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Preface


I thought it might be useful to share some background on how this story came about. To start with, my plan was to write a couple of short stories in my usual high-heat style that expand on various events mentioned throughout the Experimenting series, events like Harriet's A-Level results day and the long distance part of their relationship.

So… I started writing. And then I kept writing. And writing. And writing.

Because I found, as I went on, that there was a fascinating story emerging… a passionate, steamy romance that ended up covering a period of eight years, following the two of them as they worked their ways through the minefield that is, for want of a better word, learning to adult.

The title was easy, and for anyone who's gone through anything similar in their late teens and early twenties I'm sure it resonates. "Too Sensible to Know Better": certainly for me I look back on some of the decisions I made when I was that age and it captures it perfectly, that time when you think you're being sensible and mature, you think that you know what you're supposed to do, only to look back and realise that you were making mistakes.

For any of my regular readers you'll know that they come out of this fine but, I promise you, there are a few moments as you go along where you'll wonder. The happy ever after is truly earned.

I hope you enjoy reading as much as I've enjoyed writing.

C


A Note on Sections


Each section corresponds to the age of Harriet and Zach at the time. So, for example, Twenty One refers to when they were twenty-one.

Each chapter within these is titled with the month in which it starts. For additional clarity, where the narrative jumps forward by more than a few months, a sub-title is included to show how many months after the prior chapter the new chapter starts.


Eighteen


August


Harriet (Bath, UK)

The envelope was thin. That was the first thing that Harriet noticed as Mrs. Booth handed it to her… too thin, surely, for good news. Her stomach did a backward flip.

“Open them at the same time?” Laura, her best friend, said. “Otherwise we’ll just spend all day staring at them.”

The Great Hall of St. Joseph’s was chaos around them, near on a hundred upper sixth formers in various states of elation and despair, teachers circulating with fixed smiles, the odd parent hovering anxiously by the doors and trying to look as inconspicuous as possible. The August sun streamed through the tall stained glass windows at one end, illuminating the portraits of former headmistresses and illustrious alumni that gazed down with stern approval. The school had been educating girls since 1858, and the weight of all those expectations, all that history, pressed down on Harriet as she broke the seal.

Chemistry: A*

Biology: A*

Mathematics: A

She read it twice, three times, waiting for the letters to rearrange themselves into something worse. They didn’t.

“Well?” Laura was practically bouncing with excitement next to her.

“I got in.” The words came out strange, not quite real. “I got the grades. I got into Oxford.”

Laura screamed, an actual scream, and threw her arms around her, and then they were both jumping up and down like children, and Harriet was laughing and possibly crying a little too, she couldn’t quite tell, because she’d done it, medicine at Oxford, the thing she’d been working towards for years and it was real, it was happening.

“I knew it!” Laura was saying. “I bloody knew it! Oh my God, Harriet, you’re going to be a doctor. At Oxford. That’s insane, like actually insane…”

“What did you get?”

Laura’s results were good too, two As and a B, enough for her first choice of Edinburgh, and they hugged again, giddy with relief, a huge weight lifted from their shoulders. Around them was the full range of human emotion… tears of joy, tears of disappointment, frantic phone calls to parents, to universities, to UCAS.

Harriet pulled out her phone and messaged her mum.

Got in!!! A* A* A x

The reply was almost instant.

SO PROUD OF YOU!!! Dad crying (don’t tell him I said). Champagne in the fridge but come home whenever you can, enjoy it! Xx

She was smiling at her phone when she heard his voice.

“Harriet. Congratulations.”

She looked up and saw Mr. Ashford, standing a few feet away in chinos and a smart blue shirt, sleeves rolled up to the elbows, looking every inch like he’d stepped out of a catalogue for men who had their lives together even though he could only be in his mid-twenties himself. He was smiling, the smile Harriet had spent two years thinking about far more than was probably healthy, and holding out his hand.

“Thank you sir.” She shook it, hoping he wouldn’t feel her pulse racing. His hand was warm and dry and strong, and she let go a fraction of a second too late.

“I saw your name on the list this morning. A star in Chemistry.” He looked genuinely pleased. “I always knew you’d do it. You worked harder than anyone.”

“I had a good teacher.”

She felt her cheeks redden even as she said it… was that too much? It felt like it. But he just smiled again, that slightly crooked smile that did funny things to her inside.

“You’ve got the natural talent, I just pointed it in the right direction.” He paused, looking around at the chaos of the hall. “Oxford medicine. That’s brilliant. You should be very proud.”

“I am.” She was blushing, she could feel it, and she hated herself for blushing. She was eighteen, legally an adult, about to go to one of the best universities in the world. She should be beyond blushing at her chemistry teacher.

Except… he wasn’t her teacher any more, was he? As of today, as of this moment, she was no longer a student at St. Joseph’s. She was just Harriet, and he was just…

“I should leave you to celebrate with your friends,” he said, already starting to turn away. “Have a wonderful day. You’ve earned it.”

“Sir…” The word was out before she could stop it. He turned back, eyebrows raised in a question. “I mean… thank you. For everything. The extra sessions, the interview prep, all of it. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

“Yes, you could.” He was smiling warmly. “But I’m glad I could help.”

He started to turn away again and something reckless surged up in her… the giddiness of the morning, the champagne that she hadn’t drunk yet but could already feel bubbling in her veins, the knowledge that after today she would probably never see him again.

“If you wanted to get a drink later,” she said, the words tumbling out before she could second guess herself. “To celebrate, I mean… I’d like that.”

She watched his expression change, surprise, then something she couldn’t quite read, then a carefully honed neutrality.

“That’s very kind,” he said. “But I should let you enjoy your day with your friends.”

“Of course.” Her face was bright red, she knew it. “Stupid idea. Sorry.”

“Not stupid at all.” He held her gaze for a moment that stretched on longer. “Have a good day Harriet.”

And then he was gone, swallowed by the crowd, and Laura was tugging at her arm to drag her over to some of their other friends, and Harriet told herself it was fine, it was nothing, she’d made a fool of herself but no one had seen and she’d never have to think about it again.

Time to enjoy the day.

***

Zach (Sydney, Australia)

The water was freezing.

Zach knew it would be… it was August, middle of winter, and only an idiot went swimming at Freshwater Beach first thing in the morning.

But Thommo had called him soft, and there were some things you simply couldn’t let stand.

So here he was, waist deep in the Pacific, his skin covered in goosebumps, while his mates jeered from the sand.

“Get your head under, you pussy!”

That was Thommo, of course. Built precisely like the second row he was, loud as a foghorn, utterly incapable of letting anything go, particularly when it involved one of the backs like Zach. Callum was filming on his phone, evidence for their rugby team group chat no doubt, and Jacko was laughing so hard he’d bent over double, hands on his knees.

Zach flipped them off and dove under.

The cold took his breath away, and for a moment there was nothing but the shock of it… the salt stinging his eyes, the roar of the water in his ears, but above all else the pure physical joy of being alive and freezing and eighteen years old and at university on a random Thursday morning in Sydney.

He surfaced gasping, shaking water from his hair, and heard cheers from the beach. “You mad bastard!” He swam in with the next wave back to shore, emerging onto the sand with his teeth chattering and his whole body singing with the cold.

Thommo threw him a towel. “Respect where respect is due,” he said, nodding solemnly. “You’re still an idiot, but respect.”

“Takes one to know one.” Zach dried his hair with the towel and gratefully accepted his hoodie that Callum had been holding. The morning sun was pale but warming, the sky that particular winter blue that only Sydney seems to manage… clear and bright and endless.

“You with us?” Jacko was waving a hand in front of his face and Zach realised he’d been talking to him. “I said the girls are coming to the barbecue tonight. After the match.”

“What girls?”

“The netball girls. Steph’s organising them.” Callum waggled his eyebrows suggestively and grinned. “Including Megan…”

Zach tried not to blush and didn’t quite manage it. Megan. Megan who studied history. Megan who played wing defence. Megan who had a way of laughing that on more than one occasion had made Zach forget what he was saying mid-sentence. They’d been gravitating towards each other for weeks now, bumping into each other in the line for lunch, eye contact across crowded rooms, and that moment at Steph’s party where they’d ended up out on the balcony until 1am talking and he’d almost kissed her but hadn’t quite managed it.

“Yeah?” He kept his voice deliberately casual. “Cool.”

“Cool, he says.” Thommo threw his large arm around Zach’s shoulders. “Mate, you’ve been pining after this girl for a month. Tonight’s the night. I can feel it.”

“I haven’t been pining.”

“Yeah, you have. I literally saw you write her name on your lecture notes last week. That’s lovesick puppy behaviour there.”

“That was… I was just practicing my signature.”

“You sign your name Megan?”

All three of his friends and teammates were laughing now, but in a good natured way, and Zach shoved Thommo away although he was smiling too. He had the whole day ahead of him… breakfast somewhere, home to rest before their match that afternoon, the match itself, then tonight. Megan. He couldn’t help but smile at the thought of seeing her.

“Come on,” he said. “I’m starving. And Thommo, you owe me breakfast for that swim.”

***

The opposition were from Western Sydney, big and physical but lacking guile in their play. Still, by halftime Zach already knew he was in a match… playing at fly half he’d been taken out three times already by big, big tackles, one after a complete hospital pass where he could feel the bruise coming up on his ribs.

He didn’t care though. The team were playing well, he was playing well, and it was the kind of game where everything came together, where his passes mostly found the targets and where he was in a kind of flow, seeing the lines for his wings and centres and them being on the same wavelength.

They won 25-17 in the end, but it was closer than that… until two minutes to go it was 18-17 and it was only a last minute try that he converted that padded the scoreline. Still, a satisfying win and in the changing room afterwards there was that special buzz of a team that had achieved something together, in the face of physical adversity, and done it well. The training they did twice a week had paid off.

“Zach, you legend.” Thommo slapped his back as they headed for the showers. “That tackle you put in with five minutes left down in our left corner. You fly halves aren’t supposed to be able to tackle like that.”

“It was alright.” In the first year of his degree it was also his first year in the team, and he didn’t want to sound cocky around some of his teammates who’d been around the team for a few years now.

“Alright, he says. Callum, you hear that? It was alright.”

“I heard.” Callum was grinning. “False modesty is a very unattractive quality.”

“Better than your real modesty problem,” Zach joked back with a pointed glance towards Callum’s crotch thankfully covered by his shorts. Callum launched a towel his way that Zach ducked, laughing.

He showered quickly, the hot water soothing muscles that he knew would carry that special all body ache that only rugby could give you tomorrow if he wasn’t careful. Outside the day was clear and warm enough, but cooling as the sun started its descent towards the horizon. Perfect winter barbecue whether so long as you wore enough layers.

His phone buzzed as he was leaving, a message from Megan.

Hey, you’re going to the bbq later, right? See you there?

He stared at the screen for a few moments, torn by what to write and how to get the tone just right. Then he typed something, deleted it, rewrote it three times before settling on:

Definitely. Good win today, still buzzing. See you there

Her reply was almost instant.

I heard you played amazing. Can’t wait to hear about it x

That x. That single, casual, possibly-meaningless-but-probably-hopefully-not x. Zach slipped his phone into his pocket and headed outside to join the other with a grin he couldn’t have suppressed if he tried.

***

Harriet

The pub garden was packed with St. Joseph’s students and their counterparts from the boys’ school round the corner, everyone getting steadily drunker on the cheap cider and the sheer, heady sense of freedom. Harriet had been there since noon, had started to lose count of how many drinks had been pressed into her hand, had been in what must have been close to a thousand photos, and had started to worry that the grin plastered on her face might never leave.

She was wearing her favourite summer dress, the blue cotton one with the thin straps that made her feel pretty without having to try too hard, and the sun was hot on her bare shoulders. She felt golden, untouchable, like the whole world was laid out in front of her as a vast oasis of opportunity.

“Harriet!” One of her friends was calling her name from across the garden, surrounded by a gaggle of guys. “Harriet, come do shots!”

She waved vaguely in their direction and took another sip of her drink. She was happy, genuinely happy, but beneath it there was something, an itch she couldn't scratch. The morning kept replaying in her head… Mr. Ashford’s hand in hers, his smile, the way he’d said her name. Have a good day Harriet.

Her phone buzzed, a message from Chris, her ex.

Congrats on Oxford. Knew you’d do it. Drink later? x

She stared at it for a long few moments, then deleted it without replying. They’d broken up three weeks ago after she’d found out he’d been texting his ex-girlfriend while Harriet had been on holiday earlier in the summer. Just as friends he’d claimed, as if she was stupid enough to believe that. She’d cried for a day and then felt nothing but relief… Chris was fine, nice enough, but he was also boring and jealous and had never once made her feel like the way she felt when…

When what? When her chemistry teacher looked at her? God, she was pathetic.

“Earth to Harriet.” Laura slid on to the bench next to her. “You’ve got your thinking face on. Something’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Just tired.”

“Tired? It’s four in the afternoon. We haven’t even started properly yet!” Laura grinned. “Club later, remember? You’re still coming to my place to get ready?”

Harriet nodded and took another sip. “I’ll be there.”

“You’d better be.” Laura clinked her glass against Harriet’s. “This is our night, H. Don’t you dare bail on me.”

***

The afternoon wore on, the shadows lengthening across the pub garden. People started to drift away in groups, home to change, home to celebrate with family, home to prepare for the night ahead. By six, Harriet was at Laura’s house, supposedly getting ready for the evening but mostly lying on Laura’s bed staring at the ceiling while Laura did her makeup.

She’d pretty much put her awkward conversation with Mr. Ashford out of her mind when, at precisely 6.12pm, her phone buzzed.

Unknown number.

Hi Harriet. This is Daniel Ashford. I hope you don’t mind me messaging, I had your number from the charity day a few months back. I’ve been thinking about what you said this morning. If the offer of a drink is still open I’d like to take you up on it. But I understand if you’ve changed your mind. No pressure either way.

She sat up so fast she nearly fell off the bed.

“What?” Laura spun around from her mirror. “What is it?”

Harriet stared at her phone, her heart pounding so hard she could feel it in her ribcage.

Daniel. Not Mr Ashford. Daniel. She’d known his first name, of course, everyone knew their teachers’ first names, but seeing it there in a message to her… suddenly that felt real.

“Harriet, you’ve gone bright red. What’s happening?”

She looked up at Laura and something in her expression must have given her away because Laura’s eyes went wide.

“Oh my God. It’s a boy, isn’t it? Who is it?”

Harriet hesitated. She and Laura told each other everything, literally everything. Always had. And if she was really going to do this, whatever this was, she needed someone to know. Just in case.

“You have to promise not to freak out.”

“I’m already freaking out with you saying that. Tell me.”

Harriet took a deep breath. “Mr. Ashford.”

Laura’s mouth fell open. “Mr… wait. Mr Ashford? Chemistry Mr. Ashford? Fit Mr. Ashford that you’ve had a crush on for literally two years?”

“He wants to meet up. For a drink.”

“Holy shit.” Laura grabbed the phone out of her hand and read the message, her eyes getting wider with every word. “Holy shit, Harriet. He’s asking you out. Your teacher is asking you out.”

“Former teacher, as of this morning.”

“Still.” Laura looked at her. “Are you going to go?”

Harriet took the phone back, her hands shaking slightly as she typed.

I haven’t changed my mind. Where should I meet you?

The reply came quickly.

I could pick you up? Where are you?

She looked at Laura. “He wants to pick me up.”

“From my house? That’s punchy.”

“I’ll tell him the end of your street. But Laura… you have to know where I am. Just in case.”

“Just in case he turns out to be a murderer?”

“Just in case anything.” Harriet was already typing the street address. “If I’m not at the club by midnight, call me. If I don’t answer, call the police.”

“Jesus, Harriet.” But Laura was nodding. “Ok. Ok, yes. I’ll cover for you with the others too, say you had a family surprise thing and you’re meeting us later.” She paused. “You’re really doing this?”

“I’m really doing this.”

Laura grabbed her and hugged her hard. “You absolute lunatic. Be careful. And…” She winked at Harriet. “Tell me everything later.”

***

He was already there when she reached the corner, his dark grey Audi pulled into a parking space next to the pavement. The evening was still warm. Harriet smoothed down her dress and walked towards the car on legs that felt ever so slightly like they were made of jelly.

His window was down. “Harriet.” He was smiling, but she could see a hint of nerves which made her feel a little better in herself. “You came.”

“I came.”

He nodded towards the passenger seat. “Climb in.”

She walked to the passenger side, opened the door, and slid into the leather seat. The car smelled like him and suddenly he was vividly there, closer than they’d ever been before, close enough to see the faint stubble on his jaw and the dark brown of his eyes. He was wearing the same shirt and trousers as earlier and, if anything, they looked even better on him that evening than they had before.

“Hey,” she said, because she couldn’t think of anything else to say.

“Hey.” He was looking at her properly now, turned in his seat, taking in the summer dress, the bare shoulders, the makeup she’d hurriedly applied while Laura practically bounced around her bedroom in excitement. “You look good.”

“Thank you.” She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “So… where are we going?”

“Do you know the Barley Mow? It’s probably five miles out of town, country pub. Very picturesque.” He paused and smiled. “I figure somewhere where we’re not likely to bump into anyone we know would be wise. You know it?”

Harriet nodded, not revealing that the time she’d been there she’d been half her current age for a Mother’s Day lunch… that really wasn’t the vibe she was looking for. “Sounds perfect.”

He put the car in gear and pulled away, and Harriet watched Laura’s street disappear in the wing mirror and thought something that she’d never imagined possible in her wildest dreams: This is actually happening.

***

The drive took twenty minutes, down narrow lanes where the hedgerows brushed against the side of the car whenever they needed to pass someone coming the other direction, the early evening light taking on that wonderful golden glow that comes with the end of a glorious English summer’s day.

They talked easily as they drove, about what Harriet had done since the morning, about Dan’s afternoon and how his summer holidays had been so far. When Harriet stumbled slightly over what to call him he laughed kindly.

“Dan. I’d really like it if you called me Dan this evening.”

“Dan it is,” she replied, grinning. “Dan. That’ll take a bit of getting used to.”

“Welcome to being an adult!” he teased, and they exchanged a brief glance before he focused his gaze back on the road.

The pub itself was old and low-beamed, the sort of sprawling pub that had been serving drinks to travellers for hundreds of years, but they didn’t go inside. Instead, Dan led her through the side gate to the wide beer garden and Harriet stopped for a moment, taking it in.

It was beautiful, far more beautiful than she’d appreciated all those years ago. Properly, impossibly beautiful, like the pub in a Hollywood fish-out-of-water romcom. The grass lawn sloped down to a stream that caught the evening sunlight, willows trailing their branches in the water. Wooden picnic benches were scattered across the grass, about two thirds of them taken by a mix of families, couples and groups of friends, a happy, relaxed atmosphere that was suitably anonymous. Somewhere nearby a bird was singing.

“I’d forgotten how gorgeous this place is," she said. "How do you know about it?”

“When I first started teaching I lived in the village nearby, this was my local.” He nodded towards one of the picnic benches. “In summers I mark GCSE papers for one of the exam boards, I probably shouldn’t admit to this but you wouldn’t believe how many Chemistry grades have been assigned at that table.”

The table was free and it looked like a good spot, near the water, away from the groups of friends, catching the evening sun through the branches of the willows. “Let’s sit there then. In honour of chemistry.”

“In honour of chemistry. What are you drinking?”

“White wine? Whatever they have… I’m not fussy.”

He went inside and Harriet walked down to the table and sat facing the stream. The air was warm, the heat of the day lingering but with the edge gone. She could hear the water flowing, the rustle of the willow branches, the distant conversation from the other tables.

She was here, actually here, at a pub in the countryside, waiting for Mr. Ashford… no, Dan, her former teacher now, as of this morning. It all felt so peaceful, so damned grown up, so far removed from the dramas and excitement of the rest of her day.

Dan came back with a glass of wine for her and a pint of something dark for himself. He sat across from her and for a moment neither of them spoke, they just looked at each other in the evening light.

“This is strange,” he said eventually. “Isn’t it?”

“Very strange.”

“I shouldn’t have messaged you.”

“But you did.” She took a sip of her wine, keeping her gaze on him. “I’m glad you did.”

He smiled, that slightly crooked smile she’d spent the best part of two years trying not to think about too hard, and raised his glass. “To results day then. And to Oxford.”

“To results day.”

They drank. The wine was delicious, better than she’d have expected from a country pub.

“So,” Dan said, leaning forward on his elbows. “Medicine at Oxford. Are you terrified?”

“A little. Mostly excited, I think. Ask me again in October.”

“You’ll be fine. Better than fine.” He studied her for a long moment. “You know, I’ve taught a lot of bright students over the years. Most of them work hard to pass the exams because they know they should be able to pass. You work hard because you’re genuinely interested and curious. That’s rarer than you’d think, and it’ll take you a long way.”

“Is that the teacher assessment?” she teased.

“It’s the honest assessment,” he replied with a laugh.

She laughed too and something relaxed between them… the formality that had still been there between them giving way to something more equal. He asked her about her plans for the summer and she told him about the family holiday planned to the Alps, the reading list she’d been warned to expect before she started, what she hoped to do with friends over the couple of months until term began. He talked about his own summer plans too, hiking in the Peak District, a friend’s wedding in Cornwall, and the huge stack of books he’d been meaning to read for years and couldn’t help adding to.

“What kind of books?” she asked.

“Novels, mostly. I started doing English at university before I switched to chemistry, did you know that?”

“You did English? Where?”

“UCL for a year, then I realised that I wasn’t actually that interested in understanding why what I read was enjoyable, it spoilt the fun for me. So I switched, had to take a year out, but then I started chemistry at Imperial.” He shrugged. “I still read. Keeps the scientific parts of my brain alive.”

“What’s your favourite?”

“I’m probably supposed to say Shakespeare or Dickens or something like that. But actually I love a good Stephen King… you?”

Harriet grinned. “I haven’t read enough in my life to have a favourite. I’m hoping to have the time at uni to fix that.”

“You’ll have no time doing medicine, I’m sorry to say. It’s all anatomy and biochemistry and pretending you’re not squeamish.”

“Are you squeamish?”

“Massively. It’s one of many reasons why I decided to study chemistry rather than doing what you’re doing.”

The conversation flowed easily between them, drifting to films then music then travel. He was planning a trip of a lifetime to Japan. She was embarrassed to admit that her family had been there a few years before and that she’d been too busy looking at her phone to see half the amazing sights. He told her about the year he’d spent teaching in South America after university, she mentioned her secret ambition to someday work for Médecins Sans Frontières, something she'd never told anyone because she thought it sounded naive.

“It doesn’t sound naive,” he said. “It sounds exactly like you.”

“You barely know me.”

He smiled. “You’d be surprised, I know you better than you think.”

His words hung between them, charged with a hint of something that had been bubbling under the surface. The sun was low in the sky now, pinks and purples starting to colour the horizon through the trees. There were only a few tables left occupied at the other end of the lawn… it was pretty much them alone down by the stream, the water and the rustle of the leaves cocooning them.

Harriet went to get the next round, insisting despite his protestations that it should be on him. When she came back she sat beside him rather than opposite, close enough to catch the scent of his aftershave.

“Can I ask you something?” Harriet asked.

“Go on.”

“When did you notice? That I…” She stopped herself, not quite sure how to finish the sentence. That I fancied you? That I stared at you during lessons? That I found excuses to come to ask you extra questions in my study periods?

“That you had a crush on me?” He said it gently, kindly, without mockery. “Probably Christmas of Lower Sixth? I noticed you moved to sit in the centre, near the front.”

“I always sat at the front.”

“You started sitting at the front and you were in the centre and you started asking very intelligent questions that I knew you already knew the answers to.”

She felt herself blush. “Was it that obvious?”

“Only to me. But… when I saw it I started looking for it, which I shouldn’t have been.” He studied his glass in his hand. “I told myself it was flattering. It’s not unheard of working in that environment to have a student develop a crush. I said to myself it didn’t mean anything. That you’d get over it and I’d forget about it.”

“But?”

“But I guess I didn’t completely forget about it.” He met her eyes. “And apparently you didn’t get over it.”

“No.” Her voice came out quieter than she’d intended. “It seems not.”

A faint breeze stirred the branches of the willow trees, and when she glanced round Harriet saw them trailing patterns in the water as they moved. The sky was deepening now, Venus visible on the far horizon. They’d been talking for a long while now, Harriet realised, but it felt like minutes.

“I like talking to you,” she said. “Properly talking, I mean. Not about chemistry or a uniform infraction.”

“I like talking to you too.” He smiled, but it was a complicated smile. “That’s the problem isn’t it?”

“Is it a problem?”

“It feels like it should be.” He was quiet for a moment. “I want to be clear about something. I would never have approached you, I’ve… I’ve never had a situation like this before. Ever. This isn’t a habit.” Harriet smiled encouragingly and he continued. “After tonight, this can’t… we can’t…”

“I know.”

“You’re going to Oxford. You’re going to have an incredible life. And I’m going to stay here and teach A-Level chemistry to teenagers who couldn’t care less about electrons and isotopes.” He smiled, a touch wistfully. “This isn’t the start of something, it can’t be.”

“I know,” Harriet said again. And she did know, had known it from the moment she’d asked him for a drink that morning, had known it when she’d told him where to pick her up, had known it when she’d got in his car. This was a one-time thing, never to be repeated.

“So what is it then?” Dan asked. “If it’s not the start of something?”

She thought about his question, gazing into his eyes. The wine on top of the cider from that afternoon had given her a buzz, the evening was quiet and peaceful around them, and she felt emboldened in a way that she’d never felt before… the world of possibility laid out in front of her seemed endless, like she could say anything, do anything, be anyone she wanted.

“It’s the end of something,” she said. “The end of school. The end of wanting something that it wasn’t right to want.” She held his gaze. “And maybe it’s the start of being someone who has the courage to take what she wants. I’d like to think I’ll be that sort of woman.”

Dan was quiet for a long moment. Then he said, “And what do you want, Harriet?”

“Right now?”

“Right now.”

She reached and took his hand in hers. His fingers were warm, slightly rougher than her own. They felt real. She thought about the time they’d just spent talking, the easy conversation, the laughter, the way he’d listened to her like what she said really mattered. This wasn’t just a silly crush anymore. This was something that she was choosing, with the full knowledge of what it was and what she wanted, and without the difficult dynamic that would have existed before today.

“I want to go somewhere we can be alone,” she said. “And I want you to show me that what I’ve been imagining for two years can be more than just a fantasy.”

She watched his expression shift… surprise, a little colour creeping into his cheeks, then something that surprised her, something that looked almost like reverence.

“Are you sure?”

“I’ve never been more sure of anything.”

He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles, and her stomach did a somersault that was curiously similar to that morning when she’d received her results envelope. The stars were starting to come out, scattered across the darkening sky, and the stream caught the last of the light from the sun as it slipped away.

“I’d say my place but my housemate is home.” He thought for a second. “I know somewhere nearby. Shall we?”

***

Zach

Curl Curl Beach at sunset was one of Zach’s favourite places in the world.

He’d grown up not fifteen minutes from there, learned to surf on those waves, even had his first kiss behind the dunes when he was fourteen and completely clueless. The beach wasn’t too busy on a Thursday in winter, save for the barbecue crowd, maybe forty people spread across the sand, about half from his rugby team and half from the netball squad, someone’s Bluetooth speaker playing a surprisingly cool playlist, the smell of sausages and burgers drifting over from the public grills the council had installed near the car park.

They’d claimed a good spot, not hard when it was quiet, and laid out a few blankets on the sand, some coolers fully stocked with beer and ice despite the season. The netball girls were mingling slowly, mainly sticking to the guys they knew. Zach grabbed a beer and tried not to look for Megan immediately.

