coffee beans into her hands.

		"Keep these. I've got three bags in the cupboard."

		"You don't have to."

		"I want to." Amanda walked her to the back door. In the doorway, she paused, leaning against the frame. The kimono gaped again at the neckline. Kelly's eyes flickered down and then back up so fast she prayed Amanda hadn't noticed.

		She had noticed. Her smile said so.

		"Here." Amanda held out her phone. "Put your number in. For emergencies. Your dad's never home and I'm always here."

		Kelly typed her number in with clumsy thumbs and handed it back.

		"Good." Amanda saved it. Looked up. Her dark eyes crinkled at the corners. "See you soon, sweetheart."

		Kelly walked back across the lawn with the jar of coffee beans pressed against her chest and the warm imprint of fingertips on her cheekbone and a buzzing sensation under her skin that she could not name. She made herself a coffee in the empty kitchen and sat at the table drinking it and staring at the wall.

		Her phone buzzed. Unknown number.

		This is Amanda. Now you have mine too. Come over whenever you like. My door's always open for you. xx

		Kelly read it three times. She saved the number. She put the phone down. She picked it up. She read it again.

		Thank you for the coffee! I'll bring the jar back when it's empty x

		Don't you dare bring it back. I'll just have to invite you over for another one. xx

		Kelly smiled at her phone. Then she put it face-down on the table and went upstairs to shower, and stood under the hot water for a long time with her eyes closed, thinking about dark eyes and damp hair and a hand that reached so naturally across a kitchen island.

		She was being ridiculous. Amanda was just friendly. Just neighbourly. Just a nice woman being kind to a girl home alone for the summer.

		Kelly turned the water hotter and washed her hair and told herself that, and told herself that, and told herself that.

		

	
		Chapter 4

		

		Wednesday.

		Two days of nothing. Two days of Kelly rattling around the empty house, reading books she couldn't concentrate on, running routes she'd memorized at sixteen, eating cereal for dinner because Brian forgot the shop again. Two days of checking her phone too often and telling herself she wasn't.

		Wednesday morning. Nine thirty-seven. Her phone lit up.

		Pool's warm, weather's gorgeous. Come swim if you're bored. I've got Aperol. xx

		Kelly was off the sofa before she'd finished reading. She typed back sure, give me 10 and then deleted it and typed sounds lovely! and deleted that too and settled on yes please x and then ran upstairs to find her bikini.

		The red one. She'd bought it in March for a spring break trip to Portugal that never happened because Tom dumped her the week before. It was still in its packaging. She tore the cellophane off and held it up. It was small. The top was two triangles of fabric held together by string. The bottoms were cut high on the hip and low at the front. She'd been too self-conscious to wear it in front of Tom, which said something about Tom or something about her, she wasn't sure which.

		She put it on. Looked at herself in the mirror. Long legs, tanned from yesterday's run. Flat stomach. Small waist. Breasts that filled the triangles adequately, nipples slightly visible beneath the thin red fabric. She turned sideways. The bikini made her look like someone else. Someone bolder.

		She pulled a sundress over the top, grabbed a towel, and crossed the garden before she could change her mind.

		The gate between the gardens was already propped open. Amanda's pool sat in the centre of the back garden, rectangular, the water a deep, clear blue. Sun loungers lined one side, thick white cushions already arranged. And there, cutting through the water in long, even strokes, was Amanda.

		Black one-piece swimsuit. High cut on the hip, scooped low at the chest. Her dark hair was slicked back against her head, and when she surfaced at the far end of the pool and saw Kelly standing at the gate, she grinned.

		"There she is." She pushed off from the wall and glided over, arms trailing behind her. "Get in. Water's perfect."

		Kelly pulled her dress over her head and dropped it on a lounger. She was aware, in the bright morning sun, of how much skin she was showing. The bikini that had seemed adequate in her bedroom mirror now felt scandalous.

		Amanda was watching her. Not subtly. Not the way men watched, with their eyes darting away when caught. Amanda just looked. Her gaze moved down Kelly's body, slow and unhurried, the way you'd appraise a painting you were considering buying. Then she met Kelly's eyes and smiled.

		"Red suits you."

		"Thanks." Kelly's voice came out higher than intended. She sat on the edge of the pool and lowered herself in. The water was warm, bordering on too warm. It slid up her thighs, her stomach, her chest. She ducked under and came up gasping, hair streaming.

		Amanda had moved closer. Close enough that Kelly could see the water droplets caught on her collarbones. The black swimsuit was cut lower than Kelly had initially registered. The inner curves of Amanda's breasts were visible, pressed together by the tight fabric, wet skin gleaming.

		"I can't believe you have a pool and you're always in it alone," Kelly said, treading water.

		"Not always alone. But the kids prefer their friends' pools. And Mark can't swim."

		"He can't swim?"

		"Never learned. Refuses to try. Very masculine of him." Amanda's tone was dry. She floated on her back, her body stretched out on the surface of the water, long and lean. The swimsuit clung to every line of her. The fabric between her thighs was pulled taut. Kelly looked away.

		They swam for a while. Amanda did laps with a clean, efficient stroke. Kelly mostly floated and tried not to stare. The sun climbed higher. The water grew warmer.

		"Drinks?" Amanda hauled herself out of the pool in one smooth motion, water streaming down her body, the swimsuit plastered to her. She padded across to the outdoor table where a jug sat waiting, ice cubes already melting. Orange liquid. Slices of orange floating in it.

		She poured two tall glasses and brought them back, setting Kelly's on the pool edge before settling onto a lounger. Kelly climbed out and took the next lounger, suddenly conscious of how the wet bikini stuck to her, how it went slightly transparent when soaked.

		The drink was sharp and sweet and cold, and Kelly could taste the alcohol underneath it. She wasn't going to ask if she was allowed.

		"So." Amanda lowered her sunglasses from her head to her eyes, crossing her long legs on the lounger. "Tell me about Tom."

		"What about him?"

		"Whatever you want to tell me."

		Kelly took a long sip. "He was... nice. Normal. We met at a party first year. He studied geography."

		"Geography." Amanda said it like a diagnosis.

		"I know." Kelly laughed. "He was fine. Sweet, even. Just..."

		"Just what?"

		"I don't know." Kelly stared at the water. "Everyone always talks about relationships like they're this amazing thing. This consuming thing. And I never felt consumed. I just felt... present. Like I was there but I wasn't there."

		Amanda tilted her sunglasses down and looked at Kelly over the rim. Her dark eyes were sharp and warm at once. "And what about sex?"

		The question landed like a stone in still water. Kelly felt her face heat up.

		"What about it?"

		"Was it good?"

		"It was... fine."

		"Fine." Amanda repeated the word carefully. "Fine isn't a word that should appear in the same sentence as sex, sweetheart."

		"I know. But it was. It was just... fine. Nice, sometimes. Quick, usually. I never really..."

		She stopped herself. Why was she telling this woman these things? They'd spoken three times. They barely knew each other. And yet Amanda's steady gaze made Kelly feel like she could say anything. Like she was in a confessional, except the priest was wearing a black swimsuit and drinking Aperol and looking at her like that.

		"You never really what?"

		Kelly drained half her glass. The alcohol buzzed through her, loosening her tongue. "I never really understood what the fuss was about. The way people talk about it. Like it's this earth-shattering thing. With Tom it was... pleasant. Sometimes. But I could take it or leave it."

		"Hmm." Amanda sipped her own drink. Her lips left a faint mark on the glass. "And on your own?"

		"What?"

		"On your own. Is it different?"

		Kelly's face was on fire. "I... yeah. Better, I suppose."

		"Then it's not about your body, is it?" Amanda stretched her legs out, pointing her toes. Her calves were lean and defined. "Your body knows what it wants. It's just that Tom didn't know what it wanted."

		"Maybe."

		Amanda pushed her sunglasses back up. "Oh sweetheart. You just haven't been with the right person yet."

		She said it casually. The way you'd comment on the weather or recommend a restaurant. But something in the sentence sat between them on the warm air and didn't dissipate. Kelly laughed, and the sound came out wrong. Thin. Nervous.

		Amanda didn't follow up. She lay back on her lounger and closed her eyes, and the conversation drifted to other things. Books. A film Amanda had seen. A restaurant she recommended in the next town. Normal things. Safe things.

		But Kelly couldn't unhear it. The right person. What did that mean? Who was the right person? She'd dated Tom for two years and felt nothing beyond mild contentment. She'd kissed Ryan Morris behind the sports hall at sixteen and felt nothing. She'd matched with six boys on Hinge last week and swiped left on all of them.

		The afternoon wore on. They had a second drink, then a third. Kelly's limbs grew heavy with sun and alcohol. She was lying on the lounger with her eyes closed when she became aware of Amanda's gaze on her. Not a guess. Not paranoia. She could feel it. A warmth on her skin that had nothing to do with the sun. She opened one eye.

		Amanda was looking at her body. Not at her face. At the line of her waist. The curve of her hip. The strip of stomach between her bikini top and bottom. The look was slow and deliberate and not at all neighborly.

		Their eyes met. Amanda didn't look away. Didn't flinch. Just smiled.

		"More sunscreen, I think." She tossed Kelly a bottle. "You're going pink."

		Kelly fumbled the catch. Her hands were unsteady. She rubbed the cream into her arms and stomach and tried to breathe normally and failed.

		"Do you want me to do your back?" Amanda was already sitting up, swinging her legs off the lounger.

		"Sure. Thanks."

		Kelly turned over onto her stomach. Heard Amanda's footsteps on the warm paving. Felt the lounger dip as Amanda sat on the edge of it, just beside Kelly's hip.

		Then hands. Cool with sunscreen. Starting at Kelly's shoulders, pressing into the muscle there, spreading the cream down along her spine. Strong hands. Knowing hands. They smoothed over the knots of tension in Kelly's upper back and down, down, to the dip of her lower back, fingertips running along the waistband of her bikini bottoms.

		Kelly's breath came shallow against the cushion.

		"You carry all your tension here." Amanda's thumbs pressed into the muscles alongside Kelly's spine. "You need to relax more."

		"Hard to relax when..." Kelly bit the sentence off.

		"When what?"

		"Nothing. That feels nice."

		Amanda's hands worked back up to her shoulders, then along the sides of her ribs, fingertips grazing the outer curve of Kelly's breasts where they pressed against the lounger. A whisper of contact. Possibly accidental. Possibly not.

		"There." Amanda's hands lifted. "All done." She stood, and the lounger rose back to its normal position, and Kelly lay there with her face in the cushion and her heart hammering and the ghost of Amanda's fingertips mapped across her spine.

		She left at four. Amanda walked her to the gate in the fence, still in her swimsuit, still wet, and pressed the leftover jug of Aperol into her hands.

		"Finish it tonight. You deserve it."

		"Thank you. For today. I really..."

		"Anytime, sweetheart." Amanda leaned in and kissed her cheek. Soft. Brief. Her lips were cool from the drink. Her hair brushed Kelly's shoulder. "My door's always open."

		Kelly walked back across the lawn and up to her empty bedroom and stood in front of the mirror in her red bikini and looked at herself the way Amanda had looked at her. Like she was something worth looking at. Like she was something worth wanting.

		She was aware, for the rest of the evening, of exactly where Amanda's hands had been on her back. Every inch of skin that had been touched. Every inch that hadn't.

		

	
		Chapter 5

		

		Friday evening.

		Amanda arrived at seven with a casserole dish in oven gloves and a bottle of red wine tucked under her arm. She wore a wrap dress in dark plum, the kind of dress that looked simple until you noticed how the fabric folded across her breasts and cinched at her waist and fell away in a skirt that showed her knees when she moved.

		"Brian!" She beamed at Kelly's father in the doorway. "You look terrible. When did you last eat a proper meal?"

		Brian laughed. He looked, Kelly had to admit, slightly better than he had all week. He'd changed out of his work clothes. Run a hand through his hair. "Tuesday? Maybe Wednesday."

		"Criminal. Both of you, sit down. I'm taking over your kitchen."

		Kelly sat at the dining table and watched Amanda commandeer the Piper kitchen like she'd lived there for years. Found the oven gloves in the third drawer she tried. Opened the wine with a corkscrew she produced from her own handbag. Poured three generous glasses.

		"You didn't have to do this," Brian said, accepting his glass and settling into the chair at the head of the table.