He failed miserably.

She was standing with Steph and a few others, wearing a sundress over what looked like a bikini with a hoody on top of that, her dark hair loose around her shoulders. When she saw him looking, she smiled… not a wave, not a nod, just a smile that was meant for him alone.

“Subtle,” Thommo muttered, appearing at his elbow. “Very subtle.”

“Shut up.”

“I’m just saying. You’re staring.”

“I’m not staring. I’m… appreciating the view.”

“The view that is specifically Megan in a bikini and a sundress.”

“The beach. I’m appreciating the beach.” He paused and grinned. “And she’s wearing a hoody too.”

Thommo, laughing, slapped him on the back and wandered off to bother someone else, and Zach took a long drink of his beer and told himself to calm down. She was just a girl. A smart, funny, beautiful girl who’d sent him a text with an x in it. No big deal. Totally normal. He definitely wasn’t going to make a fool of himself.

As the sun sunk lower Zach talked to a mix of people… teammates, friends, a few of the netball girls he knew from lectures, but he was always aware of where Megan was, keeping an eye on her through the crowd.

Finally, inevitably, they ended up next to each other at the drinks cooler, both reaching for beers at the same moment. Completely by accident, he told himself, though he knew that wasn’t true.

“Oh… sorry…”

“No, you go…”

They both laughed, that slightly nervous, awkward laugh of two people who’ve been trying to manoeuvre a situation like that, an excuse to talk to each other, but once they’ve done it they’re not quite sure what to say.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey.” He grabbed two beers, opened them and handed her one. “Enjoying the party?”

“More now.” She held his gaze for a few moments longer than strictly necessary. “Good game today?”

“We won and I didn’t embarrass myself… I’ll take that.”

“That’s not what I heard,” she replied. “Thommo’s been telling everyone how you single handedly destroyed the opposition.” Megan laughed. “An unstoppable force of nature, he called you.”

“Thommo exaggerates. He can’t help himself.”

“So you didn’t pull off a try saving tackle at one end with a few minutes left then create the winning try at the other?”

“I mean… technically… I guess, but the forwards did most of the work.”

Megan tilted her head, looking at him with an expression that made his stomach do weird things. “You’re not big on taking compliments, are you?”

“I’m better at sharing them.”

“I noticed.” She took a sip of her beer. “It’s kind of endearing, actually. Most rugby boys I know can’t shut up about how amazing they are.”

“But are most rugby boys you know Thommo?”

“Fair point!” She was smiling again, the smile that seemed to light up whatever room she was in. This was easier than he’d expected, or maybe they were just easy in each other’s company. He’d been worried that socially, like this, not late night at a party or in a rushed chat on campus, they might have awkward gaps but there were none.

“So,” he said. “What’s new in the world of history?”

Megan laughed. “Ah ha… a history pun. Very good.”

“I have my moments.” He paused. “But seriously, last time we chatted, at Steph’s party, you were telling me how excited you were to start looking at some 20th Century history. How’s that going?”

Her smile lit up her face. “You remembered… top marks for Zach.”

They made their way over to one of the blankets and were soon sat chatting, Megan telling him about some of the intricacies of pre-World War One diplomacy that she’d never considered, Zach asking what he hoped were intelligent questions. They soon moved on to her asking about his course, but there wasn’t a lot her could say there… biochemistry was one of those courses that gets very specialised very fast. He did manage to talk through a fascinating fact he’d learned in lectures that week, but felt quite self-conscious that he might be boring her.

The light was starting to fade by then, the sky turning pink and purple, the first stars appearing up above.

“Can I tell you something?” Megan asked.

“Of course.”

“I’ve been trying to work out how to talk to you again for about two weeks. Ever since Steph’s party. I kept hoping we’d end up at the same thing, but then when I saw you I chickened out.” She winced. “Does that make me really lame?”

Zach couldn’t help smiling. “You chickened out? I’ve been doing exactly the same. I literally asked Thommo to find out if you were coming tonight.”

“Steph told me. Said you’d asked about me.”

“Of course she did.”

“She also said… how did she put it?” Megan had a mischievous grin now. “She said you were ‘completely gone’ on me. Like, embarrassingly obvious about it.”

Zach could feel himself blushing. “I’m going to kill Thommo. And Steph. Both of them.”

“Don’t.” Megan leaned closer. “I liked hearing it.”

Zach looked over at her, saw her eyes fixed on him, noticed properly the little dimples at either end of her smile. God, she was beautiful, and he found himself momentarily lost for words.

“So,” she said quietly. “Surprise me with something about you.”

He thought for a moment, the question catching him off guard. He wanted to say something real, something deep or profound. Something that would establish his credentials as not just a rugby boy or a biochemistry student but also as someone with depth.

But, of course, in the moment his mind went blank.

“I’ve never left Australia,” he said. “Not once. Only been on a plane a few times.”

Fuck, why did I say that? That’s the exact opposite of being deep.

Her eyebrows rose. “Never?”

“Never. I’ve been to Perth which I guess is kind of like another country.” He shook his head. “Who am I kidding. Of course it’s not.”

“That’s… ok. Wow.” She seemed genuinely surprised and Zach was convinced he’d blown it. “I’d have thought… I don’t know, family holidays, something?”

“My parents aren’t really the travelling type. And I’ve never felt like I was missing out, you know? Everything I want is here. Beach, mates, rugby.” He paused and grinned at her. “And good company of course.”

“Smooth.”

“I try to be.” He took a swig of his beer. “What about you? Well-travelled?”

“A bit. My parents liked to take me and my sister to places when we were younger. They love Europe.”

“Wow… that’s far. Couldn’t they have done something easy like New Zealand or Bali?”

“I know, right?” She shook her head. “The flight’s a killer. But… Europe is amazing when you’re there.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, Italy is stunning. But then I guess I like history. France was good. England I loved.”

“England? Really? It’s just grey and wet there.”

“It would surprise you in summer. At least, when we went it was lovely. And they speak the same language and drive on the proper side of the road.”

Zach looked sceptical. “My professor wants me to go there. There’s an opportunity to do a year abroad.” He pulled a face. “She insists it would be an incredible opportunity but…” He gestured at the beach and the sky. “Why leave?”

“Which uni?”

“Oxford.”

Megan looked impressed. “Jesus, Zach. That’s the big leagues. You must be doing well.”

Zach shrugged. “I don’t know anyone who’s ever been there. It looks… very grand, I guess.”

She put her hand up. “You’ve met one person now. I’ve got an aunt and uncle who live in the countryside near there. The countryside’s gorgeous with little old villages made of the most beautiful stone and the city is… it’s pretty impressive. So many incredible buildings and departments, all throughout the town. It just feels like a place to go and learn. And the pubs, they’re super quaint with stupid names like The Frog and Nightgown.”

“The Frog and Nightgown?”

“I made that one up. But there was one in Oxford that my dad was desperate to go to, the Lamb and Flag or something like that. Me and my sister when to hang out in the museum nearby. There were some very cool shrunken heads on display, and dinosaurs.”

Zach laughed. “I can’t even imagine it. Proper old England. Castles and shit.”

“There’s definitely castles and shit, as you so eloquently put it. And Oxford itself…” She shook her head. “It’s like walking into a film. All the ancient buildings and the students cycling around, half of them in gowns though I think it was exam season when we were there and… I don’t know, you just feel like you’re somewhere that matters. Like it’s something that’s been there for hundreds of years and will be for hundreds more.”

“You sound like you loved it.”

“I did, actually. My aunt kept suggesting I apply there and for about ten minutes I gave it some serious thought.” She shrugged. “Then I remembered the distance and came to my senses. But… give it some serious thought, Zach. If your professor is suggesting it then hear them out at least.”

“Trying to get rid of me already?”

Megan laughed and leaned in closer. “Not remotely… I’m very happy that you’re right where you are right now. Very happy.”

“I’m glad you’re here too,” Zach said. “At the party I mean, talking to me.”

“Where else would I be?”

“I don’t know. Talking to someone more interesting.” He chuckled. “Someone who’s actually been on a plane.”

“Pah. They’re overrated anyway.” She reached across and rested her hand on his arm, her fingers warm and soft on his skin. “I’m exactly where I want to be.”

***

Harriet

They drove for five minutes, deeper into the countryside, the roads getting so narrow that they couldn’t have passed another car if they’d met one, until he pulled off onto a gravel track and stopped in a small, empty car park surrounded by ancient trees.

In the distance, through a gap in the trees, Harriet could see the silhouette of a large house against the dark blue evening sky.

“Where are we?”

“Harston Manor. National Trust.”

Harriet laughed. “You’ve brought me to a National Trust property? Very Alan Partridge.”

He hesitated for a second then laughed too. “I guess so… be glad it wasn’t an owl sanctuary. It closed at six but the car park stays open.” He turned off the engine. “I used to come here to think, when I first started teaching and I needed some headspace on a weekend. It’s very quiet.”

Harriet listened through the open window. Silence. But peaceful silence, punctuated by occasional birdsong and the breeze rustling the leaves on the trees all around. She could see why someone would come here to escape.

“And now?”

“Now…” He turned to look at her. “Now I’m here with a former student, which definitely falls under the category of needing some headspace to work out.”

Harriet undid her seatbelt and turned to face him in her seat. He laughed quietly. “You’re trouble, aren’t you?”

“I’ve been told from time to time…”

It was full twilight outside now. A wood pigeon was calling somewhere in the distance. Harriet felt like she was standing on the edge of something, a cliff or a high dive, about to jump.

“So what happens now?” she asked.

“That depends on you.” He hadn’t made any move towards her, wasn’t touching her, nothing, but the intensity of his gaze made her heart thump in her chest. “I want to be very clear, Harriet. You can say stop at any point. You can change your mind. And I will listen. I’ll drive you home, no questions asked, and we’ll never speak of this again.”

“And if I don’t want to stop?”

“Then I suppose we see where this goes.”

She kissed him.

It happened fast. She instinctively leaned across and pressed her lips to his and for a moment he was still, taken by surprise, and then his hand came up to her face and he was kissing her back, really kissing her, and it was good… so much better than Chris, so different to any guy she’d kissed before. He tasted like he looked, although Harriet could never quite work out what that taste was. A good taste, regardless, and when his tongue touched hers she moaned in a way she’d never moaned into a kiss before, a small sound that seemed to rise from somewhere deep inside her. His hand slipped through her hair and he kissed her harder, deeper, until she was breathless with need, her lips on fire with arousal.

“Wait.” He pulled back, breathless too. “Not like this. Come here.”

He reached down and flipped a lever under his seat, sliding it back as far as it would go, and then he pulled her across and onto his lap, her knees either side of him, her dress riding up. The position was awkward for a moment, the steering wheel against her back, and she managed to toot the horn briefly, laughing and seeing Dan grin back, but then she shifted and suddenly they fit perfectly together, her body pressed against his, his hands on her hips.

“Better,” she whispered, and kissed him again.

His hands were all over her now, moving up her sides, down her back, touching her body through the thin cotton of her dress. She could feel him growing hard under her, could feel her own body responding, a warmth and a want spreading through her that made her press herself closer, grinding against him, wanting to get more.

“I’ve thought about this,” he admitted between kisses. “More than I should have.”

“Me too.” She was grinding against him now, couldn’t help it, the friction sending little shivers of pleasure right through her even through the layers of fabric. “All the time. In your classroom, when you were writing on the board…”

“Christ, Harriet.”

“I used to imagine what you’d do to me if it was late and everyone was gone and it was only us…”

He groaned somewhere deep down and kissed her harder, his hands finding the straps of her dress and slipping them off her shoulders. Her bra followed and she was suddenly bare from the waist up, exposed to him in the faint twilight.

Dan sat back to look at her and she watched his face… the hunger in his eyes, desire written all over his expression.

“You’re beautiful,” he said. “God, you’re beautiful.”

“Touch me,” she whispered, leaning back down to kiss him again.

He did. His hands were on her breasts, his thumbs brushing over her nipples, making them harden, making her gasp. He knew what he was doing, that was what struck her, the difference between this and every fumbling encounter she’d had before. He touched her like he understood her body and was paying attention to every response.

When he lowered his mouth to her breast and took her nipple between his lips she gasped, her hand clutching at his shirt. His tongue was doing something incredible, circling and flicking, and when he added the slightest graze of his teeth it was like an electric shock, right down to her core.

“More,” she moaned. “Please, more.”

He swapped to her other breast, giving it the same attention, while one hand slid down her front and beneath the hem of her dress. His fingers traced up her inner thigh and she spread her legs as wide as she could, wanting him to touch her exactly where she needed to be touched.

His fingers found the edge of her underwear, plain cotton she realised, she hadn’t exactly been planning this, and paused.

“Yes,” she said before he could even ask. “Yes, yes, yes.”

He slipped his hand inside.

The first touch of his fingers against her made her whole body jerk. She was wet, embarrassingly so, had been since they’d first started kissing, and his fingers slid over her easily, exploring, caressing.

“All this for me?” he asked, his lips still on her breast.

“All for you.” She was almost panting now, her hips rocking against his hand. “I’ve wanted you… for so… long…”

He started to touch her properly, really, really touch her, and her gasp was shuddering. Chris had never got close to touching her like this, had never seemed to know or particularly care where she needed to be touched. But Dan was circling her now with exactly the right pressure, and sliding a finger inside her at the same time, and she was going to cum, she was going to cum embarrassingly fast…

Her lips found his, his tongue flicked against hers, and that was it. She came hard, her whole body shuddering, clenching around his finger as wave after wave of unstoppable pleasure thundered through her. He kept touching her through it, easing off as she came down from the heights, until she slumped against his chest, breathing hard, feeling like her heart was about to explode out of her body.

“Oh my God,” she managed to whisper.

“Good?”

“Like you couldn’t tell.” She laughed weakly and kissed him, her hair falling loose around them. “That was even better than I imagined…”

“That was just the warm-up.” He kissed her gently. “Do you want to keep going?”

“Yes.” She reached between them for the buckle of his belt. “I want everything.”

Harriet started to undo it then she looked around and started to laugh.

“What?” He was smiling, his hands stroking up and down her sides.

“Nothing, just… we fogged up the windows.”

He glanced around and laughed too. “So we did.” The car felt very small suddenly, very enclosed. “We could go outside,” he said, as if reading her thoughts. “It’s a beautiful evening. Warm enough.”

“Outside?”

“There’s a lawn behind those trees. Part of the parkland around the manor, it’ll be deserted.” He paused. “If you want.”

She looked at him… at the man who’d been Mr. Ashford until that evening, her unattainable crush, and was now Dan, her impromptu date… and smiled.

“Show me.”

***

The grass was soft and cool under her legs, the darkening sky vast above her, the first stars appearing now. They’d found a spot behind a hedge, completely hidden from the car park and the deserted house, completely private, just the two of them and the parkland all around.

Dan had laid a jacket that he had in his car on the ground for her, a quaintly chivalrous gesture that she appreciated all the more for it, and she was lying down on it, the fabric under her back, her legs on the grass. He was lying next to her, propped up on one elbow, trailing his fingers lazily across her collarbone.

“I can’t believe we’re doing this,” she said quietly, looking up into his eyes.

“Having regrets?”

“None.” She shook her head. “None at all. You?”

“Not in the slightest…” He leaned down to kiss her and she felt something stir inside, the hunger that she’d thought might be satisfied already but, apparently, was only just getting started. His hand moved down, over her chest, down her stomach, finding the hem of her dress and slipping under it.

“Again?” she asked, in half-disbelief. Again hadn’t really been a thing that had ever happened in her experience with guys so far.

“If you want.”

“I want.”

He took his time this time, slower, much more deliberate. He undressed her properly, not just pushing fabric aside but actually taking off her dress, laying it carefully on his jacket so it wouldn’t get wet with any dew on the grass. Her bra had stayed in the car and he hooked his fingers under the waistband of her underwear and slipped those down and off, leaving her completely naked, exposed to the evening air that was cooling but still warm enough after the heat of the day.

She felt vulnerable in a way that she hadn’t in the car, outdoors, completely naked, but also strangely powerful at the same time… the way he looked at her made her feel so, so special.

“Your turn,” she said, and she unbuttoned the first few buttons of his shirt before he pulled it up and over his head, and then her hands fumbled at his belt, looking up at Dan and laughing as it got caught, him helping her with a grin. He slid the trousers down, and his boxer shorts, until he was as naked as she was.

He was stunning in the moonlight, everything she’d imagined and more… broad shoulders, flat stomach, the muscles of someone who kept in shape without being weirdly obsessive about it. And between his legs… she’d got the sense earlier, grinding against him, that he had nothing to be ashamed of down there and she’d been right, he was larger than anyone she’d been with before, excitingly so. She reached for him and he leaned down towards her, warm skin against warm skin, and the feeling his whole body pressed against hers was completely and utterly overwhelming.

He kissed her and she kissed him back hungrily, lips against lips and tongue against tongue, moaning in to the kiss and thrilling when she elicited a moan from him as she pressed herself harder into him.

“I want to taste you,” he whispered into her ear. “Will you let me?”

She’d never… well, Chris had tried once, for about thirty seconds, so reluctantly that she’d told him to stop, and another boyfriend had tried a few times without much success. But the way that Dan was asking, like it was something he actively wanted to do, something that would give him as much pleasure as it would give her…

“Yes,” she whispered back. “Please.”

He kissed his way down her body, her neck, her collarbone, lingering again over her breasts and making her gasp in anticipated delight, her stomach, her hip, and by the time he settled between her thighs she was almost shaking in anticipation… this was it, this was going to finally be what she’d heard could be so good about this.

The first touch of his tongue made her cry out, it felt so exquisite, such a delightful release of a tension that she realised had been building her whole life.

Dan knew exactly what he was doing. Licking, sucking, finding each spot on her that made her writhe and paying attention to them, building her up slowly then letting her come back down again, again and again, each time building on the last until she was begging him, her hands in his hair.

“Please, Dan, please…”

He slid two fingers into her slowly and, with his tongue pressed against her, she climaxed hard, her orgasm tearing through her so intensely that she actually saw stars, and not just the ones already looking down from the night sky above, her hands grabbing at Dan’s head and then at the grass on either side of her, her hips pressing against his face one moment then shying away the next, walking the fine line between pleasure and something almost too intense.

When, what felt like minutes later, she came back to herself he was kneeling between her legs. “You’re ok?” he asked.

She grinned wearily. “Very.” She hesitated, conscious that they only had that night and knowing there was something more she still wanted. “But how about you?”

“I’d like that.”

“I want you inside me,” she said, words she’d never have imagined saying, certainly hadn’t used with Chris, but with Dan they simply felt right, like she could be honest about what she really wanted.

He reached over to his discarded trousers and pulled a foil packet from the pocket, tearing it open.

“You came prepared?” she teased.

She saw a flash of Dan’s teeth as he grinned in the gathering dark and he slipped the condom on. “Any favourite position?” he asked.

“Just like this,” she replied, holding her arms out and pulling him down on top of her, wrapping her legs around him. “I want to be able to see you.” She laughed. “As much as we can in the dark.”

He pushed slowly inside her, giving her time to adjust to his size, and she gasped as he slid in fully. God, he felt good. When he started to move slowly she moved with him, thankful that he was being considerate to how sensitive she was after her recent climax, and as the minutes passed they found an easy rhythm together… slow and steady. She could feel something coiling ever so gradually tighter inside her, a spring that was ratcheting up slowly but delightfully, and they kissed while they moved, her hands on him and his hands on her. The jacket was soft against her back, the grass cool under her ass, and the air was still just warm enough on her skin… under the enormous night sky Harriet felt like she was suddenly part of something larger than herself, something otherworldly and ancient.

“You’re amazing,” Dan was saying, his breathing growing ragged. “God, Harriet, you’re…”

“Harder,” she interrupted, surprising herself. “I want to feel more.”

He obliged, his hips thrusting hard against hers, driving himself deeper inside her, and she could feel it really starting to build now, crying out with each thrust, not caring who might hear but glad that in all likelihood it was no-one.

She was cresting again, she knew it, and Dan said, “Yes, Harriet, cum for me…” and that was it, the trigger, pushing her over the edge, crying out loudly as her body shook around him, feeling him follow a few moments later, his low moan in complete contrast to her higher pitched cries, his whole body shuddering as he ground into her a few more times.

They lay tangled together on the grass after as their breathing slowed, the night fully dark, the stars bright overhead. Harriet felt like she’d made the best decision of her whole life that night, it felt transformative, like she’d been taken apart and put back together as something altogether more rounded and whole, like she’d discovered a part of herself she hadn’t known existed.

“What are you thinking?” Dan asked quietly.

“That I get it now…”

“Get what?”

“Get why people make such a fuss about this.” She laughed. “I thought maybe just sex wasn’t for me, like I wasn’t built to enjoy it like other people do. Turns out I was just doing it with the wrong people.”

Dan smiled but there was something wistful in it. “You’re going to break a lot of hearts at Oxford, Harriet.”

“Maybe… I’ll try not to.” She sat up, reaching for her underwear and dress. “What time is it?”

He checked his phone. “Around ten.”

“I should get back to the celebrations.” She pulled the dress over her head, realising she’d need to work something out with the bra back at the car. She had a sudden awareness that this part of the evening was coming to an end. “My friends are going to a club. I told them I’d meet them.”

“You must,” Dan replied. “Late on when you’re all drunk is the most dramatic part of results day. I’ll drop you nearby.”

They dressed in comfortable silence, laughing when he stumbled in the dark on the way back to the car, brushing grass off each other stood in the glow of the car’s headlights. Harriet checked her makeup in the car’s mirror, touching it up to make sure that she didn’t look like she’d just spent the evening sleeping with her ex-teacher.

In the car he reached over and took her hand.

“I should say,” he said, “in case it isn’t obvious… this was great.”

“Yeah.” She squeezed his fingers. “It really was.”

He drove her to the end of the street where the club was, the thump of the music audible through the open windows of the car. Harriet could see the queue outside, the flashing lights, her former classmates in various states of inebriation.

“I’ll let you out here,” Dan said. “Probably better if no-one sees us together.”

“Probably.”

She knew that she should open the door, should get out and go and join her friends and pretend that the last few hours had never happened. She couldn’t quite make herself move though.

“Thank you,” Harriet said. “For… all of it. Not just tonight. For everything.”

He reached out and touched her face, his thumb tracing the line of her cheekbone. “Good luck at Oxford, Harriet. I know you’re going to be extraordinary.”

She leaned over and kissed him, one last time, soft and slow, trying to commit the feel of it to memory.

“Goodbye, Mr…” She stopped herself and laughed. “Dan.”

He smiled. “Goodbye, Harriet.”

She got out of the car and watched him drive away, the lights disappearing around the corner. Then she stayed there for a few moments more, alone on the pavement, and a little shiver ran through her despite the warm evening air.

She could still feel him. On her skin, inside her, as a pleasant ache. She probably looked a mess despite her efforts with her makeup, but then she smiled to herself… in all likelihood she’d fit right in with her classmates who’d been drinking all day. And frankly, she didn’t care.

She felt radiant.

She felt alive.

***

Zach

As night fell properly, Megan suggested taking a walk along the beach. It was peaceful as they walked, the waves breaking on the shore, the music from the barbecue fading until it was just a faint beat mixed with a low burble of conversation.

“I love this time of day,” Megan said. “When it feels like the world is being put on hold.”

“Yeah.” Zach wasn’t looking at the sky or the sea or anywhere really but at her, watching her hair move in the ocean breeze, noticing for the first time properly the way her cheek curved down towards her jaw. He noticed she had some goosebumps. “Are you cold? I’ve got a spare hoody back by the blankets.”

“I’m fine.” She looked at him sideways. “It’s a beautiful night.”

They’d reached the edge of the beach where a narrow lane ran up towards rows of beach houses… unbelievably expensive beach houses, so Zach had been told by his dad, but he struggled to believe that. They didn’t seem large enough. String lights hung from someone’s fence, casting a warm glow over the beach that they stood on the edge of. It was quiet and private, the sounds of the party fully swallowed up now by distance and the breaking waves.

Megan turned to face him.

“So,” she said.

“So.”

“So… are you going to kiss me, or do I have to do everything?”

He grinned and kissed her.

God, it felt amazing, starting gentle, her lips soft against his, her hand finding his hand and holding it, her other hand moving to rest on his chest. He put his free arm around her, pulling her closer, thrilling at the feel of her body pressed against his through their clothes, the soft curve of her chest contrasting wonderfully with the rest of her sporty physique.

And then, suddenly, it was something else entirely… she let go of his hand and their arms were around each other, everywhere and nowhere all at once, and he tasted the beer on her tongue, and it was electric, he felt so alive. He backed her against a wooden fence and she pulled him closer towards her, her fingers clutching at the hood of his hoody, holding him tight.

“I’ve wanted this for weeks,” she whispered into their kiss.

“Me too. God, me too.”

They kissed and kissed until his mind was spinning, his hand in her hair while the other was on her chest, and he felt her hand on his ass, felt her pushed close against him, knew she could feel how achingly hard he was all while he was doing his very best to be a gentleman about it and not go faster than she was prepared to.

He felt her shift her hips, pressing against him deliberately, intimately close if it hadn’t been for their clothes.

“Would you like to ask me back to your place?” she whispered.

“I…” Oh God, thought Zach, this is embarrassing. “I live at home. With my parents.” He could feel himself crashing and burning, what a buzzkill when this was going exactly how he wanted it to go.

She just grinned though. “So do I. I guess… we can’t go there, so that just leaves… here?”

“I want to, Jesus I want to. But… here?”

Megan glanced around. The alley was dark, the nearest houses closed up, lights off, obviously no-one home, and they were in the shadows, outside of the illumination of the string lights. “Here seems good to me.”

Zach’s brain was short-circuiting a little. “I don’t have… I mean, I left in my wallet at the barbecue…”

“I’ve got one.” She pulled a small foil packet from the pocket of her dress. “Luckily us netball girls know that while you rugby boys are devilishly handsome and roguishly charming, you’re also forgetful.”

Zach couldn’t help laughing quietly. “I’ll make sure I’ve got one next time.”

She raised her eyebrows. “There’ll be a next time?”

“I hope so…”

“So do I.” She kissed him again, and his hands found the hem of her sundress, slipping underneath to find the warm, soft skin of her thighs and the edge of her bikini bottoms. She gasped when he touched her through them… actually gasped, a sound that made him feel in equal parts thrilled and terrified.

“Here,” she said, tugging him further into the shadows, behind someone’s storage container, presumably containing beach gear but perfect for a little more privacy still. Not romantic, exactly, but hidden and, well, actually when Zach thought about it still pretty damned romantic in the context, in the moment.

They fumbled with clothing, her unbuttoning him and freeing him, his hard cock suddenly catching the chill of the sea breeze but him not caring in the slightest. He pushed the fabric of her bikini bottoms aside, starting to touch her properly, while her hand started to move back and forth on his cock, and they kissed again, both moaning softly as their excitement started to build.

“You’re sure?” he asked.

“I’m sure,” she replied, pressing the foil packet into his hand. “And full marks for checking.”

He rolled it on, and then lifted her with her back against the fence before he pushed into her, both of them gasping, her legs wrapped around him.

“Oh God,” she murmured. “Oh God, that’s…”

“Good?”

“So, so good. Move. Please. Now.”

He moved, found a rhythm, thrusting into her while her fingers dug into his shoulders, half pulling him into her and half helping to hold herself up. It was awkward. It was uncomfortable. And it was also absolutely perfect, her breath warm against his ear, her body tight around him and against him, the sounds she was making driving him onwards, knowing that she was enjoying it as much as he was.

“Harder, Zach, please harder.”

He obeyed, starting to thrust into her quicker, and she cried out once before putting her mouth to his shoulder, her cries muffled by the fabric of his hoody, and he felt her start to tighten around him, felt her start to shake.