		"Nonsense. You've got a daughter home for the summer and an empty fridge. Someone has to look after you."

		Amanda placed the casserole dish on the table and lifted the lid. The smell was extraordinary. Rich and savoury and warm. She served three plates, moving between them with ease, and then slid into the chair next to Kelly. Not opposite her. Next to her.

		Their elbows were six inches apart.

		"This is incredible," Brian said with his mouth half-full. "What's in it?"

		"Red wine. Thyme. A disgraceful amount of butter. Eat."

		Brian ate. He talked, too. About work. About a difficult client. About the planning permission debacle on a site in Matlock that had been dragging on for months. Amanda listened and nodded and asked questions at exactly the right moments, drawing him out in a way Kelly had never managed. She was good at this. Effortlessly warm. Effortlessly charming. Brian sat up straighter. Laughed more. Poured himself a second glass of wine.

		Under the table, Amanda's bare foot found Kelly's.

		Not a brush. Not an accident. Her instep pressed against Kelly's ankle and stayed there. Warm skin on warm skin. Deliberate. Unmistakable.

		Kelly's fork froze halfway to her mouth.

		She glanced sideways. Amanda was looking at Brian, nodding along to something about foundations and drainage, her face perfectly attentive. Nothing in her expression suggested anything was happening below the table.

		Kelly forced the fork into her mouth. Chewed. Tasted nothing.

		The foot stayed. Through Brian's second story about the planning office. Through his refill of wine. Through Amanda's easy laughter and perfectly timed questions. Amanda's bare foot, warm and smooth, resting against Kelly's ankle with a gentle, constant pressure that made Kelly's entire nervous system short-circuit.

		She couldn't eat. Every bite required conscious effort. Her throat felt narrow. Her hands were unsteady. She set her fork down and picked up her wine glass and drank too fast.

		"Alright, love?" Brian glanced at her.

		"Fine. Just not that hungry."

		"She's been living on cereal," Brian told Amanda apologetically. "I keep meaning to do a proper shop."

		"You're useless, Brian." Amanda's tone was affectionate. Under the table, her foot slid higher. Up Kelly's calf. A slow, deliberate stroke. Then back down to the ankle. Then still again.

		Kelly's hand tightened on her wine glass.

		The dinner went on. Brian relaxed deeper into his chair, looser than Kelly had seen him in months. Amanda refilled his glass. Told a funny story about her own kids. Asked about the bathroom renovation Brian had been planning. Brian's phone rang and he pulled it from his pocket with an apologetic grimace.

		"Sorry. I have to take this. It's the plumber."

		He pushed back from the table and disappeared into the hallway, his voice fading as he walked toward the living room.

		Amanda turned to Kelly.

		Her face changed. Not dramatically. Just a subtle shift. The neighbourly warmth remained, but something else was there now. Something direct. Something that made Kelly's stomach flip.

		She reached across and picked up the wine bottle. Tipped it toward Kelly's glass, filling it to the brim. Leaned close enough that her perfume filled Kelly's senses.

		"You're blushing, darling."

		Her lips were inches from Kelly's ear. Kelly could feel the warmth of Amanda's breath on her neck.

		"I'm not."

		"You are. You've been blushing all evening."

		Amanda pulled back. Smiled. Set the bottle down. Her foot was still against Kelly's ankle. Kelly could feel her own pulse in her throat.

		Brian's footsteps returned. Amanda smoothed back into her chair, picked up her own glass, and was already mid-sentence about the lavender in her garden by the time he appeared in the doorway.

		"Sorry about that. The man's incompetent."

		"No trouble. More wine?"

		The rest of the evening passed in a blur for Kelly. She sat and drank and nodded and occasionally made sounds that might have been words, and the whole time Amanda's foot rested against her ankle like a brand. A secret. Something between the two of them that Brian, six feet away and oblivious, had no knowledge of and no access to.

		At half nine, Amanda declared she should get home. She stood, gathered the casserole dish, kissed Brian on the cheek.

		"Thank you for having me. I'll do it again next week if you'll let me."

		"You're welcome any time," Brian said. He looked genuinely pleased. "Thanks, Amanda. Really."

		Kelly walked her to the front door. In the hallway, out of Brian's eyeline, Amanda turned. She was close. Close enough that Kelly could see the flecks of gold in her dark eyes. Close enough that if Kelly leaned forward three inches, their mouths would touch.

		Amanda smiled. Reached up and tucked that same strand of hair behind Kelly's ear. Let her fingers linger on Kelly's jaw for half a second longer than necessary.

		"Goodnight, sweetheart."

		"Night."

		Amanda stepped into the dark. Kelly watched her cross the driveway, her plum dress moving around her legs, and disappear through her own front door.

		Kelly closed the door. Leaned against it. Pressed her hands flat against the wood.

		"Nice evening," Brian called from the kitchen, already loading the dishwasher.

		"Yeah. Lovely."

		She went upstairs. Closed her bedroom door. Lay on the bed in the dark and stared at the ceiling.

		Her ankle still burned where Amanda's foot had rested. She could still feel it. That constant, gentle pressure. The warmth of another woman's skin against hers. The deliberateness of it.

		What is happening. What is happening. What is happening.

		Kelly lay there for two hours. She did not sleep. She did not read. She lay with one hand pressed flat against her stomach, feeling her own heartbeat thud beneath her palm, and tried to understand what was wrong with her.

		Nothing was wrong with her. That was the problem.

		

	
		Chapter 6

		

		Saturday.

		Kelly woke at seven and lay in bed cataloguing evidence.

		Evidence for: Amanda was just friendly. She was tactile. Some women were. She had no children at home and a husband who worked away and she was probably lonely. She was being kind. She was being neighbourly.

		Evidence against: The foot. The look by the pool. The way she'd said sweetheart like she was unwrapping something. The sunscreen on Kelly's back. The sentence that hung in the air like smoke. You just haven't been with the right person yet.

		Kelly threw the duvet off and sat up.

		She was being ridiculous. She was twenty-one years old. She had dated boys her entire life. She liked boys. She'd had sex with a boy for two years. She'd had a crush on Ryan Morris and before him, on Jake Taylor from chemistry, and before him, on the boy who worked at the Shell garage on the ring road and always gave her free Haribo when she bought petrol.

		She was straight.

		She was.

		She went for a run. Five miles, her usual loop. Through the housing estate, along the canal path, up the hill behind the leisure centre, back down through the park. Her trainers hit the tarmac in a steady rhythm and she let her mind empty. Birds. Traffic. The distant thump of bass from a parked car.

		She thought about Tom. About sex with Tom. About how it had been fine. Pleasant, even. His weight on top of her. His hands, always slightly too rough. The way he'd finish and roll off and say was that okay and she'd say yeah, lovely because it was easier than explaining that she hadn't felt anything close to whatever everyone else seemed to feel.

		She'd faked it. Obviously. Not every time, but often enough. Moaned when she was supposed to moan. Arched her back when she was supposed to arch her back. Told him she'd cum when she hadn't. It was easier. Kinder. And afterwards she'd lie beside him in the dark and feel hollow and not know why.

		Kelly ran faster. Her lungs burned. Her calves screamed.

		She thought about the foot under the table. About Amanda's skin against hers. About the fact that one single point of contact, one ankle against one instep, had produced more sensation in her body than two years of Tom's hands and mouth and cock combined.

		She stopped on the canal path. Bent double. Hands on her knees.

		"Fuck," she said aloud, to nobody.

		Home. Shower. Her phone sat on the kitchen table, screen dark. Amanda hadn't texted. Which was fine. Which was normal. Which was exactly what Kelly should want.

		She called Jess.

		"Hey babe! How's home?"

		"Boring. Quiet. Dad's useless."

		"Course he is. Have you been doing anything?"

		"Swimming at the neighbour's pool."

		"Oh fancy. Which neighbour?"

		"Amanda. The one next door."

		"The fit one? Your dad's been banging on about her for years. Says she's a cracking cook."

		"She is. She came over for dinner last night."

		"Aw that's nice. At least someone's feeding you."

		They talked for another forty minutes. About Jess's summer job at a pub in Sheffield. About a boy Jess was seeing. About the holiday they'd vaguely planned for August. Kelly said nothing about the foot. Said nothing about the pool. Said nothing about the way Amanda looked at her.

		After she hung up, she downloaded Hinge. Swiped through twenty profiles. Bearded men with fish. Men in gym mirrors. Men on mountains. A man holding a puppy that wasn't his. She felt nothing. Not even mild interest. She closed the app.

		She made a sandwich. Ate it standing at the counter. Her phone sat silent.

		At four, she checked it. Nothing from Amanda. She put it face-down on the table.

		At five, she checked again. Nothing.

		At six, she opened their text thread and stared at Amanda's last message. My door's always open for you. xx

		She locked the phone. She went upstairs. She ran a bath. She lay in the warm water and stared at the ceiling and tried to think about anything other than Amanda Webster and failed.

		At nine, Brian came home. Microwaved something. Called goodnight up the stairs. His bedroom door closed.

		Kelly lay in bed. The house was dark and silent.

		She thought about the pool. About Amanda floating on her back, the black swimsuit clinging to her body. About the water droplets caught on her collarbones. About her hands on Kelly's back, sliding down her spine.

		Don't.

		She thought about the kitchen. Amanda leaning across the island. Dark eyes steady. You just haven't been with the right person yet.

		Stop it.

		She thought about dinner. The foot. The ankle. Amanda's voice in her ear. You're blushing, darling.

		Kelly's hand was under the duvet. She hadn't decided to move it. It was just there, resting on her stomach, and then lower, beneath the waistband of her shorts.

		She was wet. Embarrassingly wet. Had been, she realized, since she'd started thinking about the pool.

		She pressed two fingers against herself and her hips lifted and her breath caught and she thought about Amanda's mouth. Amanda's full, soft mouth that curved when she smiled. What would it feel like on hers? What would it feel like on her neck? On her chest? Lower?

		Kelly came in under a minute. A sharp, bright pulse that made her thighs clamp together and her breath stutter. It rolled through her and left her boneless and panting in the dark.

		She lay very still.

		She had just gotten herself off thinking about a woman. About Amanda. About her neighbour. About her father's friend. About a married mother of two.

		"Oh no." She whispered it to the ceiling. The words hung in the dark.

		She rolled over. Pressed her face into the pillow.

		Oh no.

		

	
		Chapter 7

		

		Sunday evening.

		The text arrived at six fourteen.

		Glass of wine? Your dad told me he's working late. Come keep me company. x

		Kelly stared at the screen for thirty seconds. She should say no. She should stay home. She should watch a film and eat crisps and not walk across the lawn to a beautiful woman's house at dusk.

		On my way x

		She changed three times. The sundress was too obvious. The jeans were too casual. She settled on a linen skirt and a thin strappy top, no bra because it was too hot for one, and then looked at herself and put a bra on, and then took it off again because the straps showed and it looked stupid. She left her hair down. Put on a slick of lip gloss. Took it off with the back of her hand.

		For god's sake. It was wine with a neighbour.

		The Webster garden was beautiful at dusk. Fairy lights threaded through the trellis. A patio heater glowed orange. Candles on the table, already lit, their flames steady in the still evening air. Amanda sat in one of the cushioned chairs with her legs drawn up beneath her, a wine glass in hand. She wore a sundress, white cotton, thin straps, that fell to mid-calf and was somehow more devastating than the bikini had been. Her shoulders were bare and brown. Her dark hair was loose.

		"There you are." She smiled and unfolded from the chair. Poured Kelly a glass from the bottle already open on the table. White. Cold. The glass misted immediately in the warm air.

		"This is gorgeous," Kelly said, taking in the garden. "Do you do this every evening?"

		"When the weather allows." Amanda settled back into her chair. "Sit. Drink. Tell me about your day."

		Kelly sat. Drank. Told her about Jess's phone call, about the run, about her dad's continued inability to buy milk. She did not tell Amanda about what she'd done last night in bed. She did not mention Hinge. She did not say I haven't been able to stop thinking about you for four days.

		The wine went down fast. Kelly's limbs loosened. The garden grew darker. Amanda refilled their glasses. Asked more questions. The kind that tunneled beneath small talk and found the real stuff underneath.

		"Do you miss Tom?"

		"No." Kelly said it without hesitation now.

		"Not even the sex?"

		There it was. That directness Amanda wielded like a scalpel. Precise. Casual. Devastating.

		"No. Not really."

		"Because it wasn't good enough to miss?"

		Kelly turned her glass in her hands. "I suppose. Yeah."

		"Tell me." Amanda shifted in her chair, turning to face Kelly fully. The movement opened the neckline of her sundress slightly. The swell of her breasts was visible. Kelly looked at the garden. "What was it like? With him?"

		"You really want to know?"

		"I'm curious. You're a beautiful girl. I find it offensive that someone failed to satisfy you."

		Kelly laughed. It came out breathless. "It was just... mechanical. He'd kiss me. Touch me for a bit. Go down on me sometimes, but never for very long. Then sex. He'd finish. Ask if I was okay. We'd go to sleep."

		"And you never came."

		It wasn't a question. Kelly shook her head.

		"Not once?"

		"Not with him. No."

		Amanda made a sound in her throat. Low. Almost like a growl. "Two years."

		"Yeah."

		"And he never asked?"

		"He asked if I was okay. I always said yes."

		"But he never said did you come?"

		"No."

		Amanda set her glass down. "Kelly. Look at me."

		Kelly looked. Amanda's eyes were dark in the candlelight, her face golden and shadowed, and her expression was something between anger and tenderness.

		"That's a crime, sweetheart. Someone should do something about that."

		The words landed in Kelly's stomach like a dropped stone. The silence that followed was so thick Kelly could hear her own heartbeat. Could hear the candles flickering. Could hear, distantly, a car on the main road.

		She opened her mouth. No sound came out.

		Amanda didn't move. Didn't lean in. Didn't reach for her. She just held Kelly's gaze for a long, long moment, letting the sentence exist between them like a door that had been opened but not walked through.

		Then she picked up her glass and said, "Have you seen the new series on Netflix? The one about the women's prison?"

		Kelly exhaled. The conversation shifted. They talked about television. About books. About Amanda's twins and their exam results and whether Sophie would study medicine or architecture. Normal things. Safe things.

		But the sentence stayed. Someone should do something about that. It sat between them on the warm evening air and it did not go away.

		At ten, Kelly stood to leave. The wine had made her warm and slightly unsteady. Amanda walked her to the gate in the fence.

		"Thank you," Kelly said. "For the wine. For... listening."

		"Always." Amanda reached out and squeezed her hand. Held it for a beat. Her thumb moved once across Kelly's knuckles. "Sleep well, sweetheart."

		Kelly walked home. Her knees were shaking. Her hand still held the ghost of Amanda's thumb across it. She let herself into the dark house and stood in the kitchen in the glow of the fridge light and pressed her cold glass of water against her forehead and thought.

		She thought about what Amanda had said. About the way she'd said it. About the look in her eyes. About what it meant. About what she was offering.

		She thought about the fact that Amanda hadn't kissed her. Hadn't tried. Hadn't moved closer. Had just said it and then left the door open and walked away.

		If she had tried. If Amanda had leaned across the table and pressed her mouth to Kelly's in that candlelit garden. What would Kelly have done?

		Kelly already knew the answer. She'd known it since the pool. Maybe since the kitchen. Maybe since the first morning in the green silk robe.

		She would have let her.

		

	
		Chapter 8

		

		The dish was a pretext. Kelly knew it was a pretext. The blue ceramic dish that the casserole had come in on Friday, washed and dried and sitting on the Piper kitchen counter for five days. Kelly picked it up at two in the afternoon and walked it next door.

		She'd showered. Shaved her legs. Put on a sundress that was too nice for returning a dish. She was kidding herself and she knew it.

		Amanda answered the kitchen door in a white linen shirt and jeans. Bare feet. Hair tied back in a messy knot. No bra beneath the shirt, the fabric shifting loosely across her chest, nipples faintly visible through the thin material. A streak of flour across one cheekbone.

		"Kelly!" Her face broke into that warm, wide smile. "Come in. I'm making bread."

		The kitchen smelled of yeast and warmth. Dough sat on the marble island in a floury mound, half-kneaded. Amanda took the dish and set it by the sink, then returned to her bread, pressing the heels of her hands into the dough.

		"I look a state," she said, laughing. "I wasn't expecting company."

		"You look fine." More than fine. The flour on her cheek was distracting. The loose white shirt was distracting. Everything about Amanda was distracting.

		"Sit. Talk to me. I'm another ten minutes on this."

		Kelly sat at the island. Watched Amanda's hands work the dough. Her forearms flexed with each push. Flour dusted the dark hair at her wrists. She was talking about something, a recipe she'd found online, a bakery in the town she wanted to try, and Kelly was nodding and hearing none of it.

		Amanda looked up. Caught her staring.

		"What?"

		"You've got flour." Kelly gestured at her own cheek. "Here."

		Amanda wiped at the wrong side with the back of her wrist. "Gone?"

		"No. Other side."

		Amanda tried again. Missed again. Laughed. "Get it for me?"

		Kelly slid off the stool. Crossed the kitchen. Closed the distance between them until she was standing in front of Amanda, close enough to see the fine lines at the corners of her eyes, the gold flecks in the brown of her irises. Close enough to smell her. Not perfume this time. Soap. Warm skin. Fresh bread.

		She reached up. Her hand was trembling, a fine vibration she couldn't control. Her thumb found the streak of flour on Amanda's cheekbone and brushed it away. Soft skin beneath her fingertip. Warm.

		Amanda's hand came up and caught Kelly's wrist.

		Held it.

		Kelly's hand stayed in the air, thumb still extended, wrist circled by Amanda's flour-dusted fingers. Neither of them moved. Amanda's grip was gentle but firm. Her eyes were dark and steady and fixed on Kelly's with an intensity that made the air between them feel solid.

		"Kelly."

		"Yeah."

		"I'm going to kiss you now, sweetheart." Her voice was quiet. Certain. "If you don't want me to, tell me. I'll never mention it again."

		Kelly's lungs forgot how to work. Her vision narrowed to Amanda's face, Amanda's mouth, the curve of her lower lip. The kitchen was silent except for the fridge humming and Kelly's own blood rushing in her ears.

		She couldn't speak. Couldn't form a single word. She managed a nod. Tiny. Barely a movement at all.

		Amanda released her wrist. Both of her hands came up to cradle Kelly's face. Thumbs on her cheekbones. Fingers threaded into the hair behind her ears. She tilted Kelly's face up.

		Then her mouth was on Kelly's.

		Nothing, nothing in Kelly's life had prepared her for this.

		Tom's kisses had been wet and slightly off-centre. Ryan's had been all teeth and eagerness. This was something else entirely. Amanda's lips were soft. So soft. They pressed against Kelly's with a warmth and patience that made Kelly's knees buckle. The kiss was slow. Unhurried. Amanda kissed her the way you'd drink expensive wine. Savouring. Taking her time.

		Kelly's hands found Amanda's waist. Gripped. Held on.

		Amanda tilted her head slightly and the kiss deepened. Her tongue traced Kelly's lower lip. A question. Kelly's lips parted and Amanda's tongue slid between them, gentle, exploratory, tasting her. Kelly made a sound. A small, broken whimper that rose from her throat without permission.

		Amanda pulled her closer. Their bodies pressed together. Kelly could feel the warmth of Amanda's breasts against her own through the thin layers of their clothes. Could feel Amanda's hands in her hair, cradling her skull. Could feel her own heartbeat slamming against her ribs so hard she was certain Amanda could feel it too.

		The kiss went on. Amanda's mouth moved against hers with a confidence that made Kelly dissolve. This woman knew what she was doing. Every angle, every pressure, every tiny flicker of tongue was deliberate. Purposeful. She kissed Kelly like she was taking her apart piece by piece and examining each one.

		Kelly couldn't think. Couldn't breathe. Could only hold on and let herself be kissed, let Amanda's mouth claim hers with that devastating patience, let the whimpers rise in her throat unchecked.

		When Amanda finally pulled back, Kelly's entire body was shaking. Her lips felt swollen. Her breath came in uneven gasps. Her fingers were still gripping Amanda's waist like she might fall down without the anchor.

		Amanda looked at her. Her eyes were warm and knowing and slightly, just slightly, triumphant. She stroked Kelly's cheek with her thumb. Drew it down along her jaw.

		"There." Her voice was soft. Satisfied. "That's better. Now you know."

		Kelly opened her mouth. Closed it. Opened it again.

		"I..." She couldn't find a sentence. Her brain had left the building.

		Amanda smiled. Kissed her forehead. The gesture was so tender it almost hurt. She stepped back, putting space between them, and turned to the counter.

		"The bread needs another ten minutes." She wiped her hands on a tea towel, calm as anything, as though she hadn't just rearranged Kelly's entire understanding of herself. "Take a loaf when it's done. Your dad'll love it."

		Kelly stood in the middle of the kitchen. Her knees were water. Her lips tingled. The ghost of Amanda's tongue in her mouth made her stomach clench.

		"Okay." Her voice came out like it belonged to someone else. "Okay."

		She sat back on the stool. Watched Amanda shape the dough with those same hands that had held her face, pushed the loaves into the oven, washed the flour from the counter. They talked. At least, Amanda talked. Kelly made sounds that might have been responses.

		When the bread was done, Amanda wrapped a warm loaf in a tea towel and placed it in Kelly's hands. Their fingers touched. Amanda held the contact for a second.

		"Come back whenever you like, sweetheart."

		"Okay."

		"I mean it. Whenever."

		Kelly walked home with the bread warm against her chest. The afternoon sun blazed. A neighbour waved from across the street. A dog barked somewhere. Normal. Everything was normal.

		She went to her room. Closed the door. Set the bread on her desk. Then she lay down on her bedroom floor, flat on her back, arms spread, and stared at the ceiling for an hour.

		She pressed her fingertips to her own mouth. They came away tingling.

		She knew now. Amanda had said it. Now you know. And she did. She knew. She knew with a certainty that felt like a trapdoor opening beneath her feet.

		She wasn't straight.

		She might never have been straight.

		And the woman next door, with her knowing hands and her soft mouth and her dark, steady eyes, had just reached inside Kelly and pulled something into the light that had been hiding there for twenty-one years.

		Kelly lay on her bedroom floor until the ceiling grew dark, and she smiled, and she pressed her fingers to her mouth, and she did not eat the bread.

		

	
		Chapter 9

		

		Brian was in Manchester. An overnight job. He'd left a twenty on the counter and a text that said back tomorrow evening, order yourself something nice, love you x. Kelly had read it at eight AM, standing in the kitchen in her pyjamas, and immediately thought of Amanda.

		She didn't have to text her. Amanda texted first.

		Your dad's away tonight, isn't he? Come for lunch. I'll make something special. x

		Kelly typed back what time? and Amanda replied whenever you like. I'm home all day. x

		She showered. Shaved everywhere. Put on matching underwear for the first time in months. A pale blue set, the lacy one she'd bought in a sale and never worn. Stared at herself in the mirror. Her pulse was visible in her throat.

		She crossed the lawn at noon. The back door was unlocked.

		Amanda was in the hallway. Dark jeans. A cream silk blouse, unbuttoned one button further than necessary. Her hair was down, dark and glossy against her shoulders. She smelled of that perfume, the expensive one that Kelly now associated entirely with want.

		"Hi," Kelly said.

		Amanda didn't answer. She took two steps forward and kissed her.

		This time there was no preamble. No flour. No careful question. Amanda's mouth found hers with purpose and Kelly melted into it, her back hitting the hallway wall, her hands finding Amanda's hips. Amanda kissed her deep and slow and thorough, her body pressing Kelly against the wall, her thigh sliding between Kelly's legs with a casual precision that made Kelly gasp into her mouth.

		"I've been thinking about you," Amanda murmured against her lips.

		"Me too."

		"All week."

		"Me too." Kelly's voice was barely a whisper.

		Amanda pulled back. Her eyes were dark. Intent. She took Kelly's hand and drew her toward the staircase.

		"Come upstairs."

		Kelly followed. Her hand in Amanda's. Up the stairs, past framed photographs of the twins, past a bathroom door, to the master bedroom at the end of the hall.

		The room was large and cool. Cream walls. An enormous bed with white linen. Curtains drawn against the afternoon sun, filtering the light to a warm gold. Amanda led her inside and closed the door.

		They stood facing each other at the foot of the bed.