“I’m going to… Zach, I’m…”

She cried out again and came hard, clenching around him, and the feeling of it, the knowledge that he’d done that, that she’d felt like that because of him, pushed him over the edge too and he buried himself deep and let go, trying to keep his moans quiet, the world narrowed to just that… her body and his, joined together in a dark alley under a sky full of starts with the waves crashing on the beach nearby.

They stayed like that for a long few moments, breathing hard, foreheads pressed together.

“Well,” Megan said eventually. “We’re definitely doing that again. Soon.”

He grinned. “Yeah.”

“We should probably…”

“Yeah.”

He put her down and they separated reluctantly, rearranging their clothing, trying to make themselves look like they hadn’t just been fucking desperately up against a wooden fence in a darkened alleyway. Zach disposed of the condom in a nearby bin left out by one of the houses, not ideal but better than leaving it on the beach, and then turned back to see Megan watching him.

“So… back to the barbecue?”

“I guess so.” He reached for her hand, lacing his fingers through hers. “And pretend we weren’t just...”

“Having sex near the beach?”

“I was going to say getting to know each other better but sure, your version works too.”

She laughed, the laugh that did funny things to him, and squeezed his hand as they started walking back down the beach.

“I like you Zach.”

“I like you too, Megan.”

“Good.” She stopped and, on tiptoes, kissed him, soft and quick. “Now let’s go get a drink. And funnily enough I’m suddenly starving… we must have worked up an appetite.”

***

They rejoined the party hand-in-hand and if anyone noticed, which they definitely did judging by the knowing looks and Thommo’s completely unsubtle thumbs-up, nobody said anything directly.

The night went on, more drinks, more conversation, someone in the team bringing out a guitar and leading a singalong that Zach would normally have found excruciating but seemed absolutely perfect that night. Megan stayed close the whole time, they were inseparable, holding hands, standing later on arm-in-arm.

Around midnight the crowd began to thin. A few couples drifted off together, groups made plans for after-parties, and a dedicated few settled in around a small fire that someone had built in a pit on the sand. Zach sat with Megan, his arm around her shoulders, watching the flames dance. The beer had given them all a pleasant warmth and he felt contented, more than he could remember in a long time.

“So,” Megan said, her voice quiet, just for him. “What are you doing after this?”

“Ideally, whatever you’re doing.”

“Good answer.” She paused and looked at him. “I’ve got a deal with some of the netball team. They feel sorry for me still living with my parents.” Her look conveyed volumes. “Sometimes I can borrow one of their rooms on campus…”

Zach smiled. “And would sometimes include tonight?”

“Funnily enough it would. Steph has very kindly given me her key. What do you say to us getting out of here in a minute and spending a bit more time getting to know each other?”

“I’d like that very much.”

They stayed a while longer as it turned out, watching the fire burn low… it seemed too perfect to interrupt.

And they talked, really talked. About where they’d each grown up, about their hopes for the future, about everything. At some point he promised that yes, he would try actually leaving Australia one day, but in return she promised to let him teach her how to surf… a fair deal in his eyes.

As they stood to leave, getting a lift from one of his team mates who’d driven and who had, thankfully, stayed sober, Zach helped Megan to stand. “I’m happy,” he said, not quite meaning to say it out loud.

“Me too.” She leaned over to kiss him. “This is a good night.”

“The best.”

Life felt good. Life felt really, really good.

***

Harriet

Laura spotted Harriet the moment she walked in, pushing through the crowd with a drink in each hand and an expression bordering on hysterical.

“Oh my God.” She thrust one of the drinks into Harriet’s grasp and grabbed her other hand, dragging her towards a quieter spot near the bar. “Oh my God, Harriet, look at you.” She moved her head to look at Harriet’s hair. “You’ve got grass in your hair. You’ve actually got grass in your hair.”

Harriet reached up and felt it, a few blades of grass and a small leaf tangled in with her rough ponytail. She pulled them out and started to laugh.

“Tell me everything,” Laura demanded. “Right now. I’ve been dying waiting for you to get here.”

“We went to a pub in the country, then to this Manor House nearby. National Trust place. It was closed but the grounds stay open and…”

“And you shagged your chemistry teacher on a National Trust lawn?” Laura’s voice was squeaking in her excitement. “Harriet!”

“Former chemistry teacher. Now just hot older guy.”

“Oh, well, that makes it completely normal then. Just a standard evening.” Laura was grinning so hard it looked like her head might fall in half. “Was it good? It looks like it was good. You’ve got that look.”

“What look?”

“That look. Like you’ve been thoroughly…” Laura made a gesture that was probably meant to be obscene but mostly just looked like she was having a seizure. “You know.”

Harriet bit her lip, trying to look serious and utterly failing. “It was really good.”

“How good?”

“Three times good.”

Laura’s mouth fell open. “Three… Harriet. You absolute slut.” She threw her arms around her. “You absolute legend. I’m so proud of you.”

“I can’t believe I actually did it.”

“I can’t believe he actually did it.” Laura leaned back again, her eyes bright. “God, wait until we tell… actually, no, we can’t can we? He’d get fired?”

“He’d get fired,” Harriet nodded. “This stays between us. Forever.”

“Forever,” Laura promised. Then her grin turned wicked. “Chris is here, you know. I saw him about an hour ago, looking pathetic with his loser mates by the bar.”

“Good for Chris.”

“Don’t you want to make him jealous? Walk past looking all post-coital and glowing? Looking like you’ve just had the fucking of your life that he could never give you?”

Harriet thought about it for a moment… it was tempting. “I don’t care about Chris. I don’t care about making anyone jealous. I just want to dance.”

Laura grabbed her hand and started to lead her towards the dance floor. “Then let’s dance.”

She followed Laura into the crush of bodies and the thump of bass and the flashing lights. Everyone was there, everyone she’d grown up with, everyone she was about to leave behind… and they were all celebrating or commiserating, but all equally euphoric, all caught up in the same giddy knowledge that they stood on the cusp of a new life, that everything was about to change.

Harriet danced. She danced with Laura, with girls from her class, with boys she barely knew, kissing one a little later on when everyone seemed to be pairing up. She danced until she was sweaty and breathless and her feet ached. She danced and didn’t think about Oxford or Chris or the future or the past… she simply danced in the moment, surrounded by people she loved, carrying inside her the delicious secret of what she’d done that evening and who she was becoming.

She was someone new. Someone who knew what she wanted and wasn’t afraid any more to reach for it.

It was a night she’d remember forever… the night she discovered exactly who she was.


Nineteen


October
Fourteen Months Later


Zach was so grateful that his parents had insisted on paying for him to get a taxi from Heathrow. He’d refused initially, wanting to do this on his own, but they had been right, as ever… not only was the cost more than he’d budgeted for his whole first week, but he’d been too jet-lagged to figure out the trains to Oxford, too overwhelmed by the grey October light, too confused by the uncanny valley he’d entered where everything was in English but nothing quite worked like he was used to.

Now he was standing in front of a medieval gatehouse, two suitcases next to him, a backpack on his back, staring at a grandiose wooden door that looked like it had been built to repel invaders. A small sign read Porter’s Lodge. He had no idea what a porter did or why they needed a lodge, but the very friendly email from the college the week before had said to go there, so that was where he was.

It didn’t help that he was a day late. A technical issue delayed his plane from Sydney, which had meant missing his connection in Singapore, and the next one with any space had been eighteen hours later. At least that had meant he’d got the chance to explore Singapore, his first taste of Asia, although he’d been disappointed when one of his mates had messaged to call it Asia-lite. It had been different enough for him, that was for certain.

“You alright there?”

Zach turned. A friendly looking man Zach's age wearing sports kit was walking over.

“I’m… uh… I’m a student. Exchange student. From Sydney.” He fumbled in his pocket for the crumpled printout of his email instructions. “Zach. It said I’m supposed to go to the Porter’s Lodge…”

“Ah, Zach the Aussie! Nice to meet you.” Zach found himself shaking the proffered hand. “Will. I’m part of the student welcome committee. Was anyway. Everyone else new turned up yesterday.”

Zach smiled. “I hadn’t counted on the joys of flight delays.”

“Not to worry… all you missed out on was a load of eighteen year olds getting hammered last night on their first night away from home. You’re going into the second year, right?” Zach nodded. “So you’ve been there, done that. Good. There’s a pub crawl organised tonight, Fresher’s Week and all that, I’m a second year too… why don’t we get you tagging along with my team, we’re supposed to keep an eye on all these naive first years but, we’ll have a good time?”

“Uh, yeah, that sounds good.”

Will laughed. “What am I doing banging on about pub crawls while you’re stood out here.” He took the handle of one of Zach’s suitcases. “Here, let’s get you sorted out with your room and then I can introduce you to some people.”

The Porter’s Lodge wasn’t anything like as magnificent as Zach had thought it might be, more of a small, modern office albeit wood panelled, and Will hung around to help him while the middle-aged porter gave him his keys and a map, and something called a Bodleian Card.

“Very important this,” the Porter said solemnly. “Lets you access the college after midnight through the side gate, you need it for the libraries, the IT room, your breakfast and lunch.” He fixed Zach with a stern stare. “Don’t lose it.”

“I won’t,” Zach replied equally solemnly, and then Will helped him with his bags again, leading him through another door and out into a courtyard where Zach’s jaw dropped.

It was stunning. Properly, absurdly stunning. Ancient stone buildings surrounding a perfect square of grass, with what looked like a chapel down one side and a medieval dining hall on the other. It was like something out of a history book, but it was real. There were a couple of small groups of students crossing the quad round the flag stone paving at the edges, chatting, laughing, as if this was all completely normal.

“Front quad. Never walk on the grass,” Will said, and Zach couldn’t quite tell if he was joking or not.

What am I doing here?

The thought came from nowhere, in sharp contrast to his wonder. He was ten thousand miles from home in a country he’d never visited, surrounded by people who’d grown up with all of this… the history, the tradition, the unspoken rules that he was sure he didn’t even know existed. His family, his friends, all of them would be asleep right now on the other side of the world, none of them standing in a medieval courtyard feeling like they’d just stepped into a history book.

“First time in Oxford?” Will asked, clearly amused by Zach’s expression.

“First time outside of Australia,” Zach replied.

“Well, you’ve picked a great place to start.” Will pointed at the dining hall. “College was founded in 1532 or something like that, starting there. There’s a lot of history.”

Zach tried to process it. His own uni had been built in the 1960s and seemed to be mainly concrete.

“Right,” he managed to say. “That’s pretty cool.”

Will led him through a passageway and out into what seemed to be a cross between a large garden and another courtyard, then they went up some worn stone steps into a narrow spiral staircase, the sort of staircase where you could squint and pretend that there were medieval knights clanking up it, and stopped at a wooden door. Zach made a mental note to send Megan some photos given how much she loved history… not that they were an item any more, they’d decided to split rather than do long distance even though they'd been together for more than a year by then, but they remained good friends and he knew that she’d love this.

“Here you are, staircase 9, room 2. Bathrooms are down the hall, shared with the other rooms on this floor. Lunch gets served in half an hour, do you want me to pop back and take you there, introduce you to some people?”

“I’d like that, thanks.” He hesitated. “Do I need… I guess my gown? My mortarboard?” Zach had had to buy both and didn’t have the faintest idea what for.

Will laughed kindly. “No, not during the day. We have formal hall Wednesdays and Sundays, though not today because it’s Fresher’s Week. So no gown today. You good?”

Zach had roughly ten thousand questions, starting with what is formal hall and why do I need a gown and what the hell have I let myself in for but he just shook his head and reached out his hand.

“Thanks again Will, it’s nice to meet you.”

“And you. I’ll see you in half an hour and… welcome to Oxford. I think you’ll enjoy it here.”

***

The room was small but beautifully formed… a sloping ceiling, leaded windows looking down on the garden-cum-quad, a single bed, a desk, bookshelves and a couple of comfy chairs. Someone had left a welcome pack on the desk: a map of the University, a schedule for the week, and a glossary of Oxford terminology that Zach suspected he was going to need.

He sat on the bed and started at the ceiling, trying to convince himself that this was real.

When he’d put in the application to come here at his Professor’s prompting and with Megan’s encouragement, he’d never thought he’d have a chance of success. It was a top university, and so hard to get in to. And yet… obviously in the interviews and with his grades and, he suspected, with a glowing reference from his professor the tutors here had liked what they’d seen.

It had been a whirlwind the last week getting ready for the move. A last minute student visa panic, saying goodbye to everyone, making sure he’d bought enough warm clothes… and a last day hanging out with Megan, as friends now, well, maybe a little more, as easy and comfortable between them as it was on that first night they’d got together. He couldn’t help wondering what might have been if he hadn’t taken this chance, but they’d been sensible because long distance wouldn’t work for either of them, not when Zach wasn’t planning to fly back until the end of his year, and they’d left it open between them. He was missing her, it was true, they'd been very close during their year together, but missing her in the very best way.

His phone buzzed. A message from his mum.

Did you arrive safely? Send photos! We miss you already xxx

He took a photo of the view from his window… the ancient quad, the chapel spire visible over the buildings behind, the pale grey English sky, and sent it back with a message.

Made it. Place is insane. Miss you too.

Then he started to unpack, knowing that if he was going to meet some new people in half an hour then at the very least he needed a shower and to change.

***

The next few days were a blur of powering through the jet lag and information overload. There were meetings with tutors, one of whom it turned out had literally written the text book that he’d been working from back in Sydney, and tours of libraries and signups for societies and every night there was dinner and drinks after and everyone asking where he was from and then saying “Oh, Australia!” in a tone that suggested they were about to tell him all about their holiday there or their family there or their parents camper van road trip there, not that he minded, and…

It was a lot.

To his surprise the other Freshers were a fifty-fifty mix of people starting straight from school and people who’d taken a year out, so despite Will’s astute observation that he was more of a second year actually he had met a surprising number of people at a similar stage in life to him… he was making friends fast, both among the Freshers and some of the existing students too.

The other Freshers were mostly British with a scattering of others from around the world, although among the ones who went to the drinks each evening they tended to be either European or from Anglophone countries. Thankfully all of them seemed to be as clueless as him when it came to knowing the secret cultural norms… which cutlery to use when at dinner, how to pronounce Magdalen, the unwritten rules of a social system that had evolved over hundreds of years. He felt like he was perpetually one step behind, but immensely reassured that he was far from the only one.

But he was also, against all odds, having the time of his life.

On Thursday afternoon they had a college clubs fair (apparently there was another University coming later… how many clubs did you need, he thought?) and he wandered past the sign-up table for the college rugby team and breathed a sigh of relief… ok, here was something that wasn’t new, wasn’t unfamiliar. Rugby he could do.

“Zach, right?” The guy running the table was looking at him. “The Aussie?”

“Word travels fast,” Zach replied.

“Mate, you’re basically the only Aussie in college. That makes you famous.” He grinned and stuck out his hand. “Fergus. I’m captain, and looking at the shape of you I reckon you play.”

“Guilty.” Zach shook his hand warmly.

“Union or league?”

“Union.”

“Even better! There’s a bit of league here at Oxford but college rugby is all union. You play back home?”

Zach nodded. “Yeah, fly-half mostly. Centre too if need be, full back at a push.”

Fergus’s eyes lit up. “Fly half? Seriously? Our fly half graduated last year and we’ve been desperate. I’m usually inside centre and was going to move across which, if you’d seen me play, would tell you that our prospects of staying in the top division are not good.” He laughed. “I don’t want to sound desperate, but you in?”

“Absolutely.”

“Good man. We’ve got a training session Saturday morning, 10am, up at the sports ground. And if you’ve got time after hall tonight come to the college bar… bunch of us are meeting for beers and would be good to introduce you to some of the lads.”

Zach left having signed up to pretty much every sport going… something about the Australian accent seemed to suggest to everyone that he was naturally sporty. Not entirely wrong, as it happened, and it certainly seemed a good way to meet new people fast. Rowing, cricket nets, even football despite never having really played much before.

The bar that night was loud and crowded, and exactly what Zach needed. The rugby boys were great company and, like everyone else he’d met so far, incredibly welcoming. There was some friendly banter about the upcoming Autumn internationals and Australia’s prospects when they came up against England at the end of November. They ended up in a student night at one of the clubs in town along with what seemed like half the college, dancing like lunatics, and by the time they were walking back to college long after midnight he’d earned the entirely unimaginative nickname of Skippy, courtesy of his slight wobbly demonstration of his side step half way down Broad Street.

It was a great night.

“You’ve got to do it all again tomorrow,” Fergus said as they all said their goodnights. “It’s the start of year bop. Attendance mandatory.”

Zach wasn’t entirely sure if he was joking but he’d decided that throwing himself into everything headfirst was a pretty good way to get himself into the community. One question first though. “What’s a bob?”

“Bop. Not bob. College party,” Will explained. “Fancy dress, terrible music, too much cheap alcohol. It’s dreadful.” He laughed and clapped Zach on the shoulder. “You’ll love it.”

***

The bop was held in the college junior common room, which had been transformed with disco lights and a makeshift DJ booth along with some questionable inflatable palm trees into the theme of Beach Party… ironic, Zach thought, given that it was cold outside. Everyone was wearing Hawaiian shirts and board shorts and, in the case of some of the women, bikinis over regular clothes.

Zach had dug out his own board shorts, surf t-shirt and thongs, packed in what he suspected now was an overly optimistic assessment of British weather, and was trying his hardest not to feel homesick for actual beaches when Fergus and Will grabbed him.

“Skippy! Come meet people. We can’t leave you stood in the corner all night looking mysterious…”

“I wasn’t looking mysterious. I was just wondering how to find the college bar from here.”

“Same thing. Come on, let’s feed you a drink and get meeting.”

They dragged him via a pit stop at the college bar to a group of second years gathered near the DJ booth, a mix of people that he vaguely recognised from the whirlwind first two days and some new faces. They made introductions that Zach immediately forgot, names blurring together in the noise and the crush.

And then he saw her.

She was tall, just a few inches shorter than him, with dark blonde hair loose and wavy around her shoulders and a face that made him forget what he’d been about to say mid-sentence. She was wearing a sundress over jeans, a plastic flower tucked behind one ear, and was laughing at something someone had just said, her whole face lit up with it.

“…and this is Harriet,” Will was saying. “Medic, far too clever for the likes of us thick rugby boys. Harriet, this is Zach. He’s Australian.”

She turned to look at him and Zach felt something slot into place, like a key turning in a lock. Her eyes grabbed him immediately, bright with curiosity. “Welcome to Oxford.” She flashed him a warm smile. “How are you finding it?”

“Confusing,” he admitted. “Beautiful. Extremely cold.”

She laughed, a genuine laugh, not just being polite. “It’s October. This isn’t even cold yet. Wait until January… then you’ll wonder whether Oxford isn’t actually the coldest place on Earth.”

“I might not survive until January.”

“You’ll adapt. Australians are supposed to be hardy, aren’t you? All that wrestling crocodiles and boxing kangaroos.”

“That’s just Tuesday for us.”

“And what do you do on Wednesdays?”

“Fight off drop bears. They’re the real danger.”

“Drop bears?” Her eyebrows rose. “Are those real or are you having me on?”

“Completely real. Vicious little creatures. They drop out of trees onto unsuspecting tourists.” He kept his face perfectly straight. “It’s why Australians never stand under eucalyptus trees.”

She studied him for a moment, trying to decide if he was serious, and then burst out laughing. “You’re completely lying.”

“Maybe.”

“Definitely. I can see it in your face.” She was grinning now, her eyes bright. “You’re a terrible liar.”

“I prefer to think of it as charmingly transparent.”

“Is that what you call it?”

They were facing each other, the rest of the group talking among themselves. Someone jostled past with an armful of drinks and Harriet stepped closer for a second to avoid getting spilled on, close enough that Zach caught a faint hint of her perfume.

“So what brings you to Oxford?” she asked. “Beside the excellent weather and old buildings?” Her accent, he realised, was the sort of English accent that he’d only heard on the TV. He liked it.

“Honestly? My tutor told me I should apply and I surprised myself by getting in. I still don’t really know how I ended up here.”

“Honestly, that’s not too different to me. One minute you’re filling out an application because your teacher reckons you’ve got a shot, the next you’re listening to Latin incantations and dressed up like a penguin being matriculated.”

“Matriculation… I know I’ve got that in a week, but I don’t have a clue what it is.”

“Don’t worry, I’ve been through it and I still don’t know.”

“You understand the Latin?”

“God no, I just play along like everyone else except for the Classicists.” She tilted her head, looking at him with interest. “You’re doing biochemistry, tight?”

“Yes. But, how did you know that?”

“We did a lot of biochemistry first year, one of my friends mentioned their tutorial partner is some guy called Zach on exchange.” She shrugged and smiled. “Putting two and two together.”

“That must be Freya, right?”

“Bingo.”

“The tutors seem… intimidating.”

She laughed. “I’m not sure I ever expected a big, burly Aussie like you to call something intimidating.” Zach felt himself blush despite knowing she was joking. “They’re fine though. Do the work and ask questions in the tutorials then you’re fine. Skip the work… then you can get on their wrong side. They made one of my friends cry last term.”

“That’s supposed to be reassuring?”

“Don’t worry, he deserved it. He’d tried to bullshit his way through a tutorial without doing the reading. She could smell it on him.” Harriet smiled. “You’ll be fine. Just don’t try to bullshit them.”

“I’ll add that to my growing list of Oxford survival tips… don’t walk on the grass, don’t bullshit the tutors, wear your gown to dinner on a Wednesday and a Sunday unless it’s the third week of a month that’s a prime number in which case whatever you do, don’t.” He grinned as he said it and she laughed.

“Now you’re getting it.” She took a sip of her drink, bright pink and Zach suspected very alcoholic. “What else have you learned so far?”

“That formal dinner is genuinely formal and I should have brought more than one nice shirt. That the libraries close much later than I expected and I’m not sure whether that’s a good thing or not. That everyone here seems to know things I don’t, like they’ve all read some manual about how to be English that I never got.”

“There is a manual, actually. We’re given it at birth. Chapter one is about queuing. Chapter two is about talking about the weather.”

“And chapter three?”

“How to apologise for things that aren’t your fault.” She grinned. “Sorry about that, by the way.”

Zach laughed. “You’re funny,” he said, and meant it.

“I know.” She said it without arrogance, just a statement of fact. “It’s my best quality. Well, that and my ability to recite all the bones in the human body in alphabetical order.”

“That’s a very specific skill.”

“Medicine is a very specific degree.” She shifted her weight and moved a little closer, not much, but a little. “What about you? What’s your best quality?”

“I’m extremely good at making toast.”

“Toast?”

“Perfect golden brown, every time. It’s a gift.”

“I’m impressed. Most people underestimate the difficulty of good toast.”

“It’s all about watching it. You can’t just set it and forget it. Toast requires attention.”

“A philosophy for life, really.”

“Exactly. I’m thinking of putting it on my gravestone. ‘He paid attention to his toast.’”

She was laughing again, and Zach felt something twist inside him in a very good way. He’d never met anyone like her, someone who could volley back everything he threw and return it with interest, who made him feel like he was funnier and smarter and far more interesting than he actually was. It was like they were on the same wavelength.

He remembered something someone had said the night before. “Can I ask you something?”

“That depends on what it is.”

“What’s your deal with pigeons?”

She blinked in surprise. “My what?”

“Pigeons. Someone mentioned you have a thing about pigeons.”

“Who told you that?” Her eyes narrowed in mock suspicion. “Was it Fergus? I’m going to kill him.”

“I’m not revealing my sources. But I’m curious.”

She sighed heavily. “Fine. I have a completely rational and well-founded fear of pigeons.”

“Rational and well-founded?”

“They’re rats with wings, Zach. Have you seen their eyes? There’s nothing behind them. Just malice and disease.”

“I think you might be overthinking pigeons.”

“I think you might be underthinking them. That’s exactly what they want. They want us to underestimate them, and then one day…” She made an explosion gesture with her hands. “World domination.”

“The pigeon apocalypse.”

“Mock me all you want. When the pigeons rise up, I’ll be prepared, and you’ll be sorry.”

“I’ll take my chances.” He was grinning so hard his face hurt. “Though I have to say, for someone who’s afraid of pigeons, you picked an interesting city. Oxford’s basically pigeon central from what I’ve seen so far.”

“I know. I suffer daily. It’s a testament to how much I love this place that I put up with it.”

“That’s dedication.”

“That’s masochism.” She smiled, and something in her expression softened. “But it’s worth it. Oxford, I mean. Despite everything… the cold and the pigeons and the frankly impossible workload… it’s worth it. There’s nowhere else like it.”

“I’m starting to see that.”

They looked at each other for a moment and Zach felt a spark, a genuine spark, all the more thrilling because it was so unexpected and it wasn’t something he was looking for. Her bright eyes, her warm smile, her playful chat.

And then someone else was there, a guy he’d not seen before, tall, dark haired, sliding into their conversation as if he completely belonged there.

“There you are.” He slipped an arm around Harriet’s waist, his hand settling on her hip. “I’ve been looking for you.”

Harriet looked at him, putting her own arm around him, and smiled. “Dave, this is Zach. He’s just arrived from Australia. Zach, this is Dave, my boyfriend.”

Of course. Someone like Harriet would of course have a tall, handsome boyfriend like Dave. Women who looked like her, who laughed like that, who made you feel like the most interesting person they’d ever me, they were never single. That wasn’t how the world worked.

“Nice to meet you, mate.” Dave’s handshake was firm, his smile confident and relaxed. He seemed like a perfectly nice guy. Zach hated him irrationally immediately, and hated himself for having that gut reaction.

“You too.”

“Australia? Whereabouts?”

“Sydney.”

“Nice. My mate spent his gap year there. Said it was great.” Dave was already turning to Harriet, clearly with other priorities on his mind than making friends with the new guy. “Everyone’s doing shots, you in?”

Harriet nodded then glanced at Zach, and he felt like something passed between them… although he’d have readily admitted that he might have imagined it.

“It was really nice meeting you, Zach.” She smiled and even with Dave’s hand on her hip and knowing that she had a boyfriend he felt that smile resonate somewhere deep inside. “I hope you enjoy the rest of the bop.”

“Yeah, you too.”

She followed Dave through the crowd, hand-in-hand, and Zach watched her go. Just before she disappeared into the crowd she glanced back over her shoulder.

Their eyes met.

And she smiled… just a little smile, almost private, but a smile that was seared into his memory for the rest of his life.

And then she was gone.

***

He didn’t stop thinking about her.

Ridiculous, he knew. He’d known her for not even twenty minutes, she had a boyfriend, she was going to be there for four more years studying medicine and he was an exchange student who’d be gone in nine months. There was no universe in which it could make sense.

But… he couldn’t stop.

He saw her the next morning on his way to rugby training. She was walking along the side of the quad with an armful of books, and when she saw him she flashed him that smile again.

“Off to get muddy?” she asked.

“I’m a back. The idea is to avoid it and let the forwards do all that.”

“That’s what you tell yourself. I know rugby’s really just an excuse to hit people under the pretence of tackling.” She grinned and he thought she was teasing. “Good luck, and don’t break anything important.”

“I’ll try my best.”

He headed over to where some of the other rugby lads were gathered near the front gate, his heart beating a little faster than a mild hangover and the prospect of violence masquerading as sport warranted, and spent the whole training session telling himself to get a grip. She was just being friendly. English people were friendly. It didn’t mean anything.

Rugby helped. Running around in the cold, getting tackled and ending up muddy, focusing on the immediate situation around him. Fergus was team captain and he was also a good coach and player with a genuine vision for how the team should play, despite his protestations a few days before that he wasn’t up to much. By the end of the session Zach was exhausted in the very best way, and felt like he’d shown his best while also learning something. A good training session.