		"We don't have to do anything you don't want," Amanda said. Her hands found Kelly's waist, resting there. "At any point. If you want to stop, you tell me. And we stop."

		"I don't want to stop."

		"You haven't started yet." Amanda smiled. "But I like the enthusiasm."

		She kissed Kelly again. Gentler this time. Her hands slid up Kelly's sides, over the thin cotton of her top, and found the hem. She lifted it. Kelly raised her arms and let it go. She stood there in her blue lace bra and her skirt and felt more exposed than she'd ever felt in her life.

		Amanda looked at her. That same unhurried appraisal from the pool. Except now there was hunger in it. Undisguised, unashamed hunger.

		"God, you're beautiful."

		Kelly flushed. "You don't have to..."

		"I'm not being nice. I'm telling you what I see." Amanda's fingers traced along her collarbone. Down, to the swell of her breasts above the lace. "You have no idea, do you?"

		"No idea what?"

		"What you do to people. What you did to me, standing in your window that first day. In that little red bikini. Every time you walk into my kitchen." Her fingers found the front clasp of Kelly's bra and opened it with a flick. The lace fell away. "I've been wanting to touch you since the moment I saw you."

		The bra hit the floor. Kelly stood half-naked in this woman's bedroom with her nipples tight in the cool air and her body thrumming with something electric.

		Amanda's mouth found her throat. Kissed there. Soft. Then lower, along the line of her collarbone. Then lower still. Her hands cupped Kelly's breasts and her mouth descended, lips closing around one nipple with a gentle suction that made Kelly's spine arch.

		"Oh."

		A breath. Barely a sound. But Amanda heard it. Her tongue circled the stiff peak, then her teeth grazed it, the lightest scrape, and Kelly's hands found Amanda's shoulders and gripped.

		Amanda's mouth moved to the other breast. Lavished the same attention. Kissed. Licked. Drew the nipple between her lips and sucked until Kelly's hips pressed forward, seeking contact, finding only air.

		"Easy." Amanda's voice was low. Amused. "We've got all afternoon."

		She straightened. Reached for the waistband of Kelly's skirt, unzipped it at the side, and let it fall. Kelly stood in only the blue lace knickers, shaking slightly, and Amanda stepped back to look at her.

		"Beautiful." She said it like a statement of fact. Then her hands went to her own blouse. She unbuttoned it slowly. Shrugged it off. No bra underneath. Her breasts were fuller than Kelly's, round and firm, dark nipples already stiff. She unzipped her jeans and stepped out of them. Simple black underwear. Long legs. The flat plane of her stomach.

		Kelly stared. She had never looked at a woman's body this way before. Had never wanted to. But Amanda's body was art. It was architecture. It was something Kelly wanted to put her mouth on.

		Amanda stepped close. Skin met skin. Their breasts pressed together and Kelly's breath left her in a rush. Amanda's arms wrapped around her waist and her mouth found Kelly's ear.

		"I've got you. Just feel it. Don't think."

		She walked Kelly backward until Kelly's calves hit the bed. A gentle push and Kelly sat, then lay back, and Amanda crawled over her. The weight of another woman's body on top of hers. The softness of it. The warmth. Nothing like a man. Nothing angular or heavy. Amanda's body fitted against hers like water finding its level.

		Amanda kissed her mouth. Her jaw. The spot behind her ear. Down her throat. Across her chest. She took her time. Every inch of Kelly's skin received attention. Amanda's mouth mapped her like she was memorizing her. The underside of her breast. The dip of her waist. The soft skin of her stomach.

		Kelly was panting. Her hips lifted off the bed in small, involuntary rolls. She was so wet she could feel it, the lace of her knickers damp against her.

		Amanda's fingers hooked into the waistband of her underwear. "Can I?"

		"Yes. God. Yes."

		Amanda pulled them down her legs. Off. Gone. Kelly was naked beneath her and the vulnerability of it should have terrified her but it didn't. She felt electric. Alive. Every nerve ending lit up.

		Amanda kissed the inside of her thigh. Then the other. Her breath was warm against Kelly's skin, and Kelly's legs fell open of their own accord, and she could feel the heat of Amanda's mouth so close, so close, and she wanted to scream.

		"Please," Kelly whispered. "Please."

		"Please what, sweetheart?"

		"Please touch me."

		Amanda pressed her mouth against Kelly's pussy and Kelly's entire body seized.

		Warm. Wet. Soft. Amanda's tongue, flat and wide, dragged up the length of her, parting her, tasting her, and Kelly's back arched off the bed and a sound came out of her mouth that she didn't recognize.

		"There." Amanda murmured the word against her. "That's it."

		And then she began in earnest.

		It was nothing, nothing like anything Kelly had experienced. Tom had gone down on her maybe a dozen times in two years and it had always been perfunctory. Quick. Uncertain. His tongue jabbing, missing, barely making contact with anything that mattered. Kelly had lain there and felt guilty for not enjoying it more and eventually told him he didn't have to bother.

		This was a different universe.

		Amanda's tongue circled her clit with a slow, deliberate pressure that made Kelly's thighs shake. She didn't rush. Didn't jab. Didn't fumble. She explored Kelly's pussy like she had all day and nowhere else to be. Long, flat strokes that traveled the full length of her, gathering wetness. Then smaller, more focused movements around her clit. Circling. Flickering. Pressing.

		Kelly's hand found Amanda's hair. Tangled in it. Held on.

		"Oh god." Her voice came out broken. "Oh god. Oh god."

		Amanda hummed against her. The vibration made Kelly buck. Amanda's hands pressed Kelly's hips down, holding her still, and her tongue picked up speed. Focused. Tight circles around Kelly's clit that built and built and built something in Kelly's core that she recognized, distantly, from her own fingers in the dark but magnified a hundred times.

		"I'm going to..." Kelly gasped. Her thighs clamped around Amanda's head. "I think I'm going to..."

		Amanda didn't pull away. Didn't change pace. Didn't stop. She kept that same perfect pressure, that same perfect rhythm, and Kelly crested.

		It hit her like a wave breaking. Her whole body went taut. Her mouth opened on a cry that she couldn't contain. Her hips lifted despite Amanda's hands and she came, came hard, pulsing against Amanda's tongue in long, shuddering contractions that went on and on and on.

		Amanda stayed with her. Her mouth gentled but didn't leave. She kissed Kelly's inner thigh. Nuzzled. Let Kelly ride the aftershocks, the little twitches and tremors that made her whole body jerk.

		"There." Amanda's voice was warm and slightly muffled. "There she is."

		Kelly was crying. She hadn't meant to. But tears were sliding from the corners of her eyes into her hair and she was laughing and crying at the same time and she couldn't stop.

		Amanda crawled up the bed and gathered Kelly into her arms. Pulled her close. Kissed her forehead, her cheeks, her trembling mouth. Kelly could taste herself on Amanda's lips and it should have been strange and it wasn't. It was perfect.

		"Good girl." Amanda stroked her hair. "Good girl. How was that?"

		"I didn't know." Kelly's voice was shattered. "I didn't know it could..."

		"I know, darling." Amanda held her tighter. "That's why I wanted to be the one to show you."

		They lay tangled together for a while. Kelly's body hummed. Her limbs felt made of liquid. Amanda's hand stroked idle patterns on her back, her hip, the curve of her waist.

		Then Amanda's hand dipped lower. Along Kelly's stomach. Between her thighs. Found her still wet, still swollen.

		"Again?"

		"Can I?"

		"Sweetheart. You can have as many as you want."

		Amanda's fingers slid inside her. Two, gentle, curling upward. Her thumb found Kelly's clit. And Kelly, who had never cum with another person before today, came again in under a minute, gripping Amanda's shoulder and moaning into her neck.

		Then again. Amanda's mouth on her nipple, her fingers working steadily. Kelly came with her thighs clenched around Amanda's hand, her eyes squeezed shut, tears streaming.

		Three orgasms in ninety minutes.

		After the third, Kelly couldn't move. She lay on her side in Amanda's arms, one leg thrown over Amanda's hip, her face buried in Amanda's neck. Her body felt wrung out. Emptied. New.

		"I didn't know," she whispered again. Because it was all she could say. All that existed in her head. "I didn't know it could be like that."

		Amanda kissed her hair. Held her close in the golden afternoon light, the white sheets pooled around them, the world outside the window going about its business as though nothing had changed.

		"I know, darling. That's why I wanted to be the one to show you."

		Kelly closed her eyes. She pressed her face into the warm skin of Amanda's throat and breathed her in and felt, for the first time in her twenty-one years, that her body made sense. That she made sense.

		Something had unlocked. Something old and buried and waiting.

		She wasn't the same person who'd crossed the lawn an hour and a half ago. That girl was gone. This one, naked and trembling in a married woman's bed with the taste of her own desire on her lips, was someone new entirely.

		

	
		Chapter 10

		

		Kelly woke in her own bed at seven and did not move for a long time.

		The ceiling was the same ceiling she'd stared at a thousand times. The fairy lights, the corkboard, the faded floral duvet. Everything in this room was familiar and none of it felt like it belonged to her anymore.

		Amanda had sent her home at midnight. "Your dad'll be back tomorrow, sweetheart. We have to be careful." A long kiss at the back door. Amanda's hands cupping her face. The taste of wine on her lips. Kelly had floated home across the dark lawn in her creased sundress, barefoot, carrying her sandals, feeling like she'd been dipped in something warm and strange.

		She rolled onto her side. Her body ached in a new way. Not sore. Tender. Used. The insides of her thighs still tingled where Amanda's stubble-free cheeks had pressed. Her nipples were sensitive against the cotton of her t-shirt. Between her legs, she was swollen and aware.

		The events of yesterday replayed behind her eyelids like a film on repeat. Amanda's mouth on hers in the hallway. Amanda's hands undressing her. Amanda's tongue. God, Amanda's tongue. The way she'd moved, the confidence of it, the patience. The way she'd held Kelly's hips down and made her cum like it was the easiest thing in the world.

		Three times. Kelly had cum three times. In two years with Tom she hadn't managed once.

		She pressed her thighs together. The pressure sent a small jolt through her.

		Was she gay? Was that what this was? The word felt too small. Too definitive. She didn't hate men. She wasn't repulsed by them. She'd enjoyed kissing Tom, mostly. Enjoyed his company. But the sex had never made her feel like this. Like she'd been turned inside out. Like every cell in her body had been reset to a frequency she'd never known existed.

		Bisexual, then? Maybe. Probably. She didn't know. The labels felt like clothes she was trying on in a shop and none of them fit quite right.

		All she knew, with a clarity that sat in her chest like a hot coal, was that she wanted to go back. Right now. This minute. She wanted Amanda's hands on her again. Amanda's mouth. Amanda's voice in her ear, low and warm, saying good girl, saying there she is, saying you can have as many as you want.

		Kelly's hand moved beneath the duvet. She stopped herself. Got up instead. Walked to the bathroom on shaky legs.

		In the shower, the hot water ran over her body and she could still smell Amanda on her skin. Soap and perfume and something else. Something female and intimate. She washed her hair twice and the scent lingered anyway, or maybe she was imagining it.

		Downstairs, she made toast and coffee and sat at the kitchen table. The morning was bright through the window. Amanda's garden was visible over the fence. The pool. The loungers. The roses.

		Her phone buzzed.

		How did you sleep, my beautiful girl? xx

		Kelly's chest contracted. She read it five times. Each time the words rearranged something inside her.

		Not long enough. Kept dreaming about you x

		Good dreams? xx

		The best x

		I'm glad. You were perfect yesterday. Absolutely perfect. xx

		Kelly pressed the phone against her chest and stared at the ceiling. Perfect. Amanda thought she was perfect.

		Brian's key scraped in the front door at nine. Kelly was still at the kitchen table in her pyjamas, a half-eaten piece of toast going cold on the plate.

		"Morning, love!" He appeared in the kitchen doorway, work bag over his shoulder, looking tired but cheerful. "How was last night? Get a takeaway?"

		"Yeah. Indian."

		"Nice. You look well. Glowy. The summer air must be agreeing with you."

		Kelly choked on her orange juice. Coughed. Thumped her chest.

		"You alright?"

		"Wrong pipe," she managed.

		Brian squeezed her shoulder as he passed, heading for the kettle. "Right. I've got a site visit at ten but I'll be back for dinner. Shall we get a curry tonight?"

		"Sure, Dad."

		He made his tea. Kissed the top of her head. Disappeared upstairs to shower. Kelly sat alone in the kitchen with the orange juice burning in her sinuses and Amanda's text glowing on her phone screen and thought, this is my life now. I am a person who sleeps with the woman next door and eats breakfast with my dad the morning after and he has no idea. No idea at all.

		She washed her plate. Dried it. Put it away. Stood at the kitchen window and looked at the low fence between the gardens and the gate and the lawn she'd crossed a dozen times and would cross again and again and again.

		Her phone buzzed once more.

		Thinking about your mouth all morning. Can't concentrate on anything. You've ruined me, sweetheart. xx

		Kelly pressed her thumb against the message. A smile spread across her face that she couldn't suppress. Warm. Wide. Ridiculous.

		She typed back, I can come over later this week? When's Mark back? x

		Not until Sunday. The kids are out all day at their jobs. Come Monday. Come whenever you want. Come as often as you like. xx

		Kelly leaned against the counter. Her smile hurt her face.

		Something warm and dangerous unfolded in her chest. Not lust, exactly. Deeper than that. More complicated. More permanent. She pressed her hand against her ribcage and felt it pulse beneath her palm. It was too early for this. Too fast. Too much.

		She couldn't control it.

		She didn't want to.

		

	
		Chapter 11

		

		Amanda drove them twenty minutes out of town to a coffee shop Kelly had never been to. A little place on a back street in a market town, all exposed brick and mismatched chairs. Nobody here knew them. Nobody here would see Brian Piper's daughter sitting across a table from his next-door neighbour with her cheeks flushed and her hands trembling.

		Amanda ordered two flat whites and carried them to a corner table. She sat down, crossed her long legs, and wrapped both hands around her cup. Her dark hair fell across one shoulder. She wore a white t-shirt and black jeans and gold hoops in her ears and looked, Kelly thought, like someone from a magazine spread about women who had their lives together.

		"So," Amanda said.

		"So."

		Amanda smiled. Patient. She sipped her coffee, set it down, and said, "I think we should talk about what this is."

		Kelly's stomach flipped. "Okay."

		"I want to be honest with you, Kelly. Because I like you, and because you deserve honesty."

		Kelly nodded.

		"This." Amanda gestured between them with one finger. "What we're doing. It's wonderful. You are wonderful. And I want it to continue for as long as you want it. But I need you to understand some things."

		"Okay."

		Amanda reached across the small table and took Kelly's hand. Held it between both of hers. Her thumbs moved softly across Kelly's knuckles.

		"I'm not leaving my husband." She said it gently but firmly. "I have children. A home. A life. Mark and I... we have our arrangement. It works. It's not going to change."

		Kelly nodded again. Her throat felt tight.

		"This is between us. Nobody else. Not your dad. Not my husband. Not your friends from university. Nobody."

		"I wouldn't..."

		"I know you wouldn't. But I'm saying it anyway. Because it matters."

		Kelly squeezed Amanda's fingers. "What else?"

		"I'm not your girlfriend." Amanda's eyes were steady. Not cold. Just clear. "I adore you. I want to spend this summer showing you things. Teaching you things. Making you feel incredible. But when September comes and you go back to uni, this stays here. It doesn't follow you."

		The words landed like stones in water. Kelly felt each one sink.

		"You're young," Amanda continued. Her voice was soft now. "You've just discovered something extraordinary about yourself. Something I'm honoured to be part of. But I'm not the person you end up with, sweetheart. I'm the person who shows you what's possible."

		Kelly looked at their joined hands on the table. Amanda's fingers were longer than hers. Her nails were painted dark red. The contrast between them felt symbolic of something Kelly didn't want to examine too closely.

		"Is this something you've done before?"

		Amanda didn't flinch. "Yes."

		"How many times?"

		"A few."

		"Did you... did it always end the same way?"

		"It always ended with the other person knowing themselves better. That's not a bad thing."

		Kelly pulled her hand back. Not in anger. In thought. She wrapped both hands around her coffee and stared into it.

		"I'm not asking you to be my girlfriend," she said quietly. "I just want to know that this is real. That you actually want this. That I'm not just..."

		"Just what?"

		"I don't know. A project."

		Amanda leaned forward. Her hand found Kelly's jaw, tilted her face up. "Look at me."

		Kelly looked.

		"You are not a project. You are the most beautiful thing I've seen in years. And what I feel when I'm with you is real. What I felt on Thursday was real. The fact that I have boundaries doesn't mean I don't want you, Kelly. It means I want you clearly."

		Something in Kelly's chest loosened. She nodded.

		"So." Amanda settled back in her chair. "Can you do this? Knowing what it is?"

		"Yes."

		"You're sure?"

		"I'm sure."

		Amanda lifted Kelly's hand from across the table. Brought it to her mouth. Pressed her lips against the knuckles in a slow, deliberate kiss that sent heat racing down Kelly's arm and pooling low in her belly.

		"Good girl."

		Kelly gripped the edge of the table with her free hand to steady herself. Amanda's mouth curved against her knuckles. She held the kiss for a beat. Two. Then released Kelly's hand and picked up her coffee and smiled.

		They drove home with the windows down. Amanda's hand rested on Kelly's thigh for the entire journey, fingers spread, thumb making lazy circles on the inside of her knee. Kelly watched the countryside slide past and thought, I can do this. I can be casual. I can take what she's offering and not ask for more.

		She had no idea yet how wrong she was.

		Chapter 12 — Teaching

		Monday afternoon, Week 3.

		Amanda's kids were at their summer jobs. Sophie at the garden centre until five. James at the sports shop until closing. The house was empty and quiet, curtains half-drawn against the afternoon sun.

		Kelly stood in the master bedroom doorway. Amanda was already on the bed, propped against the pillows in a silk camisole and matching shorts, her dark hair fanned out, watching Kelly with those knowing eyes.

		"Come here."

		Kelly crossed the room. Climbed onto the bed. Amanda pulled her down into a kiss that started slow and deepened fast, her tongue parting Kelly's lips, her hands sliding beneath Kelly's t-shirt. They'd done this part before. The undressing. The tangling. The sensation of Amanda's body against hers, warm and soft and endlessly distracting.

		Within minutes Kelly was naked, breathless, on her back with Amanda's mouth moving down her body. She expected the same pattern as Thursday. Amanda's tongue between her thighs, building her up, taking her apart.

		But Amanda stopped at her stomach. Kissed there. Then lifted her head.

		"I want to teach you something today."

		Kelly propped herself on her elbows. "What?"

		Amanda crawled up the bed until she was kneeling beside Kelly, their faces level. She kissed her. Slow. Deep. Then pulled back.

		"I want you to use your mouth on me."

		Kelly's stomach dropped. Not with dread. With anticipation so sharp it was almost painful.

		"I've never..."

		"I know. That's why I'm going to show you."

		Amanda stripped off the camisole. The silk shorts. She lay back against the pillows, naked, and Kelly's breath stuttered. She'd seen Amanda's body before. Pressed against it. Felt it. But looking at her like this, fully exposed and waiting, was different. Amanda's body was sculpted and golden. Full breasts with dark nipples, already stiff. The curve of her waist. The swell of her hips. Between her thighs, neatly trimmed dark hair, and beneath it, the flushed pink of her.

		"Start here." Amanda tapped her own collarbone. "Work down. Take your time. There's no rush."

		Kelly positioned herself over Amanda. Lowered her mouth to the warm skin of her throat. Kissed there. She could feel Amanda's pulse beneath her lips, steady and strong. She kissed lower. The hollow between her collarbones. The upper swell of her breast.

		"Good." Amanda's voice was barely a murmur. Her hand found Kelly's hair, fingers threading through it. Not pushing. Just touching. "Just like that."

		Kelly's mouth found Amanda's nipple. She took it between her lips hesitantly. Drew it in. Amanda's breath caught, a small, sharp intake.

		"Harder, sweetheart. I won't break."

		Kelly sucked. Amanda's fingers tightened in her hair.

		"Yes. That."

		Something hot and liquid pooled in Kelly's core. Hearing Amanda respond, feeling her body react, was intoxicating. She moved to the other breast, bolder now, and was rewarded with a soft moan that made her own thighs press together.

		"Now lower." Amanda's voice was rougher. "Take your time. Kiss my stomach. My hips."

		Kelly descended. Kissed the flat plane of Amanda's belly. The jut of her hipbone. The soft skin of her inner thigh. Amanda's legs opened wider, making space for her, and Kelly found herself between them, her face inches from Amanda's pussy, and her heart was hammering so hard she could feel it in her throat.

		"Don't think." Amanda's hand stroked her hair. "Just taste. Start slow."

		Kelly lowered her mouth. The first touch of her tongue against Amanda's flesh was the most extraordinary thing she'd ever experienced. Warm. Wet. A taste that was salt and musk and something sweet, something unmistakably Amanda. She licked again, a longer stroke, and Amanda's thighs twitched.

		"Good girl."

		Kelly pressed her tongue flat and dragged it up. Amanda was slick already, her folds swollen and parted, and the sensation of sliding through her wetness made Kelly moan against her.

		"Find my clit." Amanda's voice had changed. Lower. Tighter. "The little... yes. There. Gentle at first."

		Kelly found it. A small, firm bud beneath her tongue. She circled it tentatively and Amanda's hips shifted.

		"Softer. Yes. Just like... oh. Yes."

		Kelly closed her eyes and focused. The taste of Amanda filled her mouth. The sounds Amanda made guided her. Soft gasps. Murmured instructions. There. Yes. A little faster. No, back to... yes, there.

		It was clumsy at first. Kelly's neck ached from the angle. Her jaw was uncertain. She lost the rhythm twice and Amanda's hand in her hair redirected her, patient, unhurried.

		"You're doing so well." Amanda's voice was breathless now. "Just keep that. Stay there. Don't change."

		Kelly kept the rhythm. Her tongue made small, tight circles against Amanda's clit, consistent pressure, consistent speed. Beneath her, Amanda's breathing changed. Grew shorter. Sharper.

		"Inside me. One finger. Slowly."

		Kelly slid one hand up Amanda's thigh and eased a finger inside her. Hot and tight and so wet that it went in without resistance. Amanda clenched around her and groaned.

		"Curl it up. Toward you. Like... fuck. Yes."

		Kelly curled her finger and pressed upward and Amanda's hips lifted off the bed. Her hand fisted in Kelly's hair. Her thigh muscles went taut.

		"Don't stop." Amanda's voice was strained. "Whatever you're doing. Don't stop."

		Kelly didn't stop. Her tongue kept its rhythm. Her finger worked inside Amanda, curling and pressing, and she could feel Amanda's body tightening around her, building toward something. Amanda's breathing fractured into short, sharp gasps. Her stomach muscles clenched visibly.

		"Oh god. Oh Kelly. I'm going to... I'm..."

		Amanda came. Her pussy clamped around Kelly's finger in rhythmic pulses, her thighs closed around Kelly's head, and she made a sound that was half moan and half sob that sent a bolt of heat straight to Kelly's core. Her hips ground against Kelly's mouth as the orgasm moved through her, and Kelly stayed with her, tongue gentle now, riding it out.

		When Amanda's body finally relaxed, her legs fell open and her hand loosened in Kelly's hair and she lay panting at the ceiling with her chest heaving.

		Kelly lifted her head. Her chin was wet. Her lips were wet. She could taste Amanda on every surface of her mouth and the knowledge of what she'd just done, what she'd just made happen, burned through her like electricity.

		She looked at Amanda with something fierce in her eyes. Something new.

		"I want to do that every single day."

		Amanda's laugh was breathless. Wrecked. She reached down and pulled Kelly up into her arms, kissed her deep, tasting herself on Kelly's mouth.

		"Oh, baby." She was still shaking. Tiny tremors in her limbs. "That can be arranged."

		They lay together. Naked. Tangled. Amanda's leg between Kelly's, pressing against the wet heat of her. Kelly ground against it without shame, still buzzing from the power of what she'd done, and Amanda watched her with dark, satisfied eyes.

		"You're a natural." Amanda's thumb traced Kelly's lower lip. "You have the most wicked little mouth."

		Kelly grinned. Kissed her thumb. Rocked her hips against Amanda's thigh and chased her own pleasure while Amanda held her and whispered filth in her ear until she came, face buried in Amanda's neck, shaking.