“You’re good,” Fergus said as they headed back to college. “Really good. Where’d you learn that no look pass?”

“My dad. The hours we spent in our garden at home practicing it… he could play a bit in his day.”

“As in, pro?”

“Well, not pro back then, amateur, but amateur with a wink.”

Fergus laughed. “Well, thank him for me. We’ve got ourselves a fly half and we’ve got Balliol on Tuesday. I always like to beat Balliol.”

***

Sunday was formal hall, which meant sitting in the medieval hall in a gown that made him feel like he was at a kids fancy dress party, eating food that was surprisingly good, and trying not to look surprised when a student stood and said grace in Latin. Harriet was there too, at another table across the hall, and he made a very conscious effort not to look at her.

Of course, he failed miserably.

She was wearing a blue dress under her gown, her hair was tied back, and one time she caught him looking and smiled, making him look away so fast he nearly spilled his drink, but then when he looked back she was hiding a laugh and he couldn’t help but return the grin.

Monday morning, he bumped into her in the queue for the coffee shop round the corner from college.

“Zach! How was the rest of your weekend?”

“Good. Formal hall was… an experience.”

“Bit different to Australia?”

“Just a little… I’m trying to assimilate.”

“Well don’t assimilate too hard… I like the Aussie thing. Very refreshing.”

She got her coffee and left with a friendly wave, and Zach stood there for a few moments having completely forgotten what it was he wanted to order.

Tuesday, he saw her in the library. She was hunched over a textbook with a highlighter between her teeth, surrounded by a fortress of medical journals, and she looked so focused that he almost didn’t disturb her. But then she looked up and saw him, and her smile made him come over.

“Procrastinating?” she whispered.

“Looking for a book on enzymes. You?”

“Memorising the pathophysiology of heart failure.” She gestured at the chaos around her. “It’s going well, as you can see.”

“I can see that.” He nodded at the highlighter. “You’ve got ink on your chin, by the way.”

“What?” She rubbed at her face, making it worse. “Did I get it?”

“Not even close. It’s…” He pointed to the spot, resisting the urge to reach out and help wipe it away.

“Thanks,” she said, he thought a flicker of something in her eyes, and he wondered if she knew what he’d nearly just done.

“No problem.”

He found his book and left, and spent the rest of the afternoon thinking about the way she’d looked at him. She has a boyfriend, he told himself. Stop it.

Wednesday, Thursday, Friday… he kept running into her. In the quad, in the hall, in the common room. Of course he kept on running into lots of people, college was like that, but it was the times he ran into her that stuck in his memory.

On the Friday he saw her sitting on a bench reading a novel, and when she saw him she smiled and beckoned him over.

“Shouldn’t you be studying?” he asked, sitting down beside her.

“Shouldn’t you?”

“Probably. But the sun’s out and it turns out I miss it, so…”

“Same. You’ll learn to make the most of the sunny days over the winter.”

“What are you reading?” he asked, nodding at her book.

“Atonement. Have you read it?”

“No. Is it good?”

“It’s devastating. I’ve read it three times and I cry every time.” She closed the book and looked at him. “One of my teachers at school told me I wouldn’t have time to read doing medicine, I’m trying to prove him wrong.” She laughed. “Not that he’ll ever know. You should read it. I think you’d like it.”

“I’ll add it to the list.”

They sat there for a while, not talking, just existing in the same space. It felt easy, Zach thought. Being with her felt easy in a way that nothing else about Oxford did. She made him feel like he belonged here, like he wasn’t just a visitor pretending to fit in.

She has a boyfriend, he reminded himself. This is just friendship. Don’t do something stupid.

***

Saturday was matriculation.

Zach had read the instructions again and again, and still wasn’t entirely sure he understood. Subfusc apparently… white shirt, white bow tie, dark suit, dark shoes. Gown and a mortar board.

He stared at himself in the mirror. He looked like a waiter in a very weird restaurant.

Still… safety in numbers. He congregated with the hundred or so other matriculants from his college, all the new students whether on exchange, undergraduates or graduates, shepherded by a tutor with the grand title of Dean of Degrees who looked like she was regretting whatever deal with the Devil she’d made in exchange for her academic career that had carried this as the price.

Tourists were stopping and staring, the locals barely noticed, another batch of students in silly outfits walking through streets that had seen this sight a hundred times before. As they got closer to the Sheldonian they saw similar crowds from other colleges doing the same walk and Zach realised something… this was a part of his induction into the club, a uniquely odd but equally special tradition.

The Sheldonian Theatre itself rose up before them like something from a dream… curved, beautiful, statues of bearded heads lining the fence outside. It was the kind of place that didn’t exist in Australia because none of the cities in Australia were old enough. Inside it was equally impressive, dark wood, painted ceiling, and row after row of benches awaiting them.

"What exactly happens?" Zach whispered to one of the Freshers sat next to him as they filed into their seats.

"No idea. Some Latin, I think. We stand up at some point. Try not to fall over."

“Glad you’re as in the dark as me.”

The ceremony began. A man in elaborate robes spoke from a raised platform, his voice echoing off the ancient walls. The words were Latin, literally unintelligible to Zach, and he found himself watching the other students. When they stood, he stood. When they sat, he sat. When they responded to something in unison, he moved his lips and hoped no one noticed he had no idea what he was saying.

It was absurd. The whole thing was absurd. He was standing in a seventeenth-century theatre, wearing clothes that hadn't changed in two hundred years, being admitted to a university through a ceremony conducted partly in a dead language. His mates back home were probably out somewhere, his parents were probably in bed asleep. And here he was, in a country that was so different to his own even though the language and the shared roots were the same, in this ancient ceremony.

What am I doing here?

The thought hit him but he recognised it for what it was… imposter syndrome. He knew that most people in that theatre with him would be feeling the same, overawed by the history and the tradition, but they all deserved to be there, him included.

Finally, mercifully, it ended. They filed out into surprisingly bright daylight, a river of black gowns and white bow ties spilling onto Broad Street. They headed back to college for the obligatory Freshers photo, and then everyone was stood around, unsure what to do with themselves now that they were officially Oxford students.

“Pub?” someone suggested.

Music to Zach’s ears.

***

The King’s Arms was packed, and it felt like half the university had struck on the same idea. Celebrate matriculation by immediately getting drunk. Zach made his way slowly through the crowd with a few of the rugby team who were also still dressed in their subfusc, his tribe already found after a week and a half, eventually finding a corner with a small table where they could hear themselves think.

He felt fairly ridiculous still, even with half the pub dressed the same as him, like he was wearing a costume to a party where everyone else was in on the joke. The collar had started to dig into his neck and the gown kept catching on things. Certainly, he didn’t plan on wearing this costume again if he could at all avoid it though there was a rumour he’d heard that this was what you wore to exams, so… he’d see.

“First round on me,” one of his companions said. “Lager?”

Zach nodded, and he disappeared into the scrum at the bar. The others were already deep in conversation, comparing notes on the ceremony and taking the piss out of some of the more ridiculous parts. Zach let it wash over him, still not quite believing that any of this was real.

And then, inevitably, he saw her.

Harriet was at a table near the window with two other women. She was laughing at something, her head thrown back, and even across the crowded pub he felt the pull of her… that magnetic quality that had knocked him sideways at the bop.

She glanced over. Their eyes met.

She smiled, that smile, and raised her hand in a wave. Then she leaned over to say something to the dark-haired woman beside her, who said something back, also glancing Zach’s way, and a moment later Harriet was weaving her way through the crowd towards him.

“Well, well.” She stopped in front of him, looking him up and down with undisguised amusement. “Don’t you look fancy for an Aussie.”

“I look like a penguin.”

“A very distinguished penguin, I can assure you.” She reached out and adjusted his bow tie, which he only then realised had gone crooked. Her fingers brushed his neck and for a moment, just a brief moment, he forgot how to breathe. “There. Much better.”

“Thank you. You lot celebrating something too?”

“Nathalie’s having a crisis.” She gestured back towards her table. “She’s got to pick her dissertation topic by Friday and she’s convinced that every option is either too boring or too hard or already been done better by someone else.”

“Sounds stressful.”

Harriet laughed. “It’s Nathalie. Everything’s stressful, but we love her for it. Last week she had a mini-meltdown about the guy she’s been seeing so…” She shrugged. “In time honoured English tradition we’re self-medicating with wine. It’s very responsible.”

“It’s working?”

“So far.”

One of the others he was with leaned over. “Hey Harriet. Didn’t know you were here?”

“Just in the corner, watching you lot parade around in your subfusc. Very entertaining.”

“We look ridiculous.”

“You really do.” She was looking at Zach as she said it, her eyes bright with warm amusement. “Anyway, I should get back before Nathalie remembers why we’re drinking wine. I’ll see you around?”

“Yeah, definitely.”

She hesitated for a moment, like she wanted to say something else. Then she just smiled, that smaller smile she’d flashed him at the bop this time, and touched his arm.

“Have a fun evening.”

He watched her return to her table, slide back into the seat next to Nathalie and immediately start talking, her hands moving expressively. At one point she glanced over and caught him looking. She didn't look away.

Will and Fergus appeared at that moment, helping carry drinks from the bar. "Here you go. Thought we’d join you. What did Harriet want?"

"Just saying hello."

"Right." Will handed him a pint. "She's nice. Bit intense, but nice."

"Yeah." Zach took a long drink, his eyes drifting back across the pub to where Harriet was now gesturing emphatically at Nathalie, apparently making some kind of impassioned argument. As if sensing his gaze, she looked up again. A small smile. Then back to her friend.

He thought about what she'd said at the bop, about Oxford being worth it despite everything. He was starting to understand what she meant.

***

Zach looked for Harriet at formal hall on Sunday but didn’t see her. He told himself he wasn’t disappointed, but he knew he was lying to himself.

He was heading back to his room after dinner when he heard his name.

“Zach.”

He turned. Harriet was standing at the entrance to the quad, still in her gown, looking slightly nervous. She was wearing a green dress under the black fabric, and her hair was down, and she was beautiful, and he needed to stop thinking like this.

“Hi,” he said, cringing inside at how he couldn’t think of anything more charming or witty to say. He walked over.

“Hi.” She bit her lip. “Do you have a minute? There’s something I wanted to ask you.”

His heart was hammering against his ribcage, because surely this was good? But then how could it be good, not when she had a boyfriend? “Sure. Yeah. Of course.”

They walked together to a quiet corner of the quad, away from the other students streaming out of hall. The evening was cold, their breath visible in the lights, and Harriet was fidgeting with the edge of her gown.

“So,” she said. “This is going to sound strange.”

“Ok.”

“Would you like to get dinner with me? Tomorrow night? There’s this French place that opened over the summer that I’ve heard good things about, and I thought… I don’t know, I thought maybe you’d like to come with me?”

Zach’s brain had stopped working somewhere around would you like to get dinner with me?

“You’re asking me out?” he said cautiously.

“I’m asking you out.” She was blushing now. “If that’s ok? If you’re not interested, or you’ve got a girlfriend back home, we can just pretend this never…”

“What about Dave?”

“We broke up, the night of the bop.” She hesitated, seeming torn as to whether to explain more, then she took the plunge. “We were friends who tried getting together at the end of the summer term, but… long distance didn’t work, it never works, right? And we both realised it on bop night. So…” She flashed him that smile. “Have I just made a complete fool of myself?”

“Yes.”

Harriet looked shocked. “Yes… oh, God… I’m sorry, you’ve got a girlfriend already… you must… oh, shit…”

Zach started laughing. “I mean no, I mean… yes, I’d like to go to dinner, no, I don’t have a girlfriend, and no, you didn’t make a fool of yourself.”

He watched as understanding dawned on her face and her smile returned. “Yes?”

“Yes. Dinner. Tomorrow. French place.” He was grinning, he couldn’t help it. “I would very much like to get dinner with you.”

Her smile broadened, that smile, the one that had knocked him sideways at the bop, and Zach felt his insides do a little backflip at the thrill.

“Ok,” she said. “Good. I’ll book us a table. Meet you at the Lodge at seven?”

“Seven. Yeah. I’ll be there.”

“Good.” She was still smiling. “I’ll see you then.”

She walked away towards her staircase and Zach stood there in the quad, the cold air sharp on his face, completely unable to stop grinning.

***

“Mate, you’re going to be late.” Fergus had come round to Zach’s room and was watching, amused, as Zach prevaricated over which of three shirts to wear. “Just pick one and go.”

“The blue one or the white one?”

“The blue.” He made a weird pouting face and Zach knew he was being teased. “It matches your eyes or whatever. Girls like that.”

Zach turned and looked at him. “Thanks.” He pulled on the blue shirt anyway, checked his hair in the mirror one more time, and took a deep breath. “Any tips? You’ve known her for a year.”

“None. She’s a lovely person, and I saw how she was looking at you on Saturday. And for the twentieth time, Dave won’t be pissed. They were never going to last and he knew it for weeks.” Since Harriet had asked him Zach had spent a fair bit of time making sure that he wasn’t going to annoy anyone… the last thing he needed when he was trying to fit in and make friends in a hurry was to get caught up in some sort of love rivalry.

“Reckon I’m ready?”

“Go. Before you overthink yourself into fucking this up.”

The porter’s lodge was cold, the October evening already dark, and Zach was five minutes early. He stood around, trying to look casual, glad he’d worn the coat he’d bought that morning, emitting vibes as much as possible that yeah, this is totally normal, waiting in a medieval gatehouse for a beautiful woman to go to dinner with.

Harriet appeared exactly on time, coming round the quad in a dark green coat and scarf wrapped around her neck, much more dressed for the conditions. Her cheeks were pink already from the chill and she was smiling, and Zach forgot every single thing he’d planned to say.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey.”

They stood there for a moment, grinning at each other like idiots, and then Harriet laughed and took his arm.

“Come on. I’m starving, and the restaurant’s a fifteen-minute walk.”

They walked through the dark streets of Oxford, past colleges and pubs spilling light onto the pavement. Harriet pointed out some of the landmarks as they walked, but in all honesty Zach soon forgot them… he was simply loving the walk.

“That pub has the best chips in Oxford. We should go sometime.”

Sometime. She was thinking in terms of next times. That was a good sign.

The restaurant was cosy in a good way, candle lit tables close together but full so that your conversation felt intimate, even with your neighbour only inches to one side. The older French man on the door greeted Harriet warmly by name, confusing Zach for a moment.

“You’ve been before?” he asked as they were shown to their table.

“No, first time. I popped in earlier to ask about a table and he was very sorry that they didn’t have one. We got talking, he ended up inviting me in for a glass of wine, turned out I went on holiday to the village in the Alps that he grew up in… one thing led to another, and miraculously he did have a table.” She shrugged. “Old guys seem to like me.”

“That’s a very specific talent.” It didn’t surprise him though from what he knew of Harriet, she seemed to have that knack of making everyone feel like they were her friend.

“Isn't it just? Not usually that useful though.”

They ordered, both steering clear of the snails he was pleased to see… he wasn’t quite ready for that degree of cultural immersion, not just yet. He took her lead though, ordering cassoulet because he figured she knew what she was talking about. “You’ll love it,” she reassured him. “Perfect food for a cold night.” They got a bottle of red too, and then they talked. Really talked, the way they had at the bop and each time since but deeper, longer, with the luxury of time and quiet and no soon-to-be-ex-boyfriend or rugby teammates waiting to crowd in.

She told him about growing up in Bath, being an only child and how her parents had been older when they had her and had worried about everything. She talked about deciding to do medicine years before because she wanted to help people, and the slight disappointment that medical school so far seemed to consist mainly of learning things and trying not to fall asleep in lectures. And she told him about her fear of failure, the stress of her first term at Oxford where she realised that everyone was insanely bright and that she couldn’t simply get by on her native wit as she had at school.

He told her about Sydney, about his parents and his two younger sisters and the beach he’d grown up surfing every morning. About choosing biochemistry because he’d been good at science and hadn’t known what else to do, and then falling in love with it, the elegance of molecular systems, the way you could understand life itself by understanding chemistry. About feeling, his whole life, like he was waiting for something to begin, though he was only starting to realise it now that he’d left Sydney.

“And has it?” she asked. “Begun?”

He looked at her across the candlelit table… her bright eyes, her open face, the way she was leaning forward like she actually cared about his answer… and felt something resonate deep inside him.

“I think it might have,” he said.

She smiled and blushed, and he realised he was blushing too.

***

They walked back slowly despite the cold, stopping in a pub for a drink en route, neither of them wanting the night to end. Somewhere between the pub and college Harriet slipped her hand into his, and it felt so naturally perfect that he didn’t even realise for a minute or two… it just felt right.

“I should tell you something,” she said as they got close to the college gates.

“Ok...?”

“I don’t usually do this. Ask people out, I mean. I’m actually quite shy, all things told.”

“You don’t seem shy.”

“That’s because I’m nervous, and when I’m nervous I overcompensate.” She laughed quietly. “I nearly didn’t ask you. I walked past the door to your room twice yesterday, thinking I’d knock, act casual, maybe pretend I wanted to borrow some tea or something as a pretext.”

“You’d have been disappointed,” Zach replied, laughing himself. “I don’t have any tea.”

“Ah… but then we’d have been talking and I could have asked.” She shook her head. “I’m very smooth, aren’t I.”

“I’m glad you asked me last night. I… wanted to ask you out, but I thought you had a boyfriend and, well, I’m not that guy.”

“Good. I’m glad.”

She stopped and faced him, stood close. He could smell her perfume again, and his heart was pounding so hard he was sure she could hear it.

“I had a really good time tonight,” she said, a little smile playing around the corners of her mouth.

“Me too.”

“Maybe we could do it again sometime?”

“I’d like that.”

She was looking up at him, her eyes searching his face, and he knew, knew with absolute certainty, that if he didn’t kiss her right now he’d regret it for the rest of his life.

So he did.

It started gentle, almost just their lips pressing against each other, then he heard and felt her sigh into it and pulled her closer and it became so much more… deep, slow, full of promise. He tasted the red wine on her tongue, and her hands were gripping his coat, and Zach felt like he was levitating.

When they finally broke apart, they were both breathing hard.

“Wow,” Harriet whispered. “As first kisses go…”

“Yeah.” He rested his forehead against hers. “Wow.”

They stood there for a long few moments, neither wanting to move. Finally, Harriet stepped back, her hand trailing down his arm until their fingers intertwined.

“I should go,” she said. “I have a nine o’clock lecture and if I don’t get some sleep I’ll be useless.”

“Ok.”

“But do you want to hang out tomorrow?”

“I’d love that.”

“So would I.”

She squeezed his hand, smiled that smile, and slipped through the porter’s lodge into the college. Zach watched her go until she disappeared into the darkness of the quad.

Then he walked back to his room, his feet barely touching the ground.


Twenty


December


Why is this so hard to remember?

Harriet kept looking at her notes, kept testing herself, and it just wasn’t sticking.

Tomorrow morning, last teaching day of term, last day before Christmas holidays, she’d be sitting in front of two Fellows she didn’t know and they would ask her questions about physiology and she would open her mouth and… nothing. She’d have no answers. And that would be it, failed. And then what sort of wannabe doctor could she call herself?

She closed her notebook and put her head in her hands.

It was fine. It was going to be fine, surely. She’d done all the reading, attended all the lectures, written all the essays, she’d been a model student. She knew the material. She knew it. But knowing it in the quiet of her room or the college library and knowing it when two senior academics were staring at her expectantly, two senior academics who would be oblivious to the effort she had put in and how good she was in tutorials, two academics chosen for that very reason so that they would be unbiased, well they were two very different things.

A knock at her door made her jump but then she relaxed… Zach’s knock, twice fast then a gap then once more. Knock-knock… knock.

“It’s open,” she called, not lifting her head.

She heard the door open and close, footsteps crossing the room, and then warm, familiar hands were on her shoulders, thumbs pressing into the knots of tension at the base of her neck, and a gentle kiss was being planted on the top of her head.

“You’re going to give yourself a migraine,” Zach said quietly.

“I’m going to fail my viva and get sent down and have to explain to my parents that I wasted their money and my potential. And then what will I do?”

“That’s not going to happen.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes I do. You told me yourself you can resit if need be.” He kept working at her shoulders and, despite herself, Harriet felt some of the tension begin to ease. “You’re awesome at this. Don’t forget I’ve seen your notes, which are terrifyingly organised by the way, and you’ve got this. You know it all backwards.”

“Knowing it and being able to explain it while two experts judge my every word are different things.”

“Are they though?” Zach came around and crouched next to her chair, looking up at her with those eyes she could gaze into for hours if it wouldn’t freak him out, even after seven weeks of dating. “Because I’ve watched you explain the neuroendocrine system to me, a humble biochemist who didn’t actually need to know it, while more than a little drunk, using nothing more than beer mats, a napkin and a borrowed pen, and you were brilliant. Completely and utterly brilliant. If you can do that in the Lamb and Flag after three glasses of wine and make it interesting enough for me to pay proper attention, you can do it sober in front of some academics.”

“That was different. That was only you.”

“And tomorrow will be only them. Two people who are used to students who’ve learned it by rote and will be wowed that you understand it deeply, viscerally, that you’ve taken the time and care to learn it properly.” He took her hands in his. “You’re going to walk in there, and you’re going to be nervous, and that’s fine because everyone who goes in there will be nervous. And then they’re going to ask you a question, and you’re going to answer it, and then they’ll ask another one, and before you know it forty minutes will have passed and it’ll be done.”

“What if I freeze? What if my mind goes completely blank?” Her eyes drifted back to her notebook… so much to learn.

“Take a water bottle in with you, and pause to take a sip. It looks natural as anything and it buys you thinking time without looking weird. And if you need more time still clarify the question with them. It’s not a crime to pause to consider your answer… if the world wants doctors who rush to decide something then God help us all, and I suspect the two academics will fully know that too.” He squeezed her hands. “Harriet, look at me.”

She looked at him.

“You are the smartest person I’ve ever met. And I’ve met some smart people, both here and back in Sydney. But you’re not just smart, you’re good at this. Medicine. Understanding how bodies work. And you can see how well you understand it from how you got me to understand it.” He smiled and she felt her desperation start to lift just a little… she loved that smile. “You were born for this. And worst case, so what if it doesn’t work out and you go in there and knock over their cup of tea and accidentally swear at them and fall over and forget how to speak and a hundred other things… you resit and it makes not the slightest bit of difference to what a wonderful doctor I know you’ll be. One viva won’t change that.”

Harriet felt tears coming to her eyes, which was ridiculous… Zach was right, of course he was. But something about the gentleness in his voice, how deeply he cared for her, his absolute certainty in her destiny as a fabulous medic, it did something to her deep down.

“I’m scared,” she whispered, almost to herself.

“I know.” He stood and helped her up with him, wrapping his arms around her. She pressed herself against him, face buried in his chest, breathing in the smell of him… deodorant and washing powder and something that was simply Zach. “Being scared is good. It means you care. That’s a good thing.”

They stood like that for a long few moments, Zach holding her tight and her him, and she felt her breathing slow, not having realised she was breathing fast in the first place, and the panic receding. Finally she pulled back and wiped her eyes.

“God, I’m a mess.” She smiled weakly. “You won’t fancy me any more after seeing that.”

Zach grinned. “You’re beautiful, always. And right now you’re a stressed medical student at the end of an intense term.” He reached up and pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “Have you eaten?”

“I had a cereal bar for lunch around twelve.”

“That was nearly seven hours ago. No wonder you’re spiralling.” He took her hand. “Come on, it’s dinner time and we’re going to hall where you’re going to eat actual food, and then we’re going to come back here and I’m going to quiz you on whatever you want quizzing on or I’m going to ferry you my badly made cups of tea, whatever you need.”

“Zach…”

“Not negotiable. You can’t think straight when you’re hungry, and you can’t revise well when you can’t think straight.” He grabbed her coat from the back of her chair and held it out. “Besides, I saw they’re doing sticky toffee pudding tonight. You’d never forgive yourself if you missed it.”

Despite herself Harriet laughed. “Manipulating me by the means of dessert. That’s low.”

“I use whatever tools are at my disposal.” He grinned. “Now come on, future Dr. Harriet. Let’s go fuel that magnificent brain of yours.”

***

The viva next morning was both better and worse than she’d expected.

Better, because the questions they asked were fair, nothing designed to trick or humiliate her, and the examiners clearly were used to nervous students, giving her time to collect herself and try again when she stumbled over her first answer.

Worse, because forty minutes felt like forty hours at points. There were moments where her brain went blank and her heart started hammering so hard she figured they could probably hear it, but she followed Zach’s advice and it worked… take a drink of water, ask for clarification to buy time (which she realised after a while showed in itself how well she understood the material) and it worked.

When it was over, the more senior of the two examiners said, “Well done Harriet.”

“I did ok?” Harriet blurted out and immediately regretted it.

The examiner smiled sympathetically though. “You’ll get the email this afternoon confirming, but,” and she glanced at the other examiner who nodded, and then said very deliberately, “I think you can enjoy the last day of term.”

***

Zach was chatting to some friends in the junior common room when she got back to college. When he saw her he leaped up and came over to her. “How was it?” he asked, taking her hand in his.

“I don’t know. Fine? Terrible? I can’t tell.” She hesitated. “They said they thought I can enjoy the last day of term, whatever that means…”

“That feels like they’re dropping you a hint, right?”

“I don’t know. I get an email later apparently.”

He hugged her. “I’m so proud of you, whatever the email says. And I’m sure it’ll say well done. But either way, you walked in there and you gave it your best even though you were terrified. That’s awesome. You should be proud of yourself.”

Harriet wasn’t sure she felt proud, mostly just exhausted… she’d not slept well last night despite Zach sleeping in a separate bed for a change. But also there was something else, a flicker of relief. It was done. No more study that term. She felt the weight lift from her shoulders, knowing she had six weeks ahead with holiday reading and revision to do, yes, but no lectures, no tutorials, no practicals. She was on holiday now.

“Thank you,” she said. “For last night and making me eat. And for very patiently quizzing me.”

“That’s what I’m here for.” He squeezed her hand. “Well, that and the occasional comic relief.”

“Occasional?”

“I don’t want to overplay my comedic gifts.”

She laughed and it felt good, felt normal, the first normal thing since the viva stress had got real a few days before. “I’m so tired,” she said. “I feel like I could sleep for a week.”

“Then sleep for a bit. You’ve got nothing until Christmas Dinner this evening, right? Let’s get you some lunch, then go back to your room and get into bed, and I’ll come and wake you up at five with coffee and whatever else you need.”

Harriet shook her head. “I’ve… I need to pick up my dry cleaning. My dress for later, and…”

“Give me the ticket, I’ll sort it. Let me take care of you Harriet, please. You’ve been running on stress and caffeine for days. You deserve someone looking after you for a bit.”

Let me take care of you… she’d never had a boyfriend say that to her before. Not like that, with the quiet certainty that it was the most obvious thing in the world that he’d give up his day to look after her.

“Ok,” she said. “I’d like that.”

He walked her back to her room via lunch, the two of them stopping to chat to a few friends en route, and then when they got back he helped her out of her clothes and got her pyjamas from her drawer, and tucked her into bed. The last thing she remembered before blessed sleep claimed her was his lips pressing a gentle kiss to her forehead.

I think he quite likes me, she thought, drifting off with a happy smile on her face.

***

She managed to sleep until four thirty in the end, woken by an email notification on her phone. Groggy as you can only be when you’ve fallen asleep in daylight and woken up while it’s still afternoon but already dark outside, she reached for her phone and it took a moment to register the email title: Michaelmas Term Viva Result.

Scrambling to open it, her heart hammering, she dropped the phone on the floor in her haste then, when she opened it, the email was short and to the point:

We are pleased to inform you that you have passed your Michaelmas term viva voce examination with Distinction.

Well done, and we look forward to seeing you in Hilary term.

Distinction! Not just a pass, not a merit, but distinction, the top grade. She’d done it. She’d actually done it.

She was still staring at the email, nestled in the warmth of her duvet, when Zach knocked on her door at five, promised coffee in one hand and her dry cleaning in the other.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, seeing her expression. “What happened?”

Wordlessly, she held out her phone.

She watched his face as he read… the furrow of concern smoothing into surprise, then breaking into a grin so wide it transformed his whole face.

“Harriet! Distinction! That’s incredible!”

“I know.” She was grinning too now, the reality finally sinking in. “I actually did it.”

“Of course you did.” He set down the coffee and leaned down to hug her. “I never doubted it for a second.”

“Liar. You were almost as nervous as me.”

“I was nervous for you. That’s different.” He leaned down again and kissed her, grinning against her lips. “God, I’m so proud of you. Christmas Dinner and end of term bop… and we’re celebrating. It’s going to be a good night.”

“Yeah, it is.” She smiled.

Zach handed her the coffee. “Now drink this, let’s both get dressed up, and then let’s go and celebrate the superbrain that is you.”

***

The Christmas Dinner was a fondly held college tradition, and Harriet couldn’t wait for Zach to experience it. The hall was at its most elegantly charming, candles flickering along every table, their light catching the good silverware brought out for the occasion, Christmas crackers laid in every place, festive decorations of holly and the odd sprig of mistletoe adorning the walls.

It was ticketed, which meant you had to pay extra, but in return you got table service, wine, and what felt like the full on Oxford experience. They’d managed to get into the hall near the front of the queue and had claimed seats in the middle of one of the long tables, Harriet and Zach sat next to each other on one of the benches and a mix of his and her friends around them… Nathalie sat on Harriet’s other side, Will and Fergus across the table, although really there wasn’t much of a distinction between their friendship groups by then, they all kind of mingled together and it came down to degrees of closeness as much as anything.

“To Harriet,” Will said, raising his glass once they’d all sat. “Who convinced us all she was going to fail, and then went and did the very opposite! A first, no less.”

Various glasses were raised and clinked against each other while Harriet sat there feeling mildly embarrassed. “A distinction isn’t a first,” she protested.

“It’s as good as you could get,” Nathalie said. “That makes it a first in my eyes.”

“She’s physically incapable of not underselling herself,” Zach added, his hand finding hers under the table. “It’s one of her flaws.”

“I have many flaws.”

“Name three.”

“I…” Harriet stopped, laughing. “That’s not fair, you can’t put me on the spot like that.”

“I rest my case.”

They all pulled their Christmas crackers at the same time and were soon wearing the paper hats and cracking the terrible jokes. The conversation flowed easily among their group, jumping from topic to topic with the excited energy of people who’d survived another term and, for one precious night, could forget the essay crises and simply make the most of each other’s company before they all headed off back to their parents’ homes for the holidays. Harriet found herself really relaxing into it, helped along by the excellent wine that kept appearing in her glass.

She watched Zach as he talked to Fergus about rugby, gesturing with his fork, laughing at something Fergus said. Seven weeks, she thought. Seven weeks since their first date, since that kiss by the porter’s lodge that had felt unlike any kiss she’d ever had before. In some ways it felt like they’d known each other forever. In other ways she still caught herself marvelling that he was real, that this was real, that she’d somehow stumbled into something this good.

He must have felt her gaze because he turned, catching her eye and smiling… that private smile that was just for her, that made her feel like they were the only two people in the room.

“What?” he asked quietly, leaning in.

“Nothing. Just… thank you. For earlier. For everything.”

“You don’t need to thank me.”

“I do though. I was a disaster and you made it manageable. That means something.”

He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles, the gesture old-fashioned and oddly formal, and somehow exactly right. “You’d do the same for me.”

“I would.”

“I know.” His eyes held hers for a long moment. “That’s why we work.”

The spell was broken by a sudden hush falling over the hall, eyes all turned towards the gallery up above one end. Harriet looked up and saw the college choir stood up there, mostly grinning, as they launched into The Twelve Days of Christmas.

“Oh God,” Will groaned theatrically. “Here we go.”

Zach looked confused. “What’s happening?”

“You’ll see,” Harriet said, grinning. “Just… be ready to stand up.”

The song progressed through the partridge and the turtle doves and the French hens, the hall gradually joining in with growing enthusiasm. By the time they reached the fifth day, people were already shifting in their seats, and then…

“FIVE GOLD RINGS!”

The hall erupted. Everyone surged to their feet, climbing onto the benches, bellowing the words at the top of their lungs. The choir sang on serenely above while hundreds of students balanced precariously on benches that weren’t designed for standing on but had survived many Christmas dinners over the years, voices raised in what had to be one of the most enthusiastic renditions of Five Gold Rings ever performed.

Harriet grabbed Zach’s hand and pulled him up beside her, laughing at the expression on his face… pure delighted bewilderment, trying to sing words he didn’t fully know while balancing on a bench in a medieval hall surrounded by people in suits and dresses screaming about gold rings.

“This is insane!” he shouted over the noise.

“This is Oxford!” she shouted back.

The verse ended and everyone collapsed back onto their seats, catching their breath, only to surge up again when the sixth day cycled back around to the fifth. By the time they reached twelve drummers drumming, Harriet’s voice was hoarse and her cheeks hurt from grinning, and Zach was flushed and bright-eyed and looking at her like she’d given him some wonderful gift.

“That was amazing,” he said when it was finally over, the hall settling back into its seats with the satisfied air of people who’d participated in something gloriously silly. “You lot are completely mad.”

“Says the man who wrestles crocodiles and drop bears for fun.”

“That’s different. Drop bears are deadly,” he teased, shaking his head, still smiling. “This is… wow.”

***

The bop after was as loud and messy and absolutely perfect as Harriet expected.

They’d all decamped to the college bar after dinner but come midnight it had closed and the dancing could really start. Their group had claimed a corner near one of the speakers, the bass thumping through them, the room a pure chaos of dancing bodies and flashing lights, a set of students who knew that nothing really mattered now until January. Harriet danced with abandon, moving around between groups, letting the music carry her as she shook off the stress of the last few days.

Zach had a pint in hand off to one side, talking animatedly to a couple of his rugby friends, until she reached out to him and dragged him onto the dance floor, sacrificing his beer as he went. She’d learned over the last few weeks that he was a surprisingly good dancer, comfortable in his body from a lifetime of surfing and rugby and cricket in a way that she envied. He pulled her close and they danced together, her back against his chest, his hands on her hips, moving in time with the beat.

The songs blurred together, as did the night… dancing, drinking, laughing with friends. At one point Harriet found herself in an intense conversation with Nathalie about how another college had much better wine in their bar. At another point she taught Zach the chorus to a song he’d never heard, both of them shouting along to it. The time slipped past in a haze of happiness.

Then the opening bars of Free Nelson Mandela started up, and Harriet felt a surge of excitement.

“Last song!” one of her friends shouted over the music. “You know what that means!”

The dance floor was already reorganising itself, couples pairing up, the men bracing themselves, the women climbing onto shoulders with varying degrees of grace and a lot of shrieking laughter. It had been a college tradition for years, although some killjoy in the college student union had tried to argue that with Nelson Mandela having been freed for many years now maybe an expression of solidarity was no longer needed. The compromise was that they would save it for special bops… like this one.

“What’s happening?” Zach looked around at the chaos, bewildered, never having seen a bop end like this before.

“You need to lift me up!” Harriet was already kicking off her heels. “On your shoulders… come on, quickly!”

“On my… Harriet, are you sure…?”

“It’s tradition! Everyone does it! Come on!”

He crouched down and she climbed up, his hands gripping her thighs to steady her as she rose into the air, ankles hooked around his back, suddenly above the crowd, above everyone, her head close enough to the ceiling that she reckoned she could almost touch it. All around her other women were perched on shoulders, everyone swaying and singing along, arms waving.

It was terrifying. It was exhilarating. The room spun below her, a sea of faces and lights and movement, and she was part of it, above it, singing at the top of her lungs while Zach’s hands held her steady.

She looked down at the top of his head from up above, and something inside her sparked, a thrill of recognition.

I love him, she thought. The realisation hit her hard, even though some part of her had known it for weeks. I’m in love with him.

The song ended. Zach lowered her carefully, catching her as she slid down, and for a moment they just stood there, breathing hard, grinning at each other in the sudden quiet as the lights came up.

“That was nuts,” he said.

“I know.” She kissed him deeply. “Let’s get out of here.”

***

They were all over each other before she’d even got her door fully open, almost falling into her room. When the door was shut behind them Zach pressed her back into it, his mouth on hers, his hand already fumbling at the zip of her dress. She slipped off his suit jacket and then pulled at his shirt, desperate to feel his skin, and they stumbled across the room in a tangle of clothing and limbs, barely reaching the bed before she was pulling him down on top of her, her naked and him almost save for his trousers.

“God, I’ve wanted this all night,” he whispered against her neck. “Watching you dance and laugh and…”

“Shut up and kiss me.” She pulled his lips against hers, pressing her whole body against him. “And touch me.”

He did. Oh God, he did. His hands were everywhere, sliding over her skin, slipping inside her easily through her arousal. He knew her body so well now, and her his, and he was using that knowledge expertly, touching her just right, his hand doing just enough but not too much, making her writhe beneath him.

“Zach…” She was so close already, embarrassingly fast, but she couldn’t help it, not with his fingers doing what they were doing, not with his mouth just… there… on her neck, not with it simply being him, the man she’d realised she was in love with, doing this to her. “Oh God, Zach, I’m going to…”

She started shaking and came hard under him, tightening around his fingers, crying out as he touched her through it, his hand slowing as she came down from the heights, his lips finding hers and hers his.

“Oh, Zach… fuck…” She kissed him. “You…” She kissed him again, breathless. “I love you so, so much.”

She started to kiss him again but he paused, leaned up, and grinned. “What did you just say?” he said quietly, but his eyes were bright with excitement.

Harriet felt her already flushed cheeks redden. Shit, I hadn’t meant to say it out loud, not like that. But then she looked up into his eyes and thought, actually, this is the perfect moment. Perfect.

“I… love you.”

“You mean it?”

Harriet nodded, still catching her breath. “I’ve kind of known for weeks, but… I love you.”

He was looking down at her with an inscrutable expression, and for one terrifying moment she wondered whether he didn’t feel the same, whether maybe this was something casual for him and she’d completely misread what they had.

But then he leaned down and kissed her softly, and when he stopped and looked down at her his eyes were bright and his smile was gentle. “I love you too. So much. I’ve been wanting to tell you for weeks but I was worrying you might think it was too soon…”

She laughed, reached up to cup his face and pulled him back down to her. “I love you, I love you, I love you.” She kissed him. “And when I was sat on your shoulders earlier, it hit me… I love you Zach.” She smiled wickedly and pushed him gently, getting him to roll off her and onto his back. “Let me show you how much.”

Zach grinned as Harriet pulled down his trousers and then his boxer shorts, his hard cock springing free. “You don’t need to…”

“But if I want to?”

“Then, as the man who loves you, who am I to object?”

Harriet knelt between his legs and returned his grin, her hand holding his cock, moving slowly along it. She kept her eyes on his as she slowly lowered her lips onto him, taking him in her mouth, and flicked her tongue lightly against the head, smiling around his cock to see him gasp at the sensation.

She sunk her mouth lower and, after a few moments, got into a slow rhythm… this was the man she loved, she realised that now, and she was going to make sure he knew it.

It didn’t take long for Zach to start breathing hard, one of his hands reached above his head to hold onto the bed frame while the other was in her hair, and she could feel his cock twitch against her tongue, knew that he was getting close.

But in her mouth… that wasn’t going to be how it ended. Not tonight.

She popped her head up, her lips making a theatrical wet popping noise as she slipped her mouth off him, and she looked at him, flushed, happy, but also she could see he looked confused.

“I need you in me,” she said, working her way up the bed until she was straddling his lap, her hand holding him, close to being inside her but not quite. “You want that?”

“More than anything,” he breathed. He reached for the bedside table and got out a foil wrapper. She took it from him and slipped the protection on, then positioned herself above him and lowered herself down, his cock sliding into her easily, Harriet still so aroused despite her earlier climax.

“Ohhh… that feels perfect,” she whispered, looking down at him, before she leaned forward to kiss him. His hands reached up to hold her and they started to move together, her setting the pace and him matching it, slow, steady. “Touch me,” she said and she felt Zach’s thumb press gently against her, exactly what she needed, exactly what she’d taught him to do.

The grinding felt exquisite, little sparks of pleasure shooting through her, after-echoes of her earlier orgasm and a hint of what was to come, and she could tell that Zach was very, very close, had to be after she’d gone down on him before, so she kept it slow, as slow as she could manage, playing catch-up, and then Zach started to touch her a little harder and she moaned, and then he moaned too, and then it was as if they were feeding back off each other, building each other higher and higher, their moans getting louder and louder until Harriet was crying out and the pace got fast suddenly and she was peaking, she knew she was, and it hit her, a climax that felt so… fucking… good, and he came at the same time, his deeper moan mingling with her higher pitched cries, and then they were all over each other, kissing, touching, holding, laughing, and the world felt so perfectly good.

“I love you,” he whispered, their foreheads pressed together. “I love saying that too.”

“I love you so, so much,” she replied. “So much it hurts.” She paused and grinned. “A good hurt.”

He grinned too. “The very best kind.”

***

Harriet’s parents’ house, her childhood home, was so boring.

It wasn’t as if anything had changed, it was just that after four days without Zach and four days not at university it all seemed a little too quiet, too sedate and genteel after surviving another eight weeks of the insanity that was an Oxford term. Still, on the plus side her various school friends would all be heading home for Christmas too from their universities over the coming days, so the boredom would hopefully lift soon, but for now… there was only so much gossip she could tolerate from her mum about friends that Harriet had never even met who all seemed to be called Sue and hence just blurred into one.

But Zach, the man she loved… the only boyfriend she’d ever said those magical words to. Harriet lay on her bed, staring at familiar walls, a bedroom that was permanently sat on the cusp of adulthood: the bookshelf still full of A-Level textbooks, supplemented by a few from her first year studies at university, the photo montage of school friends going back to her early teens, the posters of pop stars that she’d long since grown out of but couldn’t quite bring herself to take down. And as she lay there, staring out at the view of the Georgian rooftops of Bath stretching towards the surrounding hills, she tried not to think about how much she missed him.

Zach had flown to Denmark, of all places, the same day she’d left Oxford to visit his mate’s cousin who for some reason lived there… he assured her that his mate’s cousin was also a mate he’d known since he was old enough to talk, so she was happy that he was visiting someone he liked to start his Christmas holidays. They texted constantly, called when they could, but it wasn’t the same as being together, not even close.

Stop being melodramatic, she told herself firmly. People survive being apart from their partners all the time. This is not a crisis.

But… it sure as hell felt like one. Which was ridiculous, and probably a sign that she was becoming one of those people who couldn’t function without their boyfriend, which was exactly the kind of person she’d sworn she’d never be. Still, a couple of weeks and he’d be coming to visit her in Bath, a whole week before Christmas ahead of him going back to Denmark for the big day itself, he’d meet her parents, her school friends, the whole works. She couldn’t wait.

Her phone buzzed. Laura, back that very day from Edinburgh.

Pub tonight? I’m dying of boredom already and my parents are driving me insane. Say yes x

Harriet smiled to herself. Laura had always had impeccable timing.

You had me at pub! Yes. The Bell at 7? x

She didn’t have to wait long for confirmation.

Perfect. Cannot WAIT to hear more about this Australian boy. You’ve been holding back on my and I need DETAILS x

Harriet looked at the message with excitement. She hadn’t told Laura everything, by simple virtue of the fact that she’d not seen Laura since before term, and messages and video calls were no substitute for talking face to face. The thought of finally getting to share it with her oldest friend, the thing that only Nathalie really knew all the details about, this passionate, thrilling relationship that has taken over her life, was appealing to put it mildly.

You’ll get details, she typed back. All the details. Brace yourself! x

***

The Bell was old and properly charming, tucked away just outside of the centre of Bath and so avoiding a lot of the tourist trade. Low beams, worn stone floors, a fireplace in the centre that was kept lit all winter long… you wouldn’t go there for a nice dinner, but for a cosy drink with your best friend on a cold winter’s night it was perfect.

Laura was already there when Harriet arrived and she’d managed to snaffle a booth that had seen quite a few of their nights out over recent years. A bottle of white wine and two glasses were stood on the table, a promise of the evening ahead.

“You look different,” Laura said as she pulled Harriet into a fierce hug.

“So do you.” Harriet looked at her for a long moment then they both grinned. It was running joke since their first time back from uni for Christmas a year before, when they’d been comparing notes on how their mothers both wistfully told them they each looked different, they’d changed, the implication: where’s my little girl gone.

As they settled down Laura looked at her for a long moment, long enough that Harriet started to feel a little awkward, and then nodded. “You look properly happy. What have you done with my neurotic overachiever of a best friend?”

“Still here, don’t worry,” Harriet replied. “She just had a very good term.”

“So I gleaned from your extremely uninformative texts and your vague conversations on the phone.” Laura fixed her with a stern look. “I met someone, he’s nice, he’s handsome, tell you more next time I see you. That’s all you’ve given me for two months. Two months, Harriet! I had to piece it together from your socials like some kind of detective.”

“My socials barely exist.”

“I know! Which made it even harder. I don’t even know if I’ve seen a picture of him.” Laura leaned forward, her eyes bright with amusement. “So. Tell me everything. Start from the beginning. Leave absolutely nothing out. I want details!”

Harriet took a long sip of wine and began.

She told Laura about meeting him for the first time at the bop, about how they’d just seemed to have this chemistry between them from the very first moment, about how she'd never felt anything like it.

She told her about the first date, the French restaurant, the walk back in the cold and the kiss… the unbelievable kiss.

She told her about the weeks that followed, how their lives had gradually intertwined and it felt like the most natural thing in the world, that they each had their own lives but also their life, and it just worked.

She told her about the viva, about how she’d spiralled into panic and his steadiness, how he’d helped her through while somehow making her feel like she was a million bucks, and the Christmas Dinner after and his astonishment at some of the traditions.

And she told her about saying that she loved him, right then in the throes of passion, and him saying it back.

Laura listened to all of it, asking questions at the right times, laughing at the funny parts, going soft-eyed at the romantic ones. By the time Harriet finished, they were most of the way through the bottle and Laura was looking at her with an expression of delight.

“God, H,” she said finally. “You’re properly, head-over-heels in love with him, aren’t you?”

“Is it that obvious?”

“You’ve been glowing for the last hour. Literally glowing. I’ve never seen you like this.” Laura shook her head. “It’s disgusting, honestly. In the best possible way.”

Harriet laughed, thrilled that her best friend was happy for her too. But then Laura’s expression shifted ever so slightly, the briefest hesitation, and Harriet knew the question that was coming before Laura had even opened her mouth… because it was the obvious one, and several of her closest friends at college had asked her the same thing.

“What happens at the end of June?”

“What do you mean?” Harriet was playing dumb, knew she was playing dumb, and Laura knew that she knew it too.

Laura fixed her with a look that Harriet knew well. “I mean, he’s here on exchange, right? From Australia? And last time I checked that’s on the other side of the world… twenty four hours of flying, twelve hours of time difference to chat."

“Oh, that.” Harriet waved a hand dismissively, her stock answer. “We talked about it on the third date, when we both knew there were going to be more dates. It’s cool, we’re both agreed, and it’s ages away anyway… a lot can happen in six months.”

“You didn’t answer my question, H…?” Laura was smiling, but Harriet also knew that she could be like a dog with a bone, and knew the look that went with it. She had that look now.

“Ok. If you must know, neither of us believe in long distance. We both know it doesn’t work. You know, I had my thing with Dave over the summer and that lasted less than a week at the start of term. And Zach, he had a girlfriend and they split because he was coming here, they said it wasn’t fair on either of them.”

“So… you love him, in fact you’re completely in love with him, and you’ll both just walk away at the end of June?”

“Not walk away. If our paths crossed in future… well, we’d see. We’ll still be good friends. But I can’t leave here mid-degree, and he has his family and friends back there, and long distance would be horrendous, so… it’s sensible. The mature and grown-up thing to do.” She said it lightly, confidently, the way she did whenever she had to say it, whenever anyone asked. “And until then, we make the most of it. It’s ages away. And… he’s coming to stay the week before Christmas. I cannot wait to introduce you.”

Laura was quiet for a moment, and Harriet could tell that she was sceptical of Harriet’s optimism about the end of June. However, before Harriet could ask Laura moved the conversation on. “Well I’m sure you guys know what’s best for you,” she said eventually, and smiled. “And I can’t wait to meet this man who’s claimed my best friend’s heart.” She paused. “Speaking of relationship drama, you’ll never guess what’s happening with me and Adam.”

“Adam!” Harriet seized gratefully on the change of subject. She’d met Adam when she went up to visit Laura in Edinburgh during the first year. Tall, slightly awkward, but cute. “Something’s happening there? I thought that was casual.”

“It was casual. It was extremely casual. And then he went and caught feelings, and then to my immense surprise I went and caught feelings, and now it’s complicated and… I need your advice.”

They talked about Adam for the next hour… his good qualities, his annoying habits, whether Laura should push it the direction she thought she wanted or let it evolve, the eternal question of whether men had the faintest idea ever of what they actually wanted. It was exactly the same conversation they’d had countless times since their mid-teens, and all the better for it.

Beneath it her mind kept shifting to Zach, wondering what he was up to in Denmark right then, and counting the seconds until his train arrived in Bath in the run-up to Christmas.

***

Zach arrived in Bath on December 17th, looking like he needed some sunshine and some warm weather, but also looking entirely wonderful.

She stood at the exit to the station, watching his train pull in, saw him first on the platform, and when he saw her he broke into a beaming smile. “Hey,” he said, dropping his bag as he reached her and pulling her into his arms. “I missed you so much.”

“I missed you too.” She breathed him in, so familiar now, loving the solid warmth of his body. “So much. It’s been awful.”

“Terrible,” he agreed, mouth pressed against her hair. “Let’s never do it again.”

“My dad’s waiting outside in the car, he insists on picking you up.” She helped Zach lift his bag again then slipped her arm around his. “I think it’s simply that he wants to get one up on my mum though by having met you first,” she confided, and she half thought that might actually be true.

The days that followed were an absolute joy. She showed him around Bath, doing the full tourist thing… the Roman Baths, the Royal Crescent, skipping the Jane Austen museum which somehow didn’t feel quite like Zach’s scene. They explored the Christmas market, and Harriet took him to see Bath play rugby at the Rec along with a group of friends, pleased as could be when Laura pronounced sometime close to 11pm that night after several drinks too many that he was easily Harriet’s best boyfriend yet.

It was a wonder to see the look on Zach’s face at Christmas in England. It was his first one outside of Australia and he confessed to her that it was all taking him by surprise. Christmas for him had always equated to hot weather and being outdoors, so to spend a lot of the time indoors drinking hot drinks and doing a lot of socialising in the dark and the cold was an eye opener. He claimed to be loving it though.

Her parents took to him immediately. Her dad, once he’d ascertained that he wasn’t one of those insufferable Aussies who likes to boast about not boasting, engaged him in long conversations about cricket and rugby, particularly as it was delicately poised right then in the Ashes series being played out Down Under, one-all with two matches to go. Her mum kept feeding him, convinced that he must be hungry, and made pointed comments about how nice it was to see Harriet with someone sensible for a change.

“She means compared to some of my exes,” Harriet explained later, mortified. “My judgment hasn’t always been perfect.”

“What were they like? The exes?”

“Oh God.” She buried her face in her hands. “Well, there was the guy when I turned eighteen who got drunk on a single beer and swore at my dad. He didn’t last long after that. And there was the guy I was seeing at the start of uni, a bit older, he had a motorcycle and thought he was so, so cool, but he wasn’t. And Chris, I told you about him I think, somehow both boring and had this rare ability to simply rub people up the wrong way. And Dave from college, who it turns out when he came to stay in the summer gets so nervous with girlfriends’ parents that he loses the ability to speak, and… you get the picture.”

Zach was laughing. “So you’re saying the bar was low?”

“I’m saying the bar was underground. You’re a massive step up.”

“I’m flattered.”

“You should be.”

***

Zach was due to fly back to Denmark on the 23rd to be there in time for Christmas, and the day before Harriet was already starting to dread the upcoming time apart. He wasn’t going to be gone for long, flying back to Bath for New Year, but despite everything it felt a little soon in their relationship to be doing Christmas together so it seemed right.

She woke late on the morning of the 22nd to a bright morning, the winter sun streaming through her curtains. The house was quiet, but that wasn’t surprising… she’d grown up in this four-storey townhouse and learned that sound didn’t travel between floors, so up here on the top floor she’d be oblivious to a full-blown disco going on down on the bottom floor. That had come in more than a little handy when she’d come back with friends after a night out in the past, her parents happily oblivious until they came down to whatever mess had been left in the morning.

Zach’s room was on the second floor, two floors below, and her parents may have been lovely but one rule was strict. Separate bedrooms, always. Under their roof a couple could only share if they were married and, while Harriet loved Zach very much, marriage at the age of twenty just to be able to share a bed in her parents’ house would have been more than a little overkill.

What did make her and Zach laugh was how they’d put him in the spare room downstairs, with their bedroom on the floor in between, rather than the spare room literally next door to Harriet’s… she could understand why, but it was funny how they’d not said anything, they’d just done it. In fairness, too, it was their house, and the room Zach had been given was the better one, larger with a decent view, so… they could live with it. And also, it had hardly stopped them so far. Zach’s room was a convenient stop on the way upstairs each night, put it that way.

Harriet pulled on her dressing gown and padded down the stairs to the kitchen, yawning. Her mum was at the hob making scrambled eggs, her dad was looking at something on his tablet, and Zach was sat at the kitchen table with a cup of tea and an expression she couldn’t quite read, half apology and half concern.

“Morning, darling,” her mum said brightly. “Sleep well?”

“Fine. What’s going on? Why does everyone…” She paused, seeing a look pass between Zach and her dad. “What’s happened?”

Now her mum and Zach exchanged a glance.

“There’s a winter storm coming in,” her dad said. “A big one, off the Atlantic. They’re cancelling flights already, ferries, the works.”

She looked at Zach. “Everything’s grounded until Boxing Day.” He looked genuinely distressed now that she had had a moment to study him properly, which faintly alarmed her… he was the calm and steady one, and she realised that’s why she hadn’t been able to read his expression when she walked in, she simply hadn’t ever seen him like this. “I’ve been trying to find something since I got up. I feel terrible about not making it over to Denmark, they’ve bought the food, presents, everything. And now I’m just… stuck…”

Harriet walked over to him and put her arms around his shoulders, giving him the same comforting kiss on his hair that she knew he’d give to her.

“You’re not stuck,” Harriet’s mum interrupted firmly. “You’re staying here. For Christmas. With us.”

Harriet stared at her. “Mum…”

“I’ve already told him, and I won’t hear any arguments about it. The poor boy can’t spend Christmas stranded in an airport hotel room, and we’ve got plenty of space and,” here she looked pointedly at Harriet’s dad who’d been in charge of ordering the food, “far, far, far too much food.” She fixed Zach with a look that brooked no disagreement. “You’re part of the family now, whether you like it or not. So you’ll stay for Christmas and we’ll do the whole thing properly… what would your mum think of me, Zach, if we didn’t make you stay?”