		They stayed in bed for hours. The afternoon light shifted across the walls and they lay there, talking, touching, learning each other's bodies. Kelly discovered that Amanda's neck was sensitive just below her ear. That her inner thighs made her gasp. That she liked having her nipples bitten, harder than Kelly would have guessed.

		Amanda discovered that Kelly was insatiable. That once she'd started, once the door had been opened, she couldn't stop wanting. Couldn't stop reaching for Amanda's body. Couldn't stop needing to be touching, tasting, learning.

		"You're going to be trouble," Amanda murmured, half-asleep, Kelly's mouth on her breast.

		Kelly smiled against her skin. "Good."

		

	
		Chapter 13

		

		Amanda cooked dinner at the Pipers' again. Roast chicken this time. She arrived at six with the bird already done, wrapped in foil, and a bottle of Malbec that she opened before Brian had finished changing out of his work clothes.

		She wore a dress. Short. Black. Fitted to her body in a way that made Kelly's mouth go dry. The skirt ended a good four inches above her knee. Stockinged legs, which was unusual. Unusual and deliberate, Kelly thought, watching Amanda bend to check the roast potatoes in the oven.

		The tablecloth was long. Kelly hadn't noticed it before. Cream linen that hung past the edge of the table and pooled slightly on the floor. Her dad had probably inherited it from someone. It covered their legs completely when they sat.

		Amanda sat next to Kelly. Not opposite her. Brian took the head of the table, phone on the surface beside his plate. Normal. Everything normal.

		They ate. Brian talked about the Matlock project. About a new hire who couldn't read blueprints. About the price of timber going up. Amanda listened, asked questions, refilled his glass. The perfect dinner guest. Attentive. Warm. Interested.

		Under the table, her hand found Kelly's thigh.

		Kelly's fork clinked against her plate. She caught it. Covered the sound with a cough.

		Amanda's fingers rested on Kelly's bare skin just above the knee. Her dress tonight was short too, chosen with exactly this possibility in mind, and she was suddenly grateful for it and terrified of it in equal measure.

		Brian was talking about concrete. About damp courses. About underfloor heating.

		Amanda's hand slid higher.

		Kelly swallowed. Took a sip of wine. Set the glass down with careful precision because her hand was shaking.

		Amanda's fingers crept up the inside of Kelly's thigh. Slow. Deliberate. Inch by inch. The fabric of Kelly's dress gathered as Amanda's hand pushed it up, exposing more skin to the cool air beneath the tablecloth.

		"Kelly, love, how are your chips?"

		"Good." Her voice was thin. Tight. "Really good, Dad."

		Amanda's hand reached the apex of Kelly's thighs. Her fingertips brushed the cotton of Kelly's underwear. Kelly bit the inside of her cheek so hard she tasted copper.

		"The trick with roast potatoes," Amanda was saying to Brian, perfectly calm, "is goose fat. None of that vegetable oil nonsense." Her hand cupped Kelly through her underwear. Her fingers pressed against the growing dampness there.

		Kelly gripped her knife and fork. Her knuckles were white.

		Amanda's fingers found the edge of the cotton and pushed it aside. Kelly's breath stuttered. The air of the room touched her exposed skin for a second before Amanda's fingers replaced it, sliding through the slick folds of her with practiced ease.

		"More wine, Brian?"

		"Please."

		Amanda poured with her left hand. Her right hand, hidden beneath the long tablecloth, pressed two fingertips against Kelly's clit and began to circle.

		Kelly made a sound. A small, choked noise that she turned into a cough.

		"You alright?" Brian looked up from his plate.

		"Fine. Went down the wrong way."

		"Drink some water."

		Kelly reached for her water glass. Amanda's fingers didn't stop. Circling. Pressing. Finding a rhythm that Kelly's body recognized and responded to with horrifying enthusiasm.

		Brian returned to his story. Something about a subcontractor. Amanda nodded along. Her face was perfectly neutral, perfectly engaged. Under the table, her fingers slid lower. One pushed inside Kelly. Then two. Deep. Curling.

		Kelly's eyes closed. She forced them open.

		Amanda's thumb found her clit while her fingers worked inside her. The dual sensation was overwhelming. Kelly was dripping. She could feel it. Could hear it, barely, the wet sound of Amanda's fingers moving in her beneath the tablecloth. She pressed her thighs together, trapping Amanda's hand, and Amanda responded by pressing harder, deeper.

		"So I told him," Brian was saying, "either we rip it out and start again, or we're looking at three months of remedial work."

		"Nightmare," Amanda said. Her wrist twisted slightly and her fingers hit something inside Kelly that made stars burst behind her eyes. "What did he say?"

		"Said he'd think about it. Bloody useless."

		Kelly picked up her fork. Put a potato in her mouth. Chewed. Tasted nothing. Amanda's thumb was relentless on her clit, steady and purposeful, and Kelly was climbing, climbing toward something enormous and inevitable and catastrophic.

		She couldn't cum here. At the dinner table. With her dad talking about drainage. She couldn't.

		Amanda brought her to the edge. Kelly felt her own body tense, felt the wave begin to build, felt her toes curl against the floor.

		Amanda pulled her hand back.

		Just. Like. That. Gone.

		Kelly's body screamed. The wave receded, leaving her throbbing and desperate and gripping the table edge. She looked sideways at Amanda. Amanda's face was serene. She was eating a piece of chicken.

		Twenty seconds passed. Brian poured more wine.

		Amanda's hand returned. Two fingers sliding back inside Kelly with a slick, easy push. Her thumb finding the rhythm again. Building her up again. The second ascent was faster, more desperate. Kelly's jaw clenched. Her thigh muscles shook.

		Amanda stopped again. Right at the peak. Right at the moment Kelly's body was about to let go.

		She pulled her hand away completely and reached for her wine glass and said, "Brian, have you thought about that bathroom renovation?"

		Kelly couldn't breathe. Her body pulsed with unfulfilled need. She was soaking. Her underwear was ruined. Amanda's fingers were shiny and she was drinking wine and making conversation and Kelly was going to die.

		"Excuse me." Kelly pushed back from the table. Her legs were unsteady. "Bathroom."

		"You sure you're alright, love?" Brian frowned. "You've hardly eaten."

		"Just need the loo. I'll be right back."

		She made it to the hallway bathroom. Closed the door. Locked it. Leaned against the sink. Her face in the mirror was flushed red, her eyes glazed. Her thighs were slick.

		She reached down. Pushed her underwear aside. Two fingers against her clit and she came in under ten seconds, her free hand clamped over her own mouth to contain the moan that tore out of her. She came so hard her knees buckled and she grabbed the sink to stay upright, her hips jerking against her own hand, her pussy clenching around nothing.

		She stayed there for a minute. Panting. Shaking. Staring at her own wide-eyed reflection.

		She washed her hands. Splashed water on her face. Fixed her underwear. Smoothed her dress.

		When she returned to the table, Amanda was in the middle of a story about her twins' exam results. She didn't look at Kelly. Didn't acknowledge her return. Under the table, nothing happened.

		But as Kelly sat down, she saw Amanda's right hand lift to her own mouth. Saw her index and middle finger disappear briefly between her lips. Saw her tongue move.

		She was tasting Kelly.

		Under the tablecloth. At the dinner table. While Brian reached for the bottle and said, "More wine, Amanda?"

		"Please, Brian." Amanda's lips curved. "You're very generous."

		Kelly stared at her plate and did not move for the rest of the meal.

		

	
		Chapter 14

		

		"My washing machine's broken," Kelly said on the phone, twisting the cord of her earbud around her finger.

		"Is it really?" Amanda's voice was warm. Amused. She knew.

		"Dad says the repairman can't come until next week."

		"Well. Bring your washing over, sweetheart. Mine's just sitting there doing nothing."

		Kelly gathered a token basket of clothes. Enough to justify the visit. She hadn't bothered with anything nice. Just her running gear and a load of towels and a couple of t-shirts. The actual dirty laundry was irrelevant. They both knew why she was going over.

		The Websters' utility room was at the back of the house, past the kitchen, down a short hallway. Amanda led her there in yoga leggings and a sports bra, her hair in a high ponytail, skin gleaming slightly with sweat from whatever workout she'd just finished. The sports bra was tight and low-cut, pressing her breasts together, and the leggings were obscene. Every line of her body visible. Every curve articulated.

		"Bung it in." Amanda gestured at the machine. "I'll set it going."

		Kelly loaded the clothes. Amanda leaned past her to add detergent, set the temperature, pressed start. The machine hummed to life. Then began to vibrate as the drum filled with water.

		Kelly straightened. Turned.

		Amanda was right behind her.

		"You know," Amanda said, her voice low, "this machine shakes quite a lot during the spin cycle."

		"Does it?"

		"Mm. Drives me mad sometimes." She stepped closer. Her hands found Kelly's hips and spun her, pressing her back against the washing machine. The vibrations buzzed through Kelly's spine. "But I can think of a use for it."

		Her mouth found Kelly's neck. Kissed there. Then bit. Kelly's head tipped back against the machine and the hum of it traveled through her skull while Amanda's teeth marked her throat.

		Amanda's hands pushed Kelly's t-shirt up. Over her head. Gone. No bra beneath. Kelly hadn't bothered.

		"Knew you'd come over ready." Amanda palmed both of Kelly's breasts, thumbs skating across her nipples. "Good girl."

		The machine shifted into its next cycle. The vibrations intensified. Kelly could feel them through her tailbone, her spine, the backs of her thighs. A steady, insistent thrumming that Amanda pressed her harder against, using her own body weight to pin Kelly to the machine.

		Amanda's hand slid down. Into Kelly's shorts. Into her underwear. Found her already wet, already wanting.

		"You're always ready for me." Amanda's voice was raw against her ear. Her fingers slid through Kelly's wetness, spreading it, circling her clit. "Every single time. Every time I touch you, you're soaked."

		"Can't help it." Kelly's voice broke. The vibrations from the machine combined with Amanda's fingers on her clit created a sensation so intense her vision blurred.

		"I don't want you to help it." Amanda pushed two fingers inside her. Curled them. Pressed her against the machine with her full body weight. "I want you just like this. Dripping. Desperate."

		Kelly's hands found Amanda's shoulders. Gripped. The washing machine rattled beneath her, the spin cycle building speed, vibrations increasing until the whole appliance shook. Amanda's fingers fucked into her in time with the rhythm of the machine, hard and deep and relentless.

		"Oh god." Kelly's head fell back. "Oh god, oh god."

		"Cum for me." Amanda's mouth was on her throat. Her thumb pressed Kelly's clit flat. "Right here. Against the machine. Cum."

		Kelly came. The orgasm hit her like a wall, the vibrations and Amanda's hand combining into a peak so sharp she cried out, her hips bucking against the washing machine, her fingernails digging into Amanda's shoulders hard enough to leave marks. She pulsed around Amanda's fingers, clenching, the contractions violent and prolonged by the steady vibration against her back.

		Amanda held her through it. Kept her fingers inside her until the last tremor passed, then withdrew slowly, gently, and caught Kelly when her knees tried to give out.

		"There." Amanda kissed her forehead. "That's my girl."

		Kelly slumped against the still-humming machine. Her legs were jelly. Her breath came in ragged gasps. Amanda stood before her, fingers glistening, eyes bright with satisfaction.

		"Your washing'll be done in forty minutes." Amanda sucked her own fingers clean. The casual obscenity of it made Kelly's stomach flip. "Stay for coffee?"

		"I can't feel my legs."

		"Then stay for coffee."

		They drank coffee in the kitchen. Kelly perched on a stool with her legs still trembling, wearing only her shorts, her t-shirt discarded somewhere in the utility room. Amanda stood at the counter in her sports bra and leggings and told Kelly about a podcast she'd been listening to and Kelly nodded and heard nothing and thought about the fact that she had not thought about college, about her father, about her ex-boyfriend, or about anything other than Amanda for four entire days.

		When the washing machine beeped, Amanda pulled out Kelly's clothes and folded them with crisp precision. Warm from the dryer she'd transferred them to while Kelly recovered. She stacked them in the basket and handed it over.

		"There. All done."

		"Thank you." Kelly stood. Pulled her t-shirt back over her head.

		Amanda stepped close. Kissed her mouth. Then slapped her arse, a sharp, playful crack that made Kelly yelp and jump.

		"Off you go. I've got yoga at two."