Zach looked at Harriet, his expression hovering between hope and uncertainty and Harriet understood why: Christmas with your girlfriend and her family, even if you were in love, after a couple of months together was a big step. But… a step she didn’t mind at all.

“I’d love it if you stayed,” she said. “Genuinely.”

He smiled gratefully and looked at Harriet’s mum and dad. “If you’re sure it’s not an imposition?”

“Absolutely not an imposition,” her dad said, looking up from the detailed weather map he’d been studying on his tablet. “Though you might regret it when my wonderful wife decides that it’s time for charades…”

“I like charades,” Zach said, breaking into a smile.

Harriet grinned and hugged Zach. She couldn’t quite believe it… she had him through until the New Year, and then it wouldn’t be long until term started, and… this was brilliant, even if she felt for him having to change his Christmas plans.

“We need to go shopping,” she said, suddenly thinking of the practicalities. “Obviously we’ve got our presents for each other, but for my parents.”

“Oh, there’s no need…” Harriet’s mum started to say.

“There definitely is,” Zach said. “I can’t stay and not give you both presents.”

“Well, we need to get you something too,” her mum replied. “After breakfast, let’s all go and we can nudge each other in the right direction. The shops will be madness, but it’ll be fine.” She turned back to the eggs, giving them a final stir as some toast popped up out of the toaster. “Now sit down and eat, both of you. It’s going to be a busy day.”

***

That day was a whirlwind of last minute shopping. Harriet dragged Zach around the packed streets of Bath, helping him to find presents for her parents: gardening gloves and a nice hand cream for her mum, a military history book for her dad.

“You’re sure he’ll like this?”

“Trust me… every British man his age is a little bit obsessed with World War Two. He’ll love it. Just be prepared for him thinking you’ll want to hear all about it when he’s read it.”

“I consider myself forewarned,” he grinned.

Once they’d got the presents they headed into a cafe to warm up with lunch and a hot chocolate, but then as they were finishing Zach said, “Can I meet you back at your house?” He had a twinkle in his eyes. “I need to get a little something extra for someone else…”

Harriet smiled and leaned closer to him. “How exciting… so long as that someone else is me.”

“You’ll just have to wait and see,” he teased back.

“Well I’ll let you, but I need one thing.” She leaned closer.

“What would that be?” Zach was playing dumb, and it was cute.

“A kiss.”

“Hmm… you’d better close your eyes.” He was grinning, leaned closer.

“Ok.” Harriet closed her eyes, waiting, then squealed when she felt something wet and warm on her nose. Her eyes flew open and she saw Zach laughing, some of the people sat nearby grinning too before they quickly looked away. She touched her nose… whipped cream from their hot chocolates. “Clean it off,” she said, but with a smile.

“Gladly.” Zach used his finger to remove it, popping the cream in his mouth, then he leaned in and did kiss her, slow and lingering, but not too slow… that would have been weird in the middle of the day in the middle of a coffee shop.

Still, when they leaned back again Harriet knew that her cheeks were flushed from more than just the cold outside, and same, she thought, for Zach.

He made it back mid-afternoon, looking pleased with himself, and not long after the forecast winter storm started to hit, the wind gusting around the house and rain lashing against the windows. Harriet’s mum, ever the optimist, declared that it was perfect Christmas weather and put on carols in the background while they all had a glass of mulled wine by the fire.

Late afternoon Harriet and Zach retreated to the dining room to wrap her parents’ presents, rain driving now against the sash windows as the sky darkened outside.

“Will it snow?” Zach asked as he wrapped her dad’s book, surprisingly competently Harriet couldn’t help but notice.

Harriet shook her head. “No, I doubt it. We get Atlantic storms here so it’s usually a bit too warm… wind and rain I reckon. It’s supposed to be freezing cold after though, so we’ll see.”

He smiled shyly. “I’ve never seen snow in person.”

Just a little thing, but it hit home for Harriet how far away Zach came from. Of course he’d not seen snow, not if he’d never left Australia before now. She looked at him. “Maybe we’ll get lucky. It’s overrated anyway, everything stops working.” She looked at his wrapping. “How are you so good at this?”

“Practice. Mum always made us wrap all the presents we were getting people even as a kid. Said it was part of giving.”

“Your mum sounds sensible.”

“She is.” Something flickered across his face, homesickness she suspected, but then he smiled and it passed. “She’ll like you, I think. She’s always said I needed someone who could keep me in line.”

“You reckon I can keep you in line?” Zach’s parents were due to make the trip during Hilary term to visit him, so she suspected there’d be a fair amount of meeting the parents to come.

“You’re doing a decent job so far.”

***

The storm had raged through most of Christmas Eve, but that had been a blessing in disguise, giving Harriet and Zach the excuse to do not a lot but hang around the house and help her mum prep for the big day itself.

Christmas morning dawned cold and bright, the sun shining close to the horizon out of a deep blue sky, frost covering the back garden.

Harriet woke to find that her mum… sorry, Father Christmas… had snuck in at some point during the night and left a stocking at the foot of her bed. She smiled to herself… five years ago she’d been mortified that she still got a stocking, now, recently turned twenty, she appreciated it for the gesture of love and the callback to precious memories that it was.

She looked up to a soft knock on the door and Zach came in, grinning.

“I see Santa paid you a visit too,” he said.

“Oh no, tell me she didn’t…”

He laughed and held up a stocking with some presents inside. “Someone did… it was on my bed.”

Harriet felt herself blushing hard. It was one thing her mum doing that for her, another entirely for her boyfriend asleep in his own room two floors down. “I’m sorry,” Harriet said, with a wince.

“Don’t be, it’s awesome.” He sat down on her bed and leaned over to give her a kiss. “Happy Christmas.”

She smiled. “Happy Christmas.” Harriet yawned. “What time is it?” They’d met her friends at the pub the night before, and while they’d kept it sensible she certainly could tell she’d had a drink.

“Just after nine.” He paused and lifted up the stocking. “So these stockings, what’s the etiquette?”

“Oh, let’s open them right here.” She shuffled along in bed and lifted the cover. “Climb in… I figure if my parents were checking you were where you were meant to be in the night, they can’t mind you sitting up with me in here to do some present opening.”

“Perfect.” He climbed in and she settled against him. “And Harriet?”

“Yeah?”

“I love you.”

She grinned and kissed him. “I love you too. But one thing you’ll learn today… never delay me from opening a Christmas present.”

***

They went downstairs to find the tree lit, presents arrayed under it, her parents already installed in the kitchen with cups of tea and barely concealed excitement.

After exchanging the usual Christmas morning pleasantries, Harriet said, “I can’t believe you did a stocking for Zach…”

“That’s your mother’s doing, don’t look at me.” Her dad was smiling as he said it.

“We couldn’t possibly have Zach staying here and Santa not paying a visit,” her mum added. “You didn’t mind, did you Zach?”

Zach smiled. “Not in the least… it’s been a few years since I had one. Look.” He lifted up a foot to show them. “I’m wearing the socks. And I don’t know how you knew that I love chocolate oranges, but thank you.”

Harriet’s mum was beaming with pleasure. “See, Harriet… you’re never too old.”

Harriet made a kind of grumbling noise that had for years been her way of admitting to her parents that they were right and she was wrong. In all honesty, it was lovely, a really kind gesture to make Zach feel welcome… she suspected he might be feeling more homesick than usual, Christmas Day had a funny way of doing that to people, and she was determined to make his day as special as she could.

The rest of the morning was happy chaos… breakfast, then opening presents with a glass of champagne, and the joy of watching someone you love experiencing your Christmas Day traditions. Zach phoned home and his mum insisted on speaking to Harriet’s mum to thank her for looking after Zach. Indeed, they ended up talking for fifteen minutes as both Zach and Harriet got more and more nervous about what they were saying to each other, all while Harriet’s dad laughed away to himself in the background.

Zach opened his presents with real enthusiasm… the college scarf that Harriet had bought for him (“both practical and a souvenir,” she joked), the assortment of craft beers from her parents, an autobiography of one of his favourite rugby players, bits and pieces but all chosen with care. He’d done well with his panic shopping too, her mum delighted by the gardening gloves and her dad immediately settling down to start on the history book.

When they had a quiet moment while her parents were wrestling the turkey into the oven, Zach brought out a small box for Harriet. “My extra purchase,” he said with a shy smile.

Harriet looked at him, thinking to herself how cute he looked, and then opened it to find a silver necklace with a tiny heart shaped pendent in two halves, one gold, one silver, wound around each other.

“Because I love you,” he said quietly. “And that’s how I feel… like our hearts are wrapped around each other.”

Harriet felt herself well up and she burst into tears… it was so, so perfect, the most wonderful present anyone had ever bought her.

Zach looked at her in concern, one hand reaching out. “Is it ok? I’m sorry if it wasn’t what you wanted,” he said gently.

She shook her head, taking a moment to be able to speak. “No… it’s not that…” She trailed off and took a deep breath. “It’s… oh, Zach, it’s so perfect…” She stepped across to him and hugged him tight, and after a moment he hugged her back, his lips soft on her hair. “I love you so much,” she managed to say.

“I love you so much too.” He chuckled. “I thought for a minute I’d screwed up.”

She laughed through her tears and looked up at him. “Quite the opposite. Here, help me put it on.” She pushed her hair to one side and he helped fasten it. “How’s it look?”

“Beautiful.”

She grinned and just then her mum came back in, took one look at the two of them and the necklace round her neck, and started grinning. “I’ll give you two a moment,” she said and left again, pulling the door closed behind her.

Harriet looked back at Zach who started laughing.

“I think my mum likes you.”

***

After lunch, turkey with all the trimmings including her mum’s famous roast potatoes, all four of them took it very easy… a short walk in the cold to blow away the cobwebs, a Christmas movie, the inevitable charades followed by just about managing to fit in a sandwich crammed full of leftovers, it descended into a thoroughly pleasant haze of food and warmth and contentment.

“What time does the Ashes start?” Harriet asked as she stretched out on the sofa, her legs lying over Zach’s, a little glass of the champagne from earlier in hand.

Zach looked at her in surprise. “You remembered?”

“You’ve mentioned it something like fifty times since you got here.” She smiled at his expression. “First ball’s at midnight our time, right? Boxing Day Test from Melbourne?”

“You’d stay up to watch it with me?”

“I’ll stay up to watch you watch it.” She settled closer to him on the sofa. “But you need to explain it to me first. Rugby I can do. Rowing I can definitely do. Cricket… dad gave up on me with that one.”

“Very true…” came her dad’s voice from his armchair without looking up from his book.

“Thanks.” Harriet said, pulling a face at him that he didn’t say but that made her mum laugh. “I want you to tell me. Not the rules. Tell me why you care about it.”

So he did. He told her about summer days at the SCG with his dad, about learning to play in the backyard, about the drama of an Ashes series and why this one mattered. She listened, asking questions, watching his face light up as he talked about something he loved.

Her parents drifted off to bed around eleven, her mother giving Harriet an affectionate kiss and reminding them, as is the way of mothers everywhere, not to stay up too late.

As the clock ticked towards midnight Harriet and Zach took the opportunity to get changed into their pyjamas, and Harriet came back down with her double duvet and a couple of pillows. “Ashes sleepover,” she said with a shrug when she saw Zach’s enquiring look.

“Don’t tell my mates about the sleepover part,” he replied with a grin before he went to make two cups of tea in the kitchen… a gesture she appreciated, even if he was utterly hopeless at it.

At midnight, they found the coverage. Melbourne, sunny and packed with people, the Boxing Day Test just beginning. Zach leaned forward with an intensity that made Harriet smile, the light of the TV and of the logs still burning on the fire giving his features a warm complexion.

"First ball," he said. "This is it." His eyes were bright with excitement, and she could feel how tense he was, curled up as they were on the sofa with the duvet on top of them to keep them warm. He turned to look at her. “Australia to bowl.”

She settled down beside him and pretended to watch, though mostly she watched him… the way he watched each delivery, the muttered commentary that seemed to anticipate what the TV commentators were about to say, the expression of disappointment when one of the England openers hit a boundary, then the delight twenty minutes later when his wicket fell. He is so hot like this, she thought, handsome and wonderful in how unselfconscious he can be about something he enjoys.

Around one in the morning, during a drinks break, he turned to find her watching him. “What?” he asked with a quizzical smile.

“Nothing. Just… I love you.”

“I love you too.” He pulled her close and kissed her, softly, lingering. “Thank you for this, for staying up, and… for a wonderful Christmas too.”

“Thank me properly,” she murmured against his mouth.

He pulled back slightly. “Your parents are upstairs. And there’s their rules.”

“My parents are asleep, and we’ll be quiet.”

“Harriet…”

“I want you.” She kissed him again, more fiercely this time, longer. “I’ve wanted you all day. Watching you with my family, seeing you with my friends last night…” She kissed him again. “I need you.”

“We shouldn’t… your parents said…”

“They don’t need to suspect a thing.” She climbed onto his lap, straddling him. “Please, Zach.”

His resolve crumbled, she watched it happen, saw the exact moment that he stopped trying to be sensible and gave in to what he really wanted. He kissed her properly then, his hands sliding under her pyjama top to find bare skin, and she rocked against him, feeling him harden against her.

“We should…” he gasped, then tried again. “We should keep our clothes on. In case they…”

She kissed him again. “Agree.” Another kiss. “There’s ways.” One more kiss. “Lie down.”

Harriet climbed off and walked over to close the door to the living room while Zach lay on his side under the duvet. She climbed under next to him and lay with her back to him, pressed into him. Zach wrapped his arm around her and she could feel him pressed against her as he started to kiss her neck. “What about protection?” he whispered.

“What if we don’t? I’m on the pill and…”

“And…?” He kissed her neck exactly where she needed to be kissed and she sighed.

“And I love you, and… we’ve been together long enough now that… you know.”

“You’re sure?” he whispered.

“If you are,” she whispered back, turning her head to kiss him briefly, “I’ve never not used a… you know before.” She paused. “It feels right.”

She felt him smile against her neck. “Same here,” he whispered. “And yeah, it does.”

“Good.” She reached her hand back and started to slip his pyjama bottoms down, feeling his cock spring free and taking his hardness in her hand, starting to move her hand along his length. His hand fumbled with her own pyjama bottoms and slipped them down too, to midway down her thighs.

Harriet wanted him, needed him so badly, and parting her legs as much as she could she guided him against her, pushing him where she wanted him to go… she didn’t want him accidentally getting lost with the different angles. He kissed her neck again and she felt him push against her, then he slid into her slowly, filling her gloriously, the sensation different to any time she’d slept with someone before… because for the first time in her life this was him she could feel, not with rubber wrapped around it.

She liked it. A lot. It felt much more intimate, elevating the intimacy which was already through the roof, lying as they were with her back to his, trying to be silent, warm under the thick duvet, the TV still on in the background but neither of them watching.

“Is that ok?” Zach asked. Harriet nodded and Zach started to slide out then thrust slowly back in, taking his time, not that the two of them would take long considering the build and their limited opportunities for intimacy over the last few days.

Harriet moaned, trying to keep it quiet and not quite managing, it felt so good. Zach was breathing hard already, and he reached his hand round to touch her between her legs at the same time, slowly teasing her arousal up and up, and she could feel something good building, something very good.

He continued slowly thrusting into her for a few minutes, his hand working away, his lips on her neck, and then he whispered, “I’ve got an idea.”

“Anything,” she gasped, meaning it. This felt good and she’d have done literally anything for him in that moment, anything.

“Turn over,” he said, his whisper sounding ragged with his arousal.

She did, moving onto her hands and knees, knowing what he meant and looking back over her shoulder at him. The desire in his eyes made her shiver. He wanted her so much and she wanted him the same.

He knelt and pushed slowly into her, giving her time to adjust to the deeper penetration, and as he slid fully in they both moaned, quietly but loud enough to each know. He started to move, sliding back out and thrusting into her for against, and she gasped, feeling it everywhere.

“God Harriet…” His hands gripped her hips as he started to move faster, pulling her back to meet each thrust, and she felt something starting to roll through her hard. This wasn’t one of her top ten positions but… right situation, right person, right time it could work for her. And this absolutely ticked all those boxes. “You feel incredible.”

She couldn’t reply, could only bring herself to make sounds that she tried her hardest to keep quiet as the pleasure started to peak, the sofa creaking under the motion and Harriet too far gone to care, and then he reached his hand round to between her legs again and it hit her, Harriet desperately trying not to make a noise, ending up with her head buried in the pillow, biting down on it, actually biting down on it to stifle her moans as Zach came too, a few harder thrusts and then he slowed, climaxing inside her, the first time she’d ever let anyone do that, and it felt so, so good, so natural to let the man that she loved do it…

They collapsed down onto the sofa, him on top of her, and then he rolled off and pulled the duvet over them and they were kissing, slowly, tenderly, wordlessly, warm and safe, just the two of them.

Eventually, Harriet whispered, “Why don’t we sleep down here? Like an actual sleepover?”

“Your parents won’t mind?”

“They’ll think it’s cute… they don’t need to know the detail.”

“Ok then. I’d like that.”

“Good.”

They took a minute arranging things, getting the pillows fluffed up, pulling up their pyjama bottoms, turning off the light and the TV so that the only illumination was the residual glow of the fire.

When they were done, they lay down in each other’s arms, facing each other, peaceful and content.

“A good Christmas,” Harriet whispered, kissing Zach.

“You’re wrong,” he whispered back, a glint in his eye just visible. “Dead wrong.”

“Really?” she replied playfully, knowing he was joking.

“Yeah. Best Christmas ever.”

She grinned and kissed him. “You’re right. The best.” She paused. “I love you so much.”

“I love you so much too.”


April


The train was packed with people headed down from Oxford to the race, a very specific crowd that Saturday morning… lots of students, so many students, but the full range was on display, right through from the rugby boys already working their way through the cans of lager through to the more cerebral students who looked like it was their first time in daylight for six months, and everything in between.

Zach had managed to snag a seat by the window, Harriet pressed up against his side, her head on his shoulder as she scrolled through her phone. Across from them, Nathalie and Lucy were working through the logistics of the day… where they’d watch from, which pubs to hit before and after, where they’d meet Naomi and Lara and Fergus, whether it would be before or after that they found them. Will, who’d been seeing Lucy on-and-off for a few months now, caught Zach’s eye and raised his eyebrows theatrically in exasperation at the level of detail, and Zach forced himself to suppress a grin.

Personally, Zach was just happy to go with the flow. He knew that the Boat Race was a thing at Oxford, but he’d been to London precisely once since arriving in the UK in October and knew he couldn’t contribute a whole lot to the conversation. The one certainty was that they were all staying at Naomi’s parents’ house in somewhere called Richmond that night, and that her parents had been kind enough to leave them wine and dinner in the freezer so they all had to be there by early evening, but apart from that he was more than happy to relax and go with it.

“Will, Zach, I’m looking at you here,” Nathalie was saying. “Naomi has said to make sure that we all know only to drink the wine on the left side of their wine fridge, not the right. Apparently on the right side is the good stuff, too good for us students.”

“Her parents know us too well,” Lucy replied, grinning. “Remember what Will did to that bottle of champagne at New Year?”

“That wasn’t my fault,” he protested. “The cork was faulty.”

“Every champagne cork is faulty if you shake the bottle like you’ve just won a Grand Prix…”

“I was testing a hypothesis…”

“Messily.”

Zach smiled, letting the friendly bickering wash over him. Six months he’d been in England now, six months since he’d stepped off that plane at Heathrow with horrendous jet lag and no idea what he walking into. And somewhere, somehow, in those six months he’d not only found Harriet but also a group of people that he could proudly call his friends. Harriet’s friends originally, whether close friends like Nathalie or Lucy, or part of the looser friendship group that seemed to encompass most of the second years in college like Will or Fergus, they’d been so incredibly welcoming and had let him in with a generosity that still surprised him. He knew he’d made many friends for life, and he still had another three months until his exchange was over and he’d be flying back home.

Of course, there were times when he still felt a little like the newbie… when someone made a joke about something that had happened in Freshers Week in their first year, or talked about one of the third or fourth years from the year before who’d finished their degrees before Zach arrived, naturally he didn’t know what or who they were talking about, but that was ok… Harriet usually filled in the gaps for him and if she didn’t then any of the others were more than willing to.

Zach would never have thought it on that jet lagged morning back in October when he’d stood outside college wondering where to go, but it felt like his home-away-from-home.

He watched Harriet as she laughed at something on her phone, tilting the screen to show him a meme he didn’t quite get but still smiled at anyway. She was wearing jeans and a casual striped jumper, her hair pulled back in a ponytail, and she was by some distance the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. He thought that every day. He wondered whether he might think that every day for the rest of his life, even when he’d gone back home.

“You alright?” Harriet was looking at him, her brow slightly furrowed. “You seem like you went a million miles away.”

“Just thinking about how deeply I love British public transport.” He gestured at the crowded carriage, people squeezed standing in the aisles, the slightly bawdry lyrics of another college’s rugby drinking song floating down from the other end of the carriage. “I’m not going to miss this come the end of June.”

She elbowed him in the ribs. “Shut up. You love it here.”

“I love some things here.” He caught her hand and brought it to his lips, kissing her knuckles. “One thing in particular.”

“God, you two are so cute it makes me want to vomit,” Nathalie said cheerfully. “Get a room.”

“We’ve got a room,” Harriet said. “Tonight. At Naomi’s parents’ house.”

“Well just remember,” she replied. “And you two too,” she added, looking now at Will and Lucy. “Their house is old which means their walls are thin and I don’t have any earplugs, ok?”

Zach felt his cheeks going red but Harriet just laughed, squeezing his hand. That was one thing he loved about her, the way that socially she didn’t let anything faze her… exams, yes, but friends, nothing. He’d love to have her social confidence.

The train rattled on through the green English countryside, the sun threatening to turn what had started off as a chilly morning into a day that might actually be pleasant, even to a Sydney-dweller. Zach leaned his head against the window and let himself get washed away by the experience… letting himself feel the happiness, the excitement, the joy of going for a day out with people he loved.

***

Putney was bedlam. They emerged from the Tube station into a river of people flowing towards the water, everyone in high spirits, the spring sunshine having decided that yes, it was going to stay out for the day. Zach stayed close to Harriet as they worked their way through the crowd, Nathalie leading the way with the absolute confidence of someone who’d done this precisely once before in their life and were therefore an expert.

“There’s a spot half a kilometre down from the start,” she called over her shoulder. “Naomi messaged to say that the three of them are there already. It’s the perfect view if we can get there, we can actually see the boats go past rather than watching them on someone’s phone.”

They found the spot, a patch of riverbank that was crowded but not impossibly so, with a view across the water to the Surrey side. Naomi, Lara and Fergus greeted them warmly, hugs and handshakes all round, but most importantly of all they had brought a large cooler full beers and Pimms, and Zach soon found himself with a beer in hand and Harriet pressed against him, a happy buzz of excited chatter all around.

“So explain it to me,” he said. “It’s just two boats?” Harriet had taken up rowing in her first year, becoming a key member of the college women’s second eight, and had started to cox too with hopes of coxing one of the boats for racing in her third year.

“Just two boats.” Harriet was grinning, taking pleasure in his confusion. “Oxford and Cambridge. That’s it. The whole country stops to watch two boats full of posh boys and American ringers row four miles down the Thames.”

“And people care about this?”

“People care intensely about it. It’s tradition. You wouldn’t understand, you’re Australian and your country is, what, twelve minutes old?” she teased.

“We have traditions. We have… the Melbourne Cup.”

“A horse race.”

“A very traditional horse race. Everyone wears hats.”

She laughed and kissed him briefly, and Zach felt himself smiling inside. In all honesty he loved days like this, being part of something that he didn’t fully understand but knowing that it had the weight of years behind it.

The race itself, when it eventually came, was over faster than he’d expected… a blur of oars and shouting, the two boats flying past their vantage point in seconds, the crowing roaring even though none of them could really see what was happening. Cambridge won, apparently, but Oxford had put up a good fight and it had been tight up to the end, which meant that everyone ended the race happy really, and then everyone, Oxford or Cambridge, went back to drinking as if the outcome had never really mattered.

“Bit anticlimactic,” Zach observed.

“The race isn’t the point,” Will said, appearing at his elbow with a fresh beer. “The drinking is the point. The race is just the excuse.”

“Now that I can understand.”

They stayed by the river for another half hour as the crowds thinned, enjoying the afternoon sunlight while the spring chill started to creep back in as the sun headed towards the horizon. Zach talked rugby with Will and Fergus for a bit, a post mortem on England’s underperformance in the recent Six Nations, and chatted for a long while to Naomi about what it had been like growing up nearby. Normal stuff. Friend stuff.

The kind of conversations you had when you felt like you belonged somewhere.

***

The pub was called the Duke’s Head, or possibly the Duke’s Arm, or even something else… Zach hadn’t fully caught the name as they joined the surge of people pushing through the door. It was rammed, every table taken, the bar three-deep with students and ex-students trying to do that weird English thing of kind-of-queueing politely but also not. They’d got lucky and grabbed a battered leather sofa out back when the previous occupants had given up on waiting for the bar, and now Zach was sat squeezed on the sofa with Harriet and their group gathered around, all talking over each other with drinks in hand.

Zach was happy. Properly happy.

It caught him off guard sometimes, quite how happy he was doing this exchange year. Not that there weren’t ups and downs, of course there were, and of course his life in Sydney had been good… easy, full of mates and beaches and the comfortable familiarity of home. But this was different, and what he was learning was that being intentional, choosing in life rather than simply letting it happen to him, could lead to good things. No, not good, great things. He may have stumbled into this time in England, but he’d learned a valuable lesson.

Harriet was next to him on the sofa, her leg warm against his, listening rapt as Lara told her a story about something that had happened in a tutorial at the end of term. Zach wasn’t really following the details, something about a translation error from French to English that would have been gravely insulting to the entire nation of France, but he loved watching Harriet listen, the way her eyes lit up, the way her whole body was focused on Lara, the way she kept glancing at Zach to make sure he was following it too.

He didn’t really get the punchline, he figured he’d have had to have done French at school to follow it, but he laughed along with the rest of them and Will leaned forward with his pint and said, “That’s brilliant. Absolutely brilliant.” He turned and nodded at Zach. “Got to make the most of having an Aussie here to tell these stories to… who’s going to be impressed by our stupid traditions next year?”

Zach smiled, as did Harriet, but the words hit… no malice intended by Will, no way, it was a throwaway comment, and he soon moved on to asking Lara something, but he felt it as just the tiniest little twist, the thought that what if I don’t want this life to be over at the end of June? Harriet turned and smiled weakly at him, her handing finding his and giving it a little squeeze.

She looked back at the others but her hand stayed on his, and he realised that this was how they handled it now, now that June wasn’t some abstract concept but rather sat at the other end of the next term. Small acknowledgements, a touch, a glance, a slight squeeze of the hand. They didn’t talk about it, not really, not properly. They’d agreed that long distance didn’t work, and they both genuinely thought it, and there was still time… they didn’t need to think about it for a while yet. Trinity term was a long term and Harriet didn’t have any exams, she’d done them at the end of Hillary, so they could really enjoy themselves.

Three months was ages. Three months was forever.

Wasn’t it?

Zach stood. “My round, I think. Same again for everyone?”

“Now we’re talking,” Fergus replied, laughing. “Yes please.”

***

They left the pub as the light was fading, spilling out onto the street in a loose group, everyone pleasantly drunk and arguing about the best route to Naomi’s home. Naomi herself was clueless (“We always tended to go out near Richmond,” she said with a shrug when asked), but the consensus seemed to be that they could walk along the river… scenic according to Nathalie, twice as long as necessary according to Fergus, but in the end they set out on what they were pretty sure was the right path.

Zach walked alongside Harriet, holding hands, just behind the main group. The others had pulled ahead, their voices carrying back to them in fragments. Naomi’s laugh, Will attempting to sing along to a song that Lucy was trying to teach them and failing miserably, and Nathalie trying to keep them all focused on the route. The evening air was cool but not cold, the sky pink and orange, the river getting darker by the minute next to them.

“Good day?” Harriet asked, looking across at Zach.

“Great day.”

“Even though you still don’t understand the Boat Race?”

Zach laughed. “I think I’ve got the hang of it. Everyone watches two boats go past in the blink of an eye, then keep on drinking regardless of who won or lost?”

She laughed too and leaned into him as they walked. “Spot on. I’m glad you came.”

“Where else would I be?”

“I don’t know. Sydney? Home for the holidays? Somewhere with proper sunshine rather than whatever that was today?”

“Sunshine is overrated. I like it weak.”

“Liar.”

“Ok, I like it strong. But I love you, and you come with the weak sunshine and the cold winter that I’ve somehow survived, so…”

Harriet stopped walking and turned to look at him, her expression soft under the streetlight. “That might be the most romantic thing you’ve ever said to me.”

“Really? I’d better try harder then.”

“Don’t. I meant it.” She kissed him, a long, lingering kiss, her hands on his face. When she pulled back she was grinning. “Come on. The others are getting ahead.”

They walked on hand in hand, and Zach let himself feel it… the simple pleasure of being with Harriet, of having nowhere else to be, of an evening that stretched ahead with nothing but friends and wine and her beside him.

***

Naomi’s parents’ house was a Victorian semi on a quiet street with a view down towards the river, although that description didn’t quite do it justice. Will had quietly mentioned to Zach how Richmond was one of the most expensive areas in London, and when he looked closely from the outside the house confirmed that… a neatly maintained rose bush outside the front, a big purple door with a heavy brass knocker, large sash windows. It looked precisely how he’d have thought Naomi’s house would look, secretly wealthy but hidden behind a veneer of normalcy.

The group piled inside in a chaos of shoes being kicked off and coats being hung on a coat rack that had never anticipated so many people, everyone talking at once about who was sleeping where and when they were eating and whether it was wine o’clock yet.

“It’s never too early to open the wine,” Harriet declared, already heading for the kitchen.

“Left hand side only, please,” begged Naomi, and Zach watched as Harriet flashed her a grin.

Eight soon became ten as the doorbell rang and Naomi’s school friend Imogen came in with her boyfriend… they were both at Cambridge and she was wearing a Cambridge college staff, triggering a chorus of friendly banter which she laughed off, accepting a glass of wine from Harriet and giving Naomi a warm hug.

Dinner was long and loud, sat at the large wooden table in Naomi’s parents’ kitchen, what Zach thought was a very good lasagne indeed served in the middle with salad and more wine. Music was playing in the background and it was the kind of meal where everything talked at once, where the wine bottles emptied faster than seemed possible, and where nobody was worrying about anything beyond the next joke or story or round of laughter. He sat next to Harriet, Nathalie on the other side of him, and fully got into the flow of it.

After dinner they all migrated to the living room, sprawled around, and a bottle of gin came out. The conversation fragmented into smaller groups, Imogen and Naomi gossiping about one of their school friends, Zach and Will robustly ‘debating’ the merits of the recent Ashes series, Harriet quizzing Imogen’s boyfriend on what life was like in Cambridge.

As it got later, Harriet curled up next to Zach in one of the armchairs, her legs resting on top of his, a drink in her hand that had been there for a while now. She was a little drunk, they all were, but it was a good drunk, happy and relaxed.

“This is nice,” Zach murmured into her ear.

“It is, isn’t it?”

“I love how your friends have been so welcoming to me.”

She turned her head to look at him. “They’re your friends as much as mine now. That’s how it all works.” She paused and kissed him briefly. “I reckon we can call you a true Oxford boy now.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

Around midnight people started drifting off to bed. Naomi showed everyone to their rooms, very kindly giving the couples rooms to themselves and then sticking everyone else wherever they’d fit. Harriet and Zach had been assigned the guest room at the back of the house with a window that overlooked the back garden and, a rare luxury for them, a double bed.

“It’s cosy,” Naomi said apologetically. “But it’s got its own bathroom, so that’s something.”

“It’s perfect,” Harriet said. “Thanks, Naomi.”

They said their good nights and could hear the house getting quiet around them as they closed the door, the murmur of voices fading. Zach stood in the middle of the room, suddenly very aware that they were alone for the first time since leaving his room in Oxford that morning.

Harriet leaned against the door, watching him, a smile twitching across her lips, her eyes bright. She looked so, so beautiful.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey.”

“Come here.”

He went.

***

She kissed him, reaching up and pulling his face to her, kissing him like she’d been waiting all day to do it properly. Zach kissed her back, his hands finding her waist and pulling her close, feeling the warmth of her body through her jumper.

“I’ve been wanting to do this for hours,” she whispered between kisses.

“Me too.”

“Bed?”

“Bed.”

Harriet took Zach’s hand and led him. They climbed on to the covers and lay down, then started to kiss again, unhurried but passionate, kissing like they had all night which, Zach figured, they kind of did.

Their clothes came off slowly, her jumper, his shirt, both of their jeans, and when they were naked they climbed under the covers, warm against the chill of the nighttime air. As they kissed their hands wandered, their bodies so familiar to each other now after six months together that they know the other’s as well as they knew their own.

As they kissed Zach leaned towards Harriet, rolling her on to her back, and then he started to kiss his way down her body, starting with her neck then working oh so slowly down over her chest and lower, thrilling to hear her gasp and moan when he kissed somewhere exactly right.

When he was between her legs he paused and looked up to see her smiling down at him, a dreamy expression on her face. “I can’t tell if you want me to,” he teased.

“Don’t you dare not…” she whispered back, putting her hands to his head and pulling him, actually pulling him down until his tongue was on her. Zach loved this, had told Harriet many times how much he loved it, being able to give her pleasure, he loved the taste of her, he loved the feel of it… he loved everything about going down on Harriet.

He ran his tongue along her, thrilling at the gasp she made, and he started to get into a rhythm, keeping it slow, keeping it teasing, keeping it exactly how Harriet liked it. She was so responsive, and he’d learned how to read what she wanted, shifting pace or pressure when she shifted her hips closer or further away, sliding a finger into her when he thought she needed it, taking it away again when he felt like she needed to be teased a little more.

“How about,” she gasped, “you at the same time?”

Zach lifted his tongue from her and smiled. “I’d like that, if you would?”

“Oh, I would.”

He moved position so that his legs were towards the head of the bed, and she moved down, and they were both under the covers, reliant as much on touch as sight, and as they settled down he felt her hand on his cock, touching him, felt a little shiver of anticipation run through him. He put his head back down and started to use his tongue again, taking a moment to adapt to the different angles, and then he started with his slow rhythm again.

The minutes that followed were heaven… complete heaven.

Harriet gave good head, had since the first time they slept together after their second date, mixing teasing with more, varying her technique but not too much, and he felt a tremor roll through him, that first delicious prelude to what was still to come. He continued his own efforts, rewarded by the sound and feel of her moaning on to his cock, and then they both sped up, both so aroused, both getting closer, and then when she moaned on to his cock again it hit him suddenly, he gasped and he came hard and fast, in her mouth, and she sealed her mouth around his cock, swallowing him down until she cried out, her own pleasure cresting, and then she half rolled onto her back and Zach added his fingers and it was Harriet’s turn now properly, her climax rolling through her, Zach teasing her through it, her gasps and moans echoing around the quiet room, and then they were quiet again, lying almost stunned, before Zach turned around and lay down to face her, their heads on the pillows.

“God, Harriet, you’re so beautiful. I love you so, so much,” he whispered, kissing her.

“I know,” she replied, grinning, her cheeks flushed, her hair messed up, a sheen of sweat on her forehead… he didn’t think she could look more beautiful than she had earlier, but he was wrong, because she looked utterly stunning right then. “You’re not so bad yourself.”

Zach grinned back and kissed her again. “We should do more days like this.”

“Days that end like this, you mean?” She kissed him once she’d asked.

“Days like… I guess days where it’s this brilliant uni experience too.”

She pulled him close and kissed him again. “We’ve got time,” she whispered. “Plenty of time. And we will.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

***

Zach woke to the sound of footsteps on the stairs, that and the clatter of someone dropping something metallic in the kitchen below them and rapid swearing. Harriet was woken up by it too and started laughing. “I’ll bet that’s Nathalie,” she said. “She needs her tea first thing each morning or she literally can’t function.”

He watched her for a moment.

“What?” she asked.

“Just thinking how lucky I am.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere.” She paused. “What time is it?”

“No idea. Late I guess, it’s kind of bright outside.”

She groaned and tried to bury her face in the pillow. “My head hurts a little… five more minutes.”

“Take as long as you need. I’m going to go and see if I can help with breakfast.”

Harriet was already sitting up though, rubbing her eyes, the sheet falling away to reveal her bare shoulders. “No, you’re right. We should both go and help. With breakfast I mean. Seeing as we’re guests in Naomi’s house.” She leaned over and kissed him, then climbed off the bed and started to pull clothes on. “Plus, I can smell toast, and I want it.”

They both dressed and made their way downstairs, walking in on chaos in the kitchen where it was indeed Nathalie who’d been banging around, joined by Lara, Imogen and Fergus. They appeared to have some kind of giant vat of scrambled eggs on the go, toast in the toaster and under the grill, and Lucy was telling Will that no, beer with breakfast wasn’t cool.

“It’s hair of the dog,” he was protesting. “It’s medicinal.” He saw Harriet and pointed at her. “We’ve got a medic, she’ll confirm it.”

Harriet looked between the two of them, and Zach knew who she was going to side with… and it wasn’t going to be Will. She shook her head. “I’m sorry to say, in your particular case I’d have to prescribe nothing stronger than tea or maybe coffee.”

Will pulled a face while Lucy playfully punched him on the arm. “Spoilsport.”

Harriet grinned and put her arm around Zach. “You all sleep well?”

“Like the dead,” Nathalie replied. “But I think that might have been all the drink.”

They ate around the kitchen table again, talking about plans for the day. Harriet and Zach were going to head back to Oxford as he had his room over the entire holidays, then kind of yo-yo between there and Bath until term started… most people in college over Easter were third years revising for finals, and they were more stressed than in the mood to party so the time they spent there was more about the two of them than anything else.

Soon, too soon, they were all saying their goodbyes although, with only a couple of weeks until the start of Trinity term, it wouldn’t be long until they all saw each other again. And… Trinity term of your second year was reputed to be the best of all, great weather, no exams that mattered. They were all excited for it.

The train back to Oxford was much quieter than the journey down to London the day before, most people having presumably travelled back on the same day. The people who were there were all looking more than a little sorry for themselves, tired, slightly hungover, a lot of staring out of the windows.

Harriet sat by the window and Zach next to her, hand in hand.

“Good weekend,” she said.

“The best.”

“When’s the next big tradition?”

She laughed. “I don’t know. We’ll find one.”

Soon her eyes were closed and she was asleep against his shoulder. Zach watched as the countryside slid past, the outskirts of London turning to something greener as they passed Slough, and greener still once they were past Reading. This was all so different to Australia, the green of England in early spring, the old buildings that sped past, village churches that were older than any building in Sydney. He was coming to love it here, genuinely love it, for all that it didn’t have what Sydney had.

But more than that, he’d come to love her.

Three more months to make the most of this. Trinity term, the promise of weather that was nice. Time enough for more weekends like this one, more mornings waking up beside her, more days that made him feel like he was the luckiest man alive.

He wouldn’t let himself think about what came after, wouldn’t allow it to taint living in the moment.

No… he’d just watch the world go by and let himself be happy.


June


The walk to The Trout was one of Harriet’s favourites, out through the back of college, a brief stroll through the streets of Jericho, not far until you were in Port Meadow, and then along the river to Wolvercote. It was the perfect way to escape the Oxford bubble and her and Zach had done it half a dozen times in all weathers, but today was the sort of day that made you understand why poems were written about an English summer’s day… blue sky, warm sun, green everywhere, the landscape so impossibly alive.

Her and Zach walked hand in hand, not talking much, and Harriet tried not to think about why today felt different. She’d suggested this walk, this pub, this afternoon just to them because it was the ideal opportunity for them to talk properly before all the madness of the final three weeks of Trinity term and the incessant carousel of celebrating friends in years above finishing finals and the college ball and who knew what else started.

Final three weeks… that was why they needed to talk, because Zach was expected back at his university in Sydney then. Indeed, he was supposed to be back in a fortnight but he’d managed to plead exceptional circumstances to stay in Oxford for ninth week, so the conversation they’d been putting off and putting off had to happen soon.

Today was the day, Harriet had decided, and Zach had agreed without really agreeing… she felt like he wanted to simply bury his head in the sand, but that he knew deep down that they had to have The Talk.

The Trout was busy when they arrived but they’d timed it perfectly, the lunchtime crowd just coming to settle their bills and head off for the walk back to Oxford or, in some cases, back to their cars. They got lucky with a table near the water at the quieter end of the terrace, and Zach went to get drinks while Harriet watched the river and tried to keep calm as she tried to find the words for something that she desperately did not want to say.

He came back with a pint for himself and a glass of white wine for her, and sat down across from her, and for a long few moments they just looked at each other.

"So," he said.

"So."

"We should probably talk about it."

Harriet felt a little knot of dread settle in her stomach. They’d been dancing around this for weeks, months really, ever since they’d agreed that long distance didn’t work on their third date. Small comments that they brushed off, silences when they could have talked, but they’d never actually sat down and faced it head on until today.

"I don't want to," she admitted. "But I think we have to."

Zach nodded slowly. He was turning his pint glass in his hands, not drinking, just holding it. "Three weeks," he said. "And then I'm on a plane."

"I know."

“I’ve been trying to think of… I don’t know. Some way to make it work. But every time I try to imagine it, I just…” He stopped, shaking his head. “Ten thousand miles, Harriet. That’s not a train journey or a cheap flight. That’s being on the other side of the world.”

“I know.” Her voice was quieter than she’d intended. “I’ve been thinking about it too.”

“And?”

She took a deep breath. Now came the part she'd been rehearsing in her head, the sensible part, the mature part.

“I’ve got three more years here, my last year as an undergraduate then two years of clinical placements, and… I can barely keep up as it is. And you’ve got your degree to finish, and then whatever you want to do after, and we’d be trying to do all of that while also being ten thousand miles apart. For a year minimum.” She made herself look him in the eyes. “I’ve seen people try long distance. Tried it myself last summer. Really try. And it just… it falls apart, slowly and painfully, and they end up resenting each other.”

“You think we’d resent each other?”

“I think I’d miss you so much I wouldn’t be able to function. And we’d be living separate lives that would be growing apart… you’d be doing things with your friends, and I wouldn’t be part of it, and my friends, even though you know them, they’d change, the group would shift, and I’d be doing things with them that you’re not part of. And we’d be jealous of each other, and we’d have phone calls where we’re both exhausted and there’s nothing to say because our lives don’t overlap anymore, and even the times would be bad, your evening would be my morning and some days it couldn’t work and we wouldn’t be able to talk and…” She stopped, realising that she could feel the tears building in the background. “I don’t want to watch us turn into that. I don’t want to end up hating you because I loved you too much to let you go.”

Zach was quiet for a long moment. The sounds of the pub washed over them, everyone else oblivious to the momentous nature of their conversation.

"So you're saying we should end it," he said finally. "At the end of term. While it's still good."

“I’m saying I don’t know what else to do.” A tear rolled down her cheek despite her best efforts not to cry. “I love you Zach. I love you so, so much. But I don’t know how to love you from ten thousand miles away, and I don’t know how to be your girlfriend when I can’t touch you or share my life with you for months at a time, and I’m terrified that if we try we’ll destroy what we’ve had.”

He reached across the table and took her hand, his eyes bright and she realised with a shock that he was close to tears too. She’d never seen him cry.

“I’ve been thinking the same thing,” he said quietly. “Every day I’ve tried to work out how to make it work, and every day I get to the same answer.” He squeezed her hand tight. “I don’t want to lose you, I’m desperate not to lose you, but I couldn’t bear hurting you either. We said long distance didn’t work on one of our first dates, and I think it would hurt us both more than…” His voice cracked with the emotion. “More than this.”

“More than ending it.”

“Yeah.”

They sat there, holding hands across the table, a beautiful summer afternoon all around them. Harriet felt something inside stretching though, stretching taught, and she knew that even if it didn’t snap it would never return to what it had been before. She would always carry this decision with her, always.

"So we're being sensible," she said. "We're being mature."

"We're being fucking miserable is what we're being." But he was smiling, just slightly, the way he always did when things got too serious. "Look at us. Twenty years old and making responsible decisions. Our parents would be proud."

She laughed despite herself, though it came out as something closer to a sob. “I hate being responsible."

"Me too." He lifted her hand and kissed her knuckles, the way he had done countless times before. “But maybe… maybe it isn’t goodbye forever. Maybe it’s just goodbye for now. And in a few years, when you’re a doctor and I’m whatever I am, maybe we find our way back to each other.”

"You believe that?"

"I have to believe something right now." He held her gaze. "I can't believe this is it. I can't believe I found you just to lose you. So yes, I believe that.”

“I’d like to believe that too.” Harriet felt the tears coming properly now, and she didn't try to stop them. "Three weeks," she said. "We've got three weeks."

"Then let's make them count." He stood up and came round to her side of the table, still holding her hand, and pulled her to her feet. "Come here."

She leaned into him and he held her, right there on the terrace of The Trout with tourists and students all around them, and she pressed her face into his chest and cried while he stroked her hair and whispered things she couldn’t quite catch.

“I love you,” she said. “Whatever happens I love you. Always.”

“I love you too.” His voice caught. “Always. No matter what.”

They stood there for a long time, holding each other, the river flowing past and the best part of Trinity term still to come… still to come with a finite end.

When they finally pulled apart, Harriet wiped her eyes and took a shaky breath. “Right,” she said. “We’ve got three weeks. No more crying. No feeling sorry for ourselves. Just us, making the most of it.”

“Deal,” he said. “Starting right now. What do you want to do?”

She looked at him, looked at the man that she loved, the man she was choosing to let go because holding on felt like it would destroy her, and smiled.

“Let’s walk back the long way, along the river. But first, I’m going to get us fresh drinks.” She picked up her glass. “Not ones gone all salty with tears… and you find us a different table, and we’re going to enjoy talking to each other and pretend everything is normal.”

“Everything is normal. This is just… a pause. A comma, not a full stop.”

“A comma,” she repeated. “I like that. A comma, not a full stop.”

***

Harriet had been home for a fortnight, rattling round her parents’ house, going to her summer job as a care assistant at the nearby hospice whenever the shifts she was rostered for demanded it, staring at her bedroom ceiling a lot when they didn’t.

Her mum kept making pointed comments about how pale she looked, her dad kept suggesting walks in the countryside, her friends kept trying to drag her out to the pub in the evenings, but she did none of that… life felt like the colour had been drained out of it since Zach had left, and the only respite she could find was in her work when she was confronted day after day by people who had it much, much worse than she did.

Those three weeks after The Trout had been both the most magical and the most terrible three weeks of Harriet’s life… three weeks where she’d fallen even further head-over-heels in love with Zach, three weeks of fun and laughter and waking up late together and repeating it again day after day after day, but three weeks where day-by-day the gnawing terror of that cliff edge rushing towards them ratcheted up inexorably, the Saturday morning at the end of ninth week that they both knew must come and each prayed somehow wouldn’t. She asked herself again and again surely there’s another way and always the answer was silence… they both had to finish their degrees, simple, and where they did their degrees was ten thousand miles apart. There was no answer, no magic solution… life, it turned out, wasn’t always fair.

That last night would stay with her forever. They’d spent the afternoon in the Parks, a glorious day, hanging out with friends, and then that evening they’d gone for dinner, the last supper as Zach hadn’t christened it with a grin that didn’t quite reach his eyes, back to the French place they’d been to on their first date.

Harriet had barely had any appetite but she forced herself to eat, to drink, to talk, and then they’d gone back to her room, both deciding that his would be too painful with his bags packed and the personality gone with the packing. They stayed up all night, talking, laughing, making love, just being them.

And then dawn had come, and they were in their last hour together, and the talking stopped, everything stopped, just the two of them holding each other almost in desperation, and a little voice in Harriet’s head was saying ask him to stay but she knew she couldn’t say it out loud, because she knew that if she did then in all likelihood he would and that wouldn’t be fair on him, not when he had his life ahead of him, his degree to finish, but the voice wouldn’t stop saying it.

And then he was gone, too suddenly, and she was too numb to cry, his last words to her “A pause, not a full stop,” and she’d smiled and kissed him one last time, and the minutes that followed were the worst of all… respecting his wishes that they said their goodbyes then, understanding that it would be so hard for him to leave if she walked him to the coach station, but knowing that he was still in college, fetching his bags, handing in his keys at the Lodge, knowing that their friends were all getting up early to see him off, that if she just went downstairs maybe she could hold him one last time…

And then the knock on the door. A moment of hope, maybe he’d come back, but then reality, it wasn’t Zach’s knock, and she opened it to see Nathalie and Lucy stood there.

“He’s gone?” she’d asked.

Nathalie nodded and put her arms around her. “He’s gone.”

And then… then the tears came.

***

A knock on her bedroom door and Harriet snapped back to the present. “Come in,” she said.

It was her mum carrying a cup of tea. She came in and put it down, but then hesitated, and rather than leaving she sat down next to Harriet on her bed. “How are you doing?” she asked kindly.

Harriet smiled weakly. “Been better.”

Her mum returned the smile and took Harriet’s hand in hers. “Have you heard from him since he left?”

Harriet shook her head. “No. We said we’d go cold turkey and… we need to.” It was only in the last few days that Harriet had stopped bursting into tears whenever she paused to think about Zach, and the last thing she needed was to reset that clock. No, cold turkey was right, maybe message him in a few months to see how we was getting on but not yet, no chance.

Her mum opened her mouth to speak, closed it again, then took the plunge. “I’ve been talking to Laura. We’re worried about you.” Harriet gave her mum the look that only a daughter can give their mother when they think they’re interfering. “Don’t give me that look. We care about you.”

“And…?”

“And Laura mentioned how you’ve not seen anyone since you got back. You can’t just mope around in your room and do your shifts at the hospice… that’s not a very uplifting combination, is it?”

Harriet looked at her mum in silence, but she knew she was right. Her life right then was one long series of serious thoughts and actions, there certainly wasn’t a lot of levity mixed in.

“So… Laura and a few of the others are taking you out tonight. No arguments. Your dad and me are paying.”

“I…” Harriet started to argue but didn’t have the energy. “Ok,” she said eventually.

Her mum smiled. “Good. Enjoy yourselves.” She paused then grinned. “But don’t let anyone order champagne… our money only goes so far.”

***

That evening and Harriet was three vodka tonics deep in a crowded Bath pub, trying very hard to have fun.

It wasn’t working.

Here she was, squeezed into a booth with Laura and three of their other school friends, making small talk, catching up.

She knew she wasn’t being much fun, letting a lot of the conversation wash over her, but she simply couldn’t focus on the details, not when it involved people she didn’t really know. Harriet checked her phone for the tenth time that night, knowing that of course Zach hadn’t messaged, not with their cold turkey arrangement, but at the same time wanting to make sure just in case.

"Harriet? Earth to Harriet?"

She looked up to find Laura waving a hand in front of her face. "Sorry, what?"

"I said, isn't that Matt?"

Harriet followed Laura's gaze to the bar, where a tall, dark-haired man was waiting to be served. It took her a moment to place him… older now, broader in the shoulders, but unmistakably the same boy who'd dated their friend Charlotte for most of the upper sixth.

"God, it is." Harriet hadn't seen Matt since... when? Charlotte's birthday party the summer after A-levels, maybe. He and Charlotte had split up in the Christmas holidays in the first year of uni, the classic tale of a couple trying to make it work and realising it wouldn’t after a term, and Harriet hadn’t given him much thought since.

"He got fit," Laura noted with her characteristic bluntness. "Why don’t you go and say hi?”

"Why would I…”

“Because he’s fit, and you’re single.” Harriet’s hand went instinctively to the necklace she was wearing, the Christmas present from Zach, and Laura noticed, her expression growing sympathetic. “Ok… maybe that was a bit blunt.” She took Harriet’s hand in hers. “But you are, and you can chat to a guy. I remember you always got on well with him anyway.”

Harriet took a deep breath. Laura was right, Harriet was single now and chatting to a good looking guy was fine, and she had always got on well with him. And God knew she needed to break out of this funk somehow… maybe it would kick start the night.

"Fine." Harriet slid out of the booth. It wasn't as if she was having a brilliant time here. "But only because I need another drink anyway."

She made her way to the bar and positioned herself next to him. "Matt?"

He turned, and his face broke into a surprised grin. "Harriet? Bloody hell, it's been ages."

“It has, hasn’t it.” A smile found its way onto her face despite herself. He looked good close up, better than she remembered… tall with a lean build that suggested an active lifestyle, he had an easy, warm smile. “You’re back for the summer?”

“Yeah, well… I was supposed to be travelling but shit happens I guess. You?”

“Yeah, same. You here with anyone?” she asked.

“I’m meeting a couple of mates, but they just messaged to say they’ll be half an hour or so.” He nodded towards Harriet’s booth. “That’s Laura isn’t it? Haven’t seen her in ages.”

“Yeah, there’s a few of us.”

“Let me guess, parents driving you all mad, nothing to do, dragged each other out?”

“That obvious?”

“Takes one to know one,” he said. “You want a drink? I could do with the company until they arrive.”

Harriet hesitated. She should probably go back over to Laura and the others. She should… but then she wondered why she thought she should? Laura was right, she was single now, why not have a drink, chat to a guy she was remembering she quite liked?

"Yeah," she said. "Yeah, go on then."

***

Fifteen minutes later they’d found a table near the windows, out of sight of Laura because Harriet didn’t want to feel like they were being watched, and they’d done a decent update on each other’s lives over the last two years. Matt was at Durham studying history, and had just been dumped by his girlfriend of eight months.

“Last month,” he said, grimacing slightly as he looked at his pint. “Right after exams. Apparently there wasn’t anyone else, Anna just didn’t see us having a long term.”

“That’s rough.”

“It is what it is.” He shrugged, but Harriet could see the hurt underneath the casual facade. “What about you? I feel like there’s a story lurking behind those eyes.”

Harriet smiled weakly. “It’s that obvious?”

“Like I said earlier, takes one to know one.” He hesitated. “You don’t need to tell me though, if you want to talk about something else.”

It turned out that Harriet really did need to tell someone who didn’t already know all about it. She talked about Zach, about the year they’d had together, the way he’d slotted into her life like he’d always been there, the decision to be mature and sensible and end it rather than try long distance ten thousand miles apart.

"So let me get this straight," Matt said when she'd finished. "You were mad about him, he was mad about you, and you broke up because it seemed sensible?"

"When you put it like that, it sounds stupid."

"It sounds completely stupid." But he was smiling as he said it. "God, we're a pair, aren't we? Drowning our sorrows over people who aren't here."

"Cheers to that." Harriet raised her glass and Matt clinked his against it. They drank, and Harriet felt a weight lift inside her… both from finding solidarity with him over their broken hearts, and also simply from their conversation, the realisation that yes, she could chat to a guy and enjoy it and enjoy being with him and it was fine.

Just then his phone rang, his mates trying to find where he was. Harriet stood and turned to face him. “I enjoyed talking, maybe I’ll see you around this summer.”

“Same,” he replied with a smile.

She walked back over and sat down with her friends, stealing a quick glance back over at Matt as his friends joined him.