		Kelly walked home with the basket of warm laundry balanced on her hip and a red handprint fading on her backside and a grin so wide it hurt her cheeks.

		

	
		Chapter 15

		

		Nobody was home. Not at the Pipers' and not at the Websters'. Brian was working. Mark was in Aberdeen. The twins were at their grandmother's until Monday. The two houses sat side by side in the Sunday quiet, connected by the low fence and the open gate.

		Amanda's garden. The loungers arranged in the afternoon sun. A jug of iced tea on the glass table. A novel open face-down on Amanda's lap.

		Kelly sat cross-legged on the other lounger with a bottle of nail polish, carefully painting her toenails a shade of coral that Amanda had bought for her. The concentration required was disproportionate to the task. Her tongue stuck out slightly between her teeth. A smear of polish on her little toe where she'd slipped.

		They didn't talk much. Didn't need to. The garden was full of birdsong and the distant hum of a lawnmower and the occasional rustle of Amanda turning a page.

		Amanda put her book down.

		Kelly didn't notice at first. She was focused on her right foot, the brush loaded with polish, tongue between her teeth. Then she became aware of being watched. Looked up.

		Amanda was staring at her. Not at her body. At her face. Her expression was something Kelly hadn't seen before. Open. Unguarded. A softness that sat at odds with the confident, composed woman Kelly had come to know.

		"What?"

		"Nothing, darling." Amanda's mouth curved. "You're just very beautiful in this light."

		Kelly's face warmed. "Stop it."

		"I won't. It's true."

		Kelly turned back to her toenails and smiled at her own feet. The polish dried in the sun. She capped the bottle and stretched her legs out and wiggled her toes to admire the colour.

		"Can I put my head in your lap?"

		"Always."

		Kelly shifted. Moved to Amanda's lounger. Lay down with her head in Amanda's lap, looking up through the oak branches at the blue sky above. Amanda's hand found her hair. Stroked it. Slow, idle movements that made Kelly's eyelids heavy.

		Amanda's fingertips traced along her hairline. Down behind her ear. Back up. The rhythm was hypnotic.

		"I love this," Kelly murmured.

		"What specifically?"

		"This. Just being with you. Not doing anything."

		Amanda's fingers continued their path through Kelly's hair. "I do too."

		Birds argued in the oak tree above them. A magpie chattered somewhere in the hedge. The afternoon was warm and golden and still, and Kelly lay there in Amanda's lap and felt something enormous pressing at the edges of her chest. Something that wanted to be named.

		She didn't name it. Not yet. But she felt it expanding. Filling spaces she hadn't known were empty.

		Amanda's thumb brushed across her temple. Kelly closed her eyes. Let herself be held. Let the afternoon stretch around them like warm water. No sex. No urgency. Just this. Two bodies together in the sun. Breathing.

		"Thank you," Kelly whispered.

		"For what?"

		"For this summer. For... for all of it."

		Amanda's hand stilled on her hair. Then resumed its stroking. "The summer's not over yet, sweetheart."

		"I know."

		"Then don't thank me yet."

		Kelly smiled. Kept her eyes closed. Let Amanda's fingers in her hair and the birds in the tree and the warm sun on her legs dissolve the world into nothing but now.

		Later, walking home across the lawn, the afternoon cooling around her, Kelly thought it. Thought the thing she'd been avoiding. Let it form in her mind with all its weight and consequence.

		I'm falling in love with her.

		Her foot caught on the edge of the paving. She stumbled. Righted herself.

		I can manage that. I can keep it to myself.

		She let herself into the empty house and stood in the hallway and breathed.

		She could not, of course, keep it to herself. She never could. But she didn't know that yet.

		

	
		Chapter 16

		

		"We're going shopping," Amanda announced on the phone at nine AM. "Get dressed. I'm driving."

		"Shopping for what?"

		"For you. For things that show off that body properly. I'll pick you up in twenty minutes."

		Kelly threw on jeans and a t-shirt and was waiting on the drive when Amanda's black Audi pulled up. Amanda wore sunglasses and a silk shirt and looked like she was heading to a photo shoot. Kelly climbed in and the car smelled of leather and Amanda's perfume and the day stretched ahead of them like a promise.

		They drove forty minutes to a department store in Derby. Not the high street. The kind with carpeted floors and hushed lighting and shop assistants who said can I help you find anything instead of alright love. Amanda moved through the racks with purpose, pulling dresses and holding them against Kelly's body, discarding some, keeping others.

		"This one. And this. Try this in a ten."

		"That's too small."

		"It's not. Trust me."

		Kelly was loaded with five dresses and directed toward the changing rooms at the back of the department. They were large. Individual cubicles with floor-length curtains and full-length mirrors and small upholstered stools.

		"Go on." Amanda nudged her toward a cubicle. "Show me everything."

		Kelly drew the curtain. Changed into the first dress. A green silk thing that clung to her waist and flared at the hip. She stepped out. Amanda looked her up and down.

		"Beautiful. Next."

		A red wrap dress. A navy shift. A white linen thing with buttons down the front that Amanda said made her look like a French film star. Kelly paraded back and forth, flushed and grinning, and Amanda watched from the little sofa outside the cubicles with her legs crossed and her chin in her hand and that look in her eyes. The hungry one.

		"One more." Amanda stood. Pulled the curtain aside and followed Kelly into the cubicle.

		"What are you..."

		"Shh." Amanda drew the curtain closed behind them.

		The cubicle was small. Maybe six feet by four. Mirror on one wall. A stool in the corner. The curtain was thick fabric that reached floor to ceiling, but there were gaps at the edges. Anyone walking past would see their feet.

		Amanda stood behind Kelly. Met her eyes in the mirror. Her hands found Kelly's waist, turned her, and kissed her. Deep and sudden. Kelly's back hit the mirror and the cold glass made her gasp against Amanda's mouth.

		"We can't," Kelly whispered. "There's people..."

		"Then be quiet."

		Amanda's hands found the hem of the white dress. Drew it up over Kelly's hips. Her fingers hooked into Kelly's underwear and tugged it down to mid-thigh. Kelly's breath came in short, sharp bursts. Her hands gripped Amanda's shoulders.

		Amanda dropped to her knees.

		On the carpet. In the changing room. With shoppers browsing thirty feet away and a sales assistant who had been hovering since they arrived.

		Amanda pushed Kelly's thighs apart and pressed her mouth against her.

		Kelly's head fell back against the mirror with a soft thunk. Her hand flew to her own mouth, pressing hard. Amanda's tongue was on her clit, fast and focused, no slow build this time. This was urgent. Quick. Deliberate.

		Footsteps outside. Close.

		"Everything alright in there?"

		Kelly's eyes flew open. The sales assistant's voice was six feet away. Maybe less. Amanda didn't stop. Didn't slow down. Her tongue worked Kelly's clit with ruthless precision.

		"Fine!" Kelly's voice came out two octaves higher than normal. "Just... just trying things on!"

		"Let me know if you need a different size."

		"Will do. Thanks."

		The footsteps receded.

		Amanda pulled back just long enough to look up at Kelly from her knees, eyes glittering with mischief, lips wet. Then she pressed her mouth back and sucked Kelly's clit between her lips and Kelly shoved her fist against her teeth and bit down.

		It didn't take long. The danger. The public space. Amanda's tongue. Kelly came in under two minutes, her hips jerking against Amanda's mouth, her free hand tangled in Amanda's hair, her teeth leaving marks on her own knuckles. She came silent. Shaking. Eyes rolling back.

		Amanda stood. Wiped her mouth delicately with the back of her hand. Kissed Kelly's slack, open mouth. Fixed Kelly's dress. Smoothed it down.

		"We'll take the white one," she murmured against Kelly's lips. "And the green. And the red."

		Kelly couldn't speak. Could only lean against the mirror and pant and watch Amanda collect the dresses over one arm and step out of the cubicle and approach the sales assistant with a pleasant smile.

		"We'll take these three, please."

		"Lovely. Shall I ring those up for you?"

		"Please."

		Kelly emerged from the cubicle on wobbly legs. Her knickers were still around her thighs. She reached down, tugged them up. Amanda was already at the till, handing over her card, chatting about the weather.

		They left the shop with three bags between them. In the lift down to the car park, Amanda produced Kelly's underwear from her handbag. The pale blue lace she'd been wearing. Kelly stared.

		"When did you..."

		"You didn't notice?" Amanda tucked them back into her bag. "I'll keep these."

		"Amanda!"

		"What?" Innocent face. Wide eyes. "You won't need them for the drive home."

		In the car, Kelly laughed until tears streamed down her face. Great, helpless, gasping laughter that shook her whole body. Amanda drove with one hand on the wheel, smiling.

		"You're going to ruin me," Kelly said, wiping her eyes.

		Amanda's smile widened. Her hand found Kelly's bare thigh beneath the dress.

		"That, darling, is the point."

		

	
		Chapter 17

		

		They'd never had a whole night. Every encounter had been stolen. Afternoons with one ear listening for car doors. Evenings with a clock ticking toward midnight. Always the awareness of Brian next door, of Mark's eventual return, of the pretence of separate lives.

		Amanda booked the hotel. A place twenty miles away. Stone walls and ivy and a four-poster bed and nobody asking questions. She texted Kelly the address on Thursday night.

		Mark's at a conference. Tell your dad you're staying at Jess's. x

		Kelly told Brian she was staying with her university friend in Sheffield. He barely looked up from his laptop. "Have fun, love. Text me when you get there."

		She texted him from the passenger seat of Amanda's car.

		The hotel room was on the first floor. Amanda had requested the one with the free-standing bath and the view of the gardens. She tipped the man who carried their bag and closed the door and turned the lock and turned to Kelly and said, "Twelve hours. No neighbours. No children. No husbands. No fathers. Just us."

		Kelly kissed her. Hard. Pushed her against the door with a confidence that would have been unthinkable three weeks ago. Amanda laughed into her mouth, hands finding Kelly's waist, pulling her close.

		They ordered champagne from room service and drank it in the bath. Amanda's body against Kelly's, the hot water lapping around them, steam rising. Amanda's fingers traced idle patterns on Kelly's stomach beneath the water while they talked about nothing. About everything. Amanda told her about growing up in Hampshire. About her first girlfriend at seventeen. About knowing she was gay at fourteen and marrying a man anyway because it was 2004 and her parents went to church.

		"Do you regret it?" Kelly leaned her head back against Amanda's shoulder.

		"Marrying Mark?"

		"Mm."

		Amanda was quiet for a moment. Her fingers continued their path along Kelly's ribs. "No. I got Sophie and James out of it. I'd do anything for them."

		"But you're not happy."

		"I'm happy right now." Amanda's mouth found the side of Kelly's neck. "I'm happy with you in this ridiculous bath in this overpriced hotel. I'm happy watching you discover who you are."

		Kelly turned in the water. Faced Amanda. Kissed her slow and deep while the champagne fizzed on the edge of the bath and the candles she'd lit flickered in the steam.

		They moved to the bed. Wet. Warm. Skin sliding against skin. Amanda pulled Kelly on top of her and Kelly looked down at her, dark hair spread across white pillows, and thought I want to remember this when I'm forty. When I'm sixty. When I'm old and grey and everything else has faded.

		The sex was different tonight. Slower. Gentler. Less teaching. More discovering. Kelly's mouth on Amanda's throat. Amanda's hands mapping Kelly's spine. They moved together like they'd been doing this for years, not weeks. Every touch was answered. Every sigh was heard.

		Kelly went down on Amanda with the confidence of repetition now, her tongue finding its rhythm quickly, and Amanda's hands in her hair were tender rather than guiding. When Amanda came, it was quiet. A long, slow shudder and Kelly's name breathed like a prayer.

		Then Amanda turned Kelly onto her back and worshipped her. There was no other word for it. Her mouth visited every inch of Kelly's body. The crook of her elbow. The underside of her breast. The soft skin behind her knee. She made Kelly cum with her mouth so gently that Kelly's orgasm rolled through her like a wave rather than breaking, building and building until it crested and washed over her and left her floating.

		They lay tangled in the white sheets. The room was dark. One candle still burned on the dresser.

		"Stay awake with me," Kelly whispered.

		"I'm here."

		"Don't fall asleep yet."

		"I won't."

		But Amanda's eyes were closing. Her breathing slowed. Her arm, draped across Kelly's waist, grew heavy with sleep.

		Kelly watched her.

		In the blue hour. The one between night and morning when the world goes still. Amanda's face in sleep was younger. Softer. The lines around her eyes smoothed. Her mouth was slightly open. Her breath came slow and even.

		Kelly watched her breathe and understood something with the flat clarity that only arrives at four AM.

		She was in love.

		Not falling. Not tipping toward. In. All the way in. Past the point of return. The kind of love that sat in her chest like a physical weight, that made breathing slightly harder, that made the thought of September and university and a life without this woman feel like a door closing on a room full of light.

		Amanda had said this was casual. Amanda had said the rules.

		Kelly pressed her forehead against Amanda's shoulder and breathed her in and knew, with absolute certainty, that none of that mattered. The rules existed and she was already breaking them. Had been breaking them since the first afternoon by the pool.

		She closed her eyes. Pressed closer. Amanda murmured in her sleep and pulled Kelly tighter against her body.

		In the morning they'd order breakfast in bed and make love again in the shower and drive home separately and pretend that nothing had shifted. But something had. Kelly could feel it in her bones.

		She was in love with a woman who had told her, calmly and clearly, that love was not part of the arrangement.

		She was in love anyway.

		

	
		Chapter 18

		

		Amanda's kitchen. The overhead lights off, just the glow from the extractor hood above the stove. Garlic sizzling in a pan. A pot of water beginning to bubble. Amanda in a grey cashmere sweater with the sleeves pushed up, stirring something that smelled of basil and tomato.

		Kelly stood beside her at the counter, chopping an onion. Their hips touched. The radio played something soft and acoustic. The kitchen was warm. The house was empty. Outside, the evening light turned the garden gold.

		It was the most domestic thing they'd ever done. Not sex. Not seduction. Just two women making dinner together in a quiet kitchen, and it was this, more than anything else, more than the orgasms and the hotel room and the changing-room floor, that made Kelly's chest feel too full.

		Amanda said something. A joke. Kelly didn't even catch the words, only the sound of Amanda's laugh, low and warm and real. And Kelly laughed too, turned toward her, and the light caught Amanda's face in profile, and her heart climbed into her throat.

		"I love you."

		The words fell out of her mouth like something dropped. Unplanned. Unstoppable. She heard them in the air and felt her stomach plummet.

		Amanda's hand went still on the wooden spoon.

		The radio played. The onion sat half-chopped on the board. The pot bubbled. Neither of them moved.

		Amanda turned off the hob. Set the spoon down on the rest. She turned to face Kelly, and her face was kind, and it was also, unmistakably, the face of a woman who had heard those words before and knew exactly what came after them.

		She took Kelly's hands. Both of them. Held them between her own.

		"Oh, sweetheart." Her voice was gentle. "I told you what this was."

		"I know." Kelly's throat was closing. "I know. I just..."

		She couldn't finish. The sentence died.

		Amanda released one of her hands and cupped Kelly's face instead. Her thumb stroked along Kelly's cheekbone, catching the first tear before Kelly even knew she was crying.

		"I adore you." Amanda's eyes were steady. Honest. "I adore every inch of you. Your body. Your mind. The way you laugh. The way you look at me. The way you came alive this summer."

		"Then why..."

		"Because I'm thirty-eight years old and I have two children and a mortgage and a life that isn't going to change. I can't leave it, Kelly. I won't. And I won't lie to you and say I will."

		Kelly's jaw trembled. The tears came faster. She couldn't stop them.

		Amanda held her face in both hands. Kissed her forehead. Held her lips there for a long time, breathing against Kelly's skin.

		"This is real," Amanda whispered. "What we have is real. But it's not forever, darling. It was never going to be forever. I told you that on the first day."

		"I know you did." Kelly's voice cracked. "I thought I could... I thought I could keep it separate. Just enjoy it. Not feel..."

		"I know." Amanda drew her into her arms. Held her. Kelly's face pressed into the cashmere of her shoulder and she cried the way you cry when you already knew the answer but asked the question anyway.

		They stood in the kitchen for a long time. Amanda's arms around her. Amanda's hand stroking her hair. The dinner cooling on the stove.

		When Kelly's tears slowed, Amanda pulled back. Wiped Kelly's face with her thumbs. Kissed the salt from under her eyes.

		"Let's eat." Her voice was soft. Practical. "The pasta'll go cold."

		They ate. The kitchen was quieter than before. The joke and the laughter were gone, replaced by something tender and bruised. Amanda poured wine. Kelly barely tasted it.

		After dinner, Amanda took Kelly's hand and led her upstairs.

		They made love that night and it was the best and the saddest sex they'd had. Amanda touched her like something precious. Like something she was memorizing. Her mouth on Kelly's breast was worshipful. Her tongue between Kelly's thighs was slow and reverent and achingly gentle. When Kelly came, she cried again. When she made Amanda cum, she pressed her face into Amanda's stomach and breathed and breathed and tried to hold the moment in her body.

		Afterwards. Dark. Tangled. Amanda's heartbeat beneath Kelly's ear.

		"I should go."

		"Stay a bit longer."

		"The kids are back at eleven."

		"Just... five more minutes."

		Amanda held her. Five minutes became ten. Became twenty. Kelly lay there with her eyes open in the dark and thought about September and universities and a world without this woman in it and felt something inside her break very quietly.

		At midnight she dressed. Amanda walked her to the back door in her robe.

		"I'll see you soon?" Kelly's voice was small.

		"Of course you will." Amanda kissed her. Soft. Certain. "This isn't over, sweetheart. We still have time."

		Kelly walked home across the lawn. The grass was damp with dew. The stars were out. She cried all the way to her own back door, silently, tears running down her face in the dark.

		She let herself in. Stood in the kitchen. Pressed her back against the fridge door and slid down until she was sitting on the cold floor.

		She had known this would happen. Amanda had warned her. She'd agreed to the rules. She'd said she could handle casual.

		She was a liar.

		

	
		Chapter 19

		

		Late August.

		They didn't break up. There was nothing to break. They adjusted.

		Monday.

		Amanda texted at ten. Pool today? xx. Kelly went. They swam. They lay on loungers. Amanda's hand found Kelly's across the gap between them and held it, thumb stroking her wrist. They didn't speak about Sunday. About what Kelly had said. About the pasta that went cold or the tears in the kitchen.

		Amanda led her inside at two. Upstairs. The bedroom. Undressed her slowly. Lay her down.

		Amanda's fingers inside her, her mouth on Kelly's neck, whispering things that made Kelly's chest ache. You're so beautiful. You're perfect. I'm going to miss you so much.

		Kelly came with her face turned into the pillow, hiding the tears that wouldn't stop, and Amanda held her afterwards and didn't ask her to stop crying and didn't apologize and didn't say anything at all. Just held her.

		Wednesday.

		They went out for dinner. A restaurant in a town thirty minutes away where nobody knew them. Amanda wore a green dress and heels. Kelly wore the red wrap dress Amanda had bought her. They sat at a corner table and held hands beneath the tablecloth and pretended to be on a real date.

		"If things were different," Kelly said, over tiramisu and espresso.

		"Don't." Amanda's grip tightened on her hand. "Don't do that."

		"I just..."

		"I know, sweetheart. But don't."

		Kelly nodded. Squeezed back. They drove home in silence with Amanda's hand on Kelly's thigh and the radio playing something neither of them heard.

		Friday.

		Amanda's garden. The pool lounger. Afternoon sun. Amanda's fingers between Kelly's thighs, lazy and slow, no urgency. Just pleasure for the sake of it. Kelly came looking at the sky, the blue vast and endless above her, and thought I will remember this when I am forty. When I am sixty. When everything else has faded, I will remember her hand on me and the sky and the way the water smelled of chlorine and the way she kissed my forehead afterwards.

		Saturday.

		Kelly woke in Amanda's bed. Early. The room was grey with dawn. Amanda was curled on her side, one hand under her cheek, her dark hair spread across the pillow. Sleeping.

		Kelly watched her. Let herself, just this once, imagine a life in which this woman was hers. A life in which they woke up together every morning. In which they made coffee and read the papers and argued about whose turn it was to take the bins out. In which Kelly came home to this house, to this bed, to this woman, every single night.

		She imagined it for thirty seconds. Then she got up. Made coffee. Brought it back to bed and woke Amanda with a kiss and did not mention it.

		

	
		Chapter 20

		

		Sunday morning.

		The car was loaded. Three suitcases, fuller than when she'd arrived. A box of books she hadn't read. The three new dresses folded carefully on top. Brian was in the driver's seat, engine running, phone already pressed to his ear.

		"Five minutes, Dad."

		"Take your time, love."

		Kelly crossed the lawn. For the last time. Her trainers left prints in the morning dew. The gate between the gardens was propped open. The roses were still blooming.

		She knocked.

		Amanda opened the door in a silk kimono. The green one. The same one she'd been wearing the first morning Kelly had knocked for coffee, three months ago, a lifetime ago. Her feet were bare. Her hair was down. Her face was morning-fresh, no makeup, no armour.

		They stood in the hallway. The house was quiet. The twins were still asleep upstairs. Somewhere, a clock ticked.

		Amanda reached for her. Both hands on Kelly's face. Tilting it up. Those dark eyes, steady and warm and so, so full of something that looked like love even if Amanda would never call it that.

		"You were a wonderful summer, darling." Her voice was low. Measured. "The best one I've had."

		Kelly's throat closed. Her vision blurred. "Will you text me?"

		Amanda kissed her. Slow. Warm. A kiss that tasted like goodbye and morning coffee and everything Kelly was leaving behind. Their mouths moved together with the ease of weeks of practice, the familiarity of bodies that knew each other now, and it was perfect and it was over and Kelly could feel both of those things at once.

		Amanda pulled back. Her thumbs wiped the tears from Kelly's cheeks. She was not crying. She was not going to cry. This was not the first time she'd stood in a hallway and said goodbye to a woman she cared about. It wouldn't be the last.

		But it was the hardest.

		"No, sweetheart." Her voice was gentle. Final. "I won't. You need to go and find a girl your own age. Fall in love properly. Live your whole beautiful life. That's what this summer was for."

		"Amanda..."

		"Listen to me." Her hands were still on Kelly's face. "What you learned here. About yourself. About what you want. That's yours forever. Nobody can take that from you. You go back to university and you find a girl who makes you feel what I made you feel, and you keep her. Do you hear me?"

		Kelly nodded. Tears streaming.

		"Good girl." Amanda kissed her forehead. Her nose. The corner of her mouth. "Now go. Before I'm selfish and keep you."

		Kelly stepped back. One step. Two. Amanda's hands fell from her face. They stood three feet apart in the hallway and the distance between them was unbridgeable.

		"Thank you," Kelly whispered.

		"Don't." Amanda's voice caught. A crack. Tiny. Barely there. The first and only sign that this was hard for her too. She cleared her throat. Smiled. "Go."

		Kelly turned. Walked out the back door. Across the garden. Through the gate. Her feet moved mechanically on the wet grass. One step after another. She did not look back. She did not look back because she knew, with a bone-deep certainty, that if she turned and saw Amanda standing in that doorway in her green kimono with her dark hair and her steady eyes, she would not leave.

		Brian was still on the phone. He waved at her through the windscreen. Kelly climbed into the passenger seat. Put on her seatbelt. Wiped her face with the heel of her hand.

		"Ready, love?"

		"Yeah."

		The car pulled out of the drive. Kelly's eyes found the Webster kitchen window as they turned. Amanda was there. Standing at the window. One hand raised.

		Kelly raised hers in return.

		The car turned the corner. The house disappeared. The street disappeared. The neighbourhood disappeared.

		A mile down the road. Window open. The radio playing something she would forget. The summer air warm on her wet face. Her tears drying in the wind.

		She was grieving. She was smiling. Both at once. The contradiction sat in her chest and she let it stay because Amanda had taught her that too. That two feelings could be true at the same time. That you could lose something and be grateful for it. That you could be broken and healed in the same breath.

		Whatever happened next in her life, whoever she loved, wherever she went, she would never again be the girl who crossed a lawn to borrow coffee. That girl was gone. This one, with her tear-streaked face and her pounding heart and her body that finally made sense, was someone new entirely. Someone Amanda had made.

		Kelly pressed her forehead against the cool glass of the car window. Watched the fields slide past. Breathed.

		The summer was over.

		She was just beginning.
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