“You ok?” Laura leaned over and asked quietly.

“Yeah.” Harriet replied. “Thank you, chatting to him was exactly what I needed.”

“You’re welcome.” She looked around at the table. “Now, seeing as H’s parents are paying… anyone want another drink?”

Harriet laughed at that… actually laughed. She’d not done that in a fortnight.

Maybe heading out for the evening hadn’t been such a bad idea after all.

***

Over the next couple of weeks Harriet found herself, gradually, healing. She went out with her friends more, Nathalie came to stay for a few days, she let her dad persuade her to go on the country walks with him that he seemed to think would fix her. She wasn’t over Zach already, far from it, and she knew that would take quite some time, but she was making progress, and that was all she could ask for really.

Matt and her had exchanged a few texts, just a steady trickle, since their chat in the pub. Nothing more than friendly, but she was enjoying it, maybe a little bit of light flirting mixed in from time to time and, while her and Zach were doing the whole cold turkey thing, she was quite enjoying having the attention.

It was two weeks after that night in the pub, Harriet on her lunch break from her holiday job, when her phone pinged with a message from Matt.

Hey, remember Jamie? There’s a party tomorrow, his parents away, the usual. Should be fun.

She smiled when she read it. There was obviously a question coming. She decided to let him be the one to ask it rather than biting too fast. She only had to wait a couple of minutes.

You should come.

Harriet smiled and tapped out a reply.

Are you asking me out?

For the next few minutes she saw the dots come up, then disappear, then come up again… he was obviously trying to craft the perfect reply.

I’m suggesting you might enjoy a party. Whether than constitutes asking you out is a matter of interpretation.

She laughed and typed out a reply.

Very smooth.

Keep him guessing, she figured. He didn’t strike her as the sort of person who lacked confidence. The reply came quick.

I try. But if you wanted to interpret it that way I wouldn’t object.

Ok, Harriet thought, he’s asking me out. What do I do? She felt a little overwhelmed, still working her way through the break up with Zach as she was… was it to soon? Should I? She took a screenshot of the chat and sent it to Laura, and her phone rang within seconds.

“Hey,” Harriet said, answering it.

“You going to say yes?” Laura, as ever, was straight to the point.

“I don’t know, should I?”

“Ok, let’s break this down. Do you like him?”

“Yes.”

“Do you fancy him?”

“Yes, I guess so.”

“Are you single?”

A deep breath… that one was still a little hard to get her head around. “Yes.”

“Is there any reason not to date him, you’re not going to piss someone off?”

“No.”

“Then it’s easy. Say yes.”

Harriet hesitated. “Is it though? Like, is it too soon after Zach?”

Laura laughed kindly down the line. “How soon is too soon? I don’t know, it’s whatever feels right. But think of it this way… it’s late July now. Being practical, if you’re going to date someone this summer, do it now. If you wait a month then you’ll be back at uni before you know it and it’ll be a waste of time.”

“I just… what would Zach think if he knew I was dating someone after a month? I’d hate him to think that… oh, I don’t know. Am I overthinking?”

“Yes!” She heard Laura putting something down, and figured she must also be on her lunch break. “If you ask me, go for it.”

“Come with me.”

“On a date?”

“It’s not really a date, it’s going to a party. And if you’re there too I’ll have someone else to talk to. Otherwise I’m kind of having to spend all the party with him.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Yeah.”

“Ok. But he’d better have some hot friends.”

They dialled off, and Harriet pulled up the chat conversation again. It had been ten minutes since his last reply, and Matt was probably sat fretting whether he’d overplayed it. She typed out a reply.

Can I bring Laura?

He replied fast.

You bring your friend on dates?

That made her smile.

No, but luckily the nature of the party invite seems to be ambiguous.

His reply took a little longer.

Fair point! Yes, no problem, I’ll send you details tomorrow. See you then!

Harriet put her phone away and thought for a moment, realising that she was actually looking forward to the party… something that a fortnight ago, maybe even a few hours ago, she wouldn’t have thought remotely possible.

***

Jamie’s parents had what could only be described as a mansion on the outskirts of Bath, the sort of house that Harriet could imagine kids getting up to all sorts in, safe in the knowledge that their parents couldn’t find them half of the time.

Harriet and Laura arrived around nine, fashionably late but not too late, kindly dropped off by Laura’s mum. Matt was there already with some of his friends, and they soon found themselves with drinks in hand, exploring the rooms… some people dancing in the living room, others smoking on the patio out back, quite a few playing a drinking game called Ricard involving some very strong looking bottles of spirits on the kitchen table.

Laura was the perfect wing-woman, sticking close to start with, being super-friendly to Matt’s friends, giving Harriet and him space when they needed it. As the night wore on the chat evolved, from talking about university through to the strange experience after two years of university and the independence that came with it of being home and under the eyes of your parents again… some had it easier than others, it seemed.

“Mine still think I’m fifteen, I swear,” Harriet said. “I mean they’re lovely, don’t get me wrong. But let’s just say they’re quite conservative in their views.”

“…which is Harriet code for no boys staying over in her room until she’s married,” Laura added, and Harriet pursed her lips although it turned quickly into a smile.

“Married? Seriously?” Matt feigned looking concerned.

Harriet nodded. “Yeah. They’re lovely though.”

Matt’s friend Hugo nodded. “I can sympathise, I had to have a long chat with my parents when I brought my ex back last summer.” He laughed. “I basically told them that if they didn’t relax things a bit, I’d tell them exactly what I get up to at uni… my mum couldn’t change her mind quick enough!”

“Ex?” Laura asked, not subtly. Harriet had been able to see from the way that she was flirting with him that she was into Hugo for the last hour. “No one current?”

“No one current,” he confirmed. “How about you?”

“No one current… shall we go and get another drink?”

“Music to my ears.”

The two of them headed off towards the kitchen and Harriet turned to Matt. “She’s not shy,” she explained.

“No, she’s not.” Matt looked impressed. “You’re ok for drink?”

Harriet lifted her cup up and saw it was half full. “I’m good, thanks.” In all honesty she was half-drunk by then, the drinks weren’t weak and her and Laura hadn’t been holding back. Matt was looking at her. “What?” she asked.

“Nothing,” he replied, smiling. “Just… I’d forgotten how easy you are to talk to.” They were stood in the hall and he leaned against the doorframe. “Charlotte always said you were the smart one of her friends. The interesting one.”

“Did she?” Harriet felt herself blush a little at the compliment.

“Yeah. I always thought…” He stopped himself.

“Thought what?”

Matt shook his head, smiling. “Nothing, doesn’t matter.”

“Tell me.”

He held her gaze for a moment. “I always thought, if I’d met you first…” He trailed off, shrugging. “But I didn’t, and you always had a boyfriend anyway, and then we all went off to uni and that was that.”

Harriet’s heart was beating a little faster than usual. She wondered if she should change the subject, make a joke of it, do something to defuse the sudden tension between them, but then she figured he likes me and I like him, why defuse it? Instead, she said, “And now?”

“Now?” He stepped closer, and Harriet became acutely conscious that it was just the two of them in the hall, the noises of the party going on in the background. “Now we’re both single, both home for summer, both a bit drunk at a house party.” He reached out and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, his fingers lingering for a moment. “Seems like the universe might be trying to tell us something.”

Harriet laughed. “That’s a terrible line.”

“Absolutely appalling,” he agreed. “Is it working?”

Harriet started to think, then stopped herself. Fuck it, live in the moment. “Maybe,” she heard herself say.

Matt smiled and kissed her.

It was a nice kiss, once she got past the gut instinct that this wasn’t Zach. He wasn’t better or worse, just… different. A cliché, she knew, but it didn’t make it any less true. His hand moved to her hip and hers to his as the kiss deepened.

“H, we got you both…” They broke apart suddenly and Harriet saw Laura stood there, two drinks in hand, grinning liking a lunatic. “Never mind,” she said. “I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me.” She winked and disappeared again.

Harriet and Matt turned back to look at each other and both started laughing. “You ok?” he asked.

“Yeah, you?”

“Yeah.”

“Good.”

They looked at each other for a few seconds, and then Harriet closed the gap and kissed him again.

***

Sometime in the early hours the four of them, Harriet and Matt, Laura and Hugo, made their excuses and headed over to Matt’s parents’ house. His parents had gone to France for a week and, while they’d warned Matt that they didn’t want any parties, they hadn’t said anything about after parties so he reckoned he had them on a technicality.

Digging through the drinks cabinet, Hugo found a bottle of scotch and poured them all a glass with ice. Harriet hated scotch, always had, but at that stage of the evening she was happy drunk and at most was going to sip it so she didn’t really mind. They sat in the living room, talking nonsense, in couples on two sofas, music playing. Harriet had slipped her necklace, the Zach necklace, into her pocket when she went to the bathroom… it didn’t feel quite right to wear it that night.

At some point Laura yawned theatrically.

“Oh goodness, I’m ever so tired,” she said, grinning at Hugo. “You seem to know your way around Matt’s house. Do you think you could show me where the spare room is?”

Hugo couldn’t scramble to his feet fast enough, and they disappeared upstairs with just about as little subtlety as Harriet had ever seen.

“Smooth,” Harriet said, watching them go.

“Laura’s not got any shyer as the night’s go on, has she?”

“No. Not her style.”

He sat back and looked at her. “Another drink? Or…?”

Harriet was past overthinking by now. She knew exactly what she wanted, what she needed. “Or.”

Matt grinned. “Or it is.”

His bedroom was at the end of the hall upstairs, with that slight mess that told her that he’d tidied it up a bit during the day just in case he got lucky that night, but hadn’t wanted to jinx anything. Good, she thought, too tidy could make it weird. He had the obligatory posters that he couldn’t bear to take down from his childhood on the wall, a pile of books on the bedside table. A double bed… that was nice. He turned on the bedside light, casting a warm, cosy glow around the room.

They stood for a moment, a slightly awkward pause where they’d both made the decision but they hadn’t got any common ground yet on the mechanics. Then Matt stepped closer and kissed her again, and it felt good… they’d kissed a few times at the party, and they were getting used to each other already.

The two of them made their way over to his bed and lay down, resuming kissing, getting more passionate, pressing their bodies against each other, their hands starting to room. It was slower than she’d grown used to with Zach, none of the urgent intensity where they both wanted each other so badly that they couldn’t wait another second, but no worse for it… this was more considered, more methodical, but kind of fun precisely because of it.

Matt broke the kiss and sat up, looking down at Harriet. His cheeks were a little flushed, his breathing a little ragged, and Harriet knew that he’d see the same with her… there was a fire raging inside her now, and she wanted him, genuinely wanted him.

“You know what?” he said with a grin.

“What?”

“It’s kind of hot in here…” He pulled his t-shirt off and his expression made Harriet laugh. “You have no idea how good you look right now,” he added, looking her up and down as if he was really seeing her, not just saying it for effect. It sent a little thrilled shiver through her.

“Thanks.” She smiled a little awkwardly. “You’re not so bad yourself.”

“Not bad?” He raised an eyebrow. “I’ll have to make up for what I lack in looks with something else, obviously.”

He started kissing her again and their hands got more intimate, hers slipping down to feel the shape of his hard cock beneath his jeans, his deftly undoing her belt and unbuttoning her jeans then slipping inside, making her gasp into the kiss as he touched her.

“Tell me what you want,” he said. “I want to hear you say it.”

She almost laughed, not cruelly… it was just so unexpected, so different from what she was used to. With Zach, they’d communicated through touch and instinct, not so many words. This felt a little like being asked to narrate the story of her seduction.

“I… that’s good. What you’re doing is good.” She couldn’t keep the bemusement out of her voice.

He looked at her and smiled kindly. “That’s not telling me what you want. That’s just a review.”

That did make her laugh. “Are you always like this?”

“Like what?”

“Chatty.”

“During? Yes.” His fingers moved between her legs and she gasped. “Problem?”

“No, I just… ohhh… that’s…”

“Tell me.”

“That’s really good.” She felt a little tremor roll through her… what he was doing with his fingers was really very good indeed.

“Better.” He shifted and while his hand continued playing with her his lips found her stomach, lifting her top up and caressing the smooth skin there. “But I think you can be more specific.”

She was blushing furiously, half-laughing, half-insanely aroused, caught between the absurdity and the genuine eroticism of it. This was so unlike anything she'd experienced… the running commentary, the insistence on hearing her speak, the way he seemed to get off on her words as much as her body.

He pulled her jeans down and then her underwear, Harriet kicking them off, and positioned himself between her legs. He lowered his tongue to her and she stopped laughing.

"Oh. Oh God."

"You're so wet," he murmured against her. "Do you know how hot that is? Knowing you’re that wet for me?”

She made a sound that started off as a word but simply trailed off into a moan. He was good at this… confident, unhurried, paying attention to her reactions.

“Fuck, you taste incredible,” he said, and something about hearing that, hearing him say it out loud, sent a jolt of pleasure through her that she hadn’t expected. It was like the most virtuous of circles… they said what they were feeling, and hearing it made her feel it more, and feeling it more made her want to hear it more.

“Don’t stop,” she gasped. “Whatever you’re doing, don’t…”

“I’m not stopping. I want to make you cum. Tell me I can make you cum.”

“Yes. God, yes.”

“Say it.”

She hesitated for half a second… old habits, the instinct to be quiet, to let her body do the talking. But then something clicked in to place inside her, like two parts of her that she’d never known weren’t aligned but now were, her inhibition fell away, loosened by the wine and the novelty and the sheer pleasure of being with someone who wanted to hear her.

“Make me cum,” she said. “I’m close… please, you can make me cum.”

He almost growled in response, a low, pleased noise that was more satisfying than she’d have ever expected it to be. He liked hearing her. Really liked it. And she liked… no, she realised, loved… the power that her words had to make him react like that.

His tongue went to work, his fingers too, and quickly she came hard, hard and loud, her body shaking, her hands clawing at the sheets, her first time since, well, her first time in four weeks… it was four weeks of pent up sexual frustration poured out in one spectacular climax. Somehow the talking had unlocked something, had made her less self-conscious about expressing vocally what was happening to her, and she had no qualms about letting Matt know exactly what he was doing to her.

“Jesus, Harriet,” he said, kissing his way back up her body. “The sounds you make. You’re going to kill me.”

“Good.” She was breathless, buzzing on the adrenaline and how fun that had just been, so much more fun than any sex she’d had before, even including… yes, it felt like a betrayal to think it, but this was pure fun. “Your turn.” She decided to seize a bit of the initiative herself. “Tell me what you want.” She smiled. “I want to hear you say it.”

Matt laughed and nodded, appreciating that she’d understood the game they were playing. “I want to fuck you. I want you naked, and I want to make you say my name.”

Harriet reached to take off her top, then undid her bra so that she was naked, then lay down, playing the game. She looked at him. “Fuck me,” she said, the words coming easier now that the initial embarrassment had burned away. “Please.”

He undid his jeans and pulled them and his boxer shorts off, his cock springing free, then reached for a condom from the bedside table, sliding it on. He rolled over until he was on top of her, looking down at her, checking… she appreciated that a great deal. “You’re sure?” he asked quietly.

She simply pulled him into her.

The first few thrusts were hard and fast, Harriet gasping at feeling so full, at the intensity after her climax a few minutes before, but then he said, “Slower,” adjusting his pace, rolling his hips a little different in a way that made Harriet close her eyes for a second, sending a little tremor through her. “We’ve got all night. I want to take my time with you.”

After a few minutes of slow and sensual lovemaking, she wrapped her legs around him, pulling him deeper. "Harder. I want it harder." The words came naturally now.

"Christ." He obliged, and the change in intensity made them both gasp. As the pace increased, Harriet could feel it properly now… the waves of pleasure starting to roll through her, and she knew her second climax was rising up to meet her, a looming wall of insane pleasure. As they fucked they ended up talking over each other, a breathless back-and-forth that she’d never experienced before…

“You feel so good inside me…”

“Look at me. I want to see your face when you cum…”

“I love how you feel. I love how hard you are for me…”

“Fuck, you feel incredible, you feel so fucking good…”

She was close again, building fast, and she could feel that he was too… his rhythm changing, his breath coming faster. She remembered what he'd said before: I want to make you say my name. Through a haze of pleasure she decided to test that one out.

"Matt," she gasped.

The effect was immediate. His whole body responded… a shudder, a groan, his hips driving harder into her.

"Again," he managed.

"Matt. Matt,” she cried out.

“Fuck, Harriet… I’m going to…”

"Matt… oh fuck, Matt…”

They both came with her name in his mouth and his in hers, the two of them loud and graceless and not caring in the slightest, grinding through their climaxes, lips finding each other’s, tongues on tongues, hot and sweaty and messy and absolutely brilliant…

A few minutes later, lying tangled together, still catching their breath, Harriet found herself grinning at the ceiling. Not just smiling, actually grinning.

"So," Matt said. "Not bad?"

"Acceptable." Her grin said otherwise.

"Acceptable." He shook his head in mock outrage. "I'm going to need a performance review then. Detailed notes. Areas for improvement."

“Your confidence in bed is something else.”

“My confidence in bed is entirely justified, and now you know it.” He rolled onto his side, looking at her. “But seriously, are you ok?”

"Yeah." She was surprised to find that she meant it. "That was... fun. Really fun. I've never been with someone who talks like that."

"Like what? Brilliantly? Seductively?"

"Relentlessly. Do you ever shut up?"

"During sex? No. Afterwards? Also no." He pulled her in to his arms. "Get used to it."

"If you stop now I will genuinely never forgive you," she said, deadpan, and it took him a second to realise that she was teasing him with his own style and then he was laughing, properly laughing, and she was too, and it felt easy and good and nothing like Zach but something worth having, for that night at least.

Later, much later, after a lot more talking and a quite a bit more fucking, she lay there in the dark, listening to Matt’s breathing slow into sleep, and waited for the guilt to arrive. Because surely there should be some guilt? It had only been four weeks, just under a month, since that heartrending goodbye at dawn after all.

It didn’t though, or at least not the guilt she’d half-expected. There was just a quiet awareness that the body whose arms she was lying in was the wrong body… not bad, not unwelcome, but not the one she still loved, knew in some ways she’d always love.

This is what getting over Zach looks like, she thought, and I’m allowed to enjoy it.

Because she had, she really had… Matt was a whole lot of fun, and she was keen to see where that could take them.

***

They fell into each other that summer like it was the most natural thing in the world and, looking back, Harriet knew exactly why… they were both rebounding hard from serious relationships and they’d both found the right person at the right time. She needed someone relaxed, confident, fun, she didn’t need serious or deep or any of that. He needed someone who was happy to simply let him be him, and someone who was excited, no thrilled, to be experiencing a physical relationship unlike any she’d had before.

And, they both needed each other… Harriet knew, and she reckoned Matt knew too, that they were cosplaying at being a long term couple because that’s what they both knew so well, and because it was the comfort they both needed after the pain of their respective break-ups. But their physical ease with each other translated easily to all of that couple-y behaviour, so that’s what they did… behaved as a serious couple.

Matt’s parents, it turned out, were remarkably relaxed. Harriet first met them a week after the party, coming downstairs from Matt’s bedroom after a late night had ended up in her staying over accompanied by the usual very vocal lovemaking. She’d been nervous but Matt’s mum had simply smiled, asked if she wanted tea or coffee, and that had been that… they’d got chatting and she seemed to be entirely relaxed that Harriet had turned up on the scene and seemed to be spending every other night sleeping at their house.

Her own parents were, as ever, a different story. Her mum had raised an eyebrow when Harriet mentioned that she was seeing someone, and her dad had made an awkward comment about taking things slowly. She realised that with the Christmas spent with Zach her parents had grown fond of him and, while they understood and supported whatever she wanted to do, in their own little way they were dealing with him having left their lives too. When Matt met them they were friendly enough, but there wasn’t the same bond that there’d been with Zach, and the house rules firmly still applied… when he came to stay he was installed in the spare room, no exceptions.

Not that that stopped them, of course, even with her parents asleep on the floor between their bedrooms. They just had to be quiet and whisper… and it amused Harriet greatly to realise that Matt whispering “Fuck, you feel incredible… I’ve been imagining making you cum all evening, all fucking evening,” and knowing that she’d have to climax in silence when he inevitably did was so much more intense still than him simply saying it.

The summer took on a happy quality that Harriet couldn’t have imagined possible that morning when Zach had left. There was work, yes, and the hospice kept her grounded as well as teaching her some crucial skills for her future career, but apart from that it was days spent in the park, or lazy afternoons at Matt’s house with the French doors open to the garden and nowhere particular to be, not until they were alone and he’d say something hot and then they’d be all over each other, or evenings in the pub with friends, particularly Laura and Hugo who’d started dating each other after the party, or curled up on someone’s sofa watching a movie, or simply going to bed with Matt and learning what each other liked.

Matt was a joy to be around. Attentive, funny, surprisingly thoughtful, once she got to know him properly his confidence and enthusiasm were infectious. He’d turn up to meet her from a shift at the hospice with a picnic and a bottle of wine, or surprise her by cooking (badly) dinner for her. And he was genuinely interested in her, in everything, them talking for hours about their courses, their families, their futures.

It was exactly the summer that Harriet needed.

***

Around a month after the party, late August, Harriet was round at Laura’s mum’s place, a bottle of the obligatory wine sat on the coffee table but the kind of evening they’d had countless times since they’d been teenagers… pyjamas, sofa, too much food, and the relaxed intimacy of a friendship that had no secrets and didn’t require any effort.

"So," Laura said, tucking her feet underneath her. "How's Matt?"

"Good. Fine. You know." Harriet took a sip of wine. "How's Hugo?"

"Also good. Also fine." Laura paused. "Also surprisingly talented in ways I did not anticipate."

Harriet nearly choked on her wine. "Excuse me?"

"I'm just saying." Laura adopted an expression of studied innocence. "You look at Hugo and you think ‘nice guy, bit gangly, probably apologises during sex’. You do not think…”

"Laura."

“…absolute dynamo who does this thing with his…”

"Oh my God."

“…tongue," Laura finished primly. "I was going to say tongue, you pervert."

They both dissolved into laughter, the sort that feeds on itself, each glance setting the other one off again.

"I was not expecting that," Laura said, wiping her eyes. "Genuinely. I was braced for awkward and polite. Instead I got... enthusiastic and inventive. He's very... attentive."

"Attentive is good."

"Attentive is excellent. He treats it like a particularly interesting assignment. Very thorough. Leaves no stone unturned." Laura grinned.

“You think it’s going to last?”

“It could… he’s at St Andrews. St Andrews to Edinburgh, it’s…” Laura shrugged. “Doable.” She smiled. "Your turn. Tell me about Matt."

Harriet studied her wine. "Matt is... different."

"Different how?"

"He talks."

"During?"

"During. Before. After. Throughout. It's like a running commentary."

Laura's eyes widened. "What kind of commentary?"

“Like…” Harriet felt her cheeks going red, though whether from embarrassment or arousal at the memory of their nights together she couldn’t tell. “He tells me what he wants to do. Asks me what I want. Describes what’s happening like he’s… I don’t know… like he’s narrating it, and he wants me to talk back.”

“Talk back how?”

“Like… he’ll say ‘tell me what you want’ and I have to actually say it. Out loud. In words. Detailed words.”

"That's hot."

"It's mortifying. The first time he asked me to say it, I nearly died. But then... yeah. It's hot. It's really hot, actually." She took another gulp of wine. “Honestly, it’s super fucking hot. And he makes me call him daddy."

The silence lasted approximately two seconds.

"WHAT?"

Harriet burst out laughing. "Your face…”

"He makes you call him…”

"I'm joking. Oh my God, Laura, I'm joking."

"I'm going to kill you." Laura threw a cushion at her. "I actually believed you. I was recalibrating everything I thought about Matt…”

"He doesn't make me call him daddy. He's not insane." Harriet was crying with laughter now, barely able to get the words out. "But he does like it when I call him by his name. Like during. He wants to hear his name."

"That's... actually quite sweet?"

"It is, weirdly. The first time I said it, just like, gasped 'Matt' at the right moment… he went absolutely feral. Like a switch flipped. Now I know if I want to send him over the edge, I just…”

"Say his name."

"Say his name. Like a spell. One syllable and it all goes crazy.” She shook her head. “Crazy in a good way. And if I keep saying it… wow.”

“That’s a very efficient way of communicating.” Laura was smiling at her, then lowered her voice. “So go on then, tell me… what’s the hottest thing he’s said.”

“Laura!”

“Just between us, you can tell me.” Laura paused and Harriet noticed that she was blushing too. “I’m curious.”

Harriet took a deep breath and thought, because in all honesty there were a lot of hot things that had come out of his mouth. It was the most insanely fun sex of her life, just a joyous riot of them completely letting themselves go each time, so choosing one was near on impossible.

“Ok,” she said eventually. “Heading back to my place from the pub last Friday, after we’d said goodbye to you guys. We got back and as we went through the door he whispered in my ear, ‘I’ve been imagining all day how fucking good you’ll look when I’m fucking you, how I’m going to make you sound’.”

Laura’s eyes were wide. “And…?”

“And… it let us skip the foreplay, put it that way. Turns out I like it.”

“Jesus, Harriet, that’s awesome.”

“It’s great. He knows what he wants, he knows what I want, he’s not shy about any of it and that means I’m not shy either.” She paused, trying to sum it up. “It’s fun. It’s really, genuinely fun.”

Laura studied her for a moment, and Harriet knew her voiced had shifted when she called it fun, hadn’t quite been able to stop herself.

“Fun, but?” Laura asked quietly.

“No but.”

“H… remember, I know you.”

"There's no but. It's good. He's good. I like him a lot."

Laura just looked at her, waiting.

"It's fun," Harriet said again, quieter this time. "But it's not..." She trailed off, staring at her wine glass.

Laura didn't make her finish the sentence. She didn't need to. Physically it was incredible with Matt, emotionally she really enjoyed his company. But what she’d had with Zach had been so much deeper, right from day one. Where Zach had been love, an all-consuming, passionate love, something that had become a part of her very soul, Matt was lust… the passion was there, without a doubt, but it only went so deep.

And the problem was she still thought about Zach all the time, even two months now since they’d split. She still checked her phone regularly, just in case he’d messaged, wishing he would even though she knew that he would be as considerate as she was being, avoiding it because communicating would only make the longing worse. She did the mental somersaults daily of working out what time it was for him, wondering what he was doing, and worse, wondering how much he’d moved on… for all she knew he’d moved on just fine, had a girlfriend, had stopped thinking about her. She suspected not, but she couldn’t be sure.

And sometimes, less as the weeks went by, she woke to the ghost of his touch. Had a moment where she imagined he was lying there next to her, his familiar shape, his familiar breathing, only to find that there was either no one there, or it was Matt, in which case she’d cuddle up to him, trying to prove to herself that he was enough for her, at least for now.

"Hugo asked me to go to London to visit the Tate with him this weekend," Laura said after a moment. Steering them to safer ground, Laura was a best friend who knew when to push and when to let it go.

"The Tate? That's very boyfriend."

"It's very Hugo. He wants to show me a painting. He's been talking about it for days. I think he's more excited about the painting than about me going with him.”

"He's not. I’ve seen how he looks at you.”

"He might be. You haven't heard him talk about chiaroscuro." Laura smiled. "But I don't mind. It's nice, being with someone who cares about things. Who gets excited."

"Hugo seems like a good one."

"He is a good one." Laura held up her glass. "To good ones. Even the ones who provide running commentary."

They clinked glasses and drank, and the conversation moved on, and neither of them mentioned Zach.

They didn't need to.

***

It was a Tuesday, mid-afternoon, the early-September sun streaming through Matt’s bedroom window. His parents had gone to London for the day and were staying overnight. Both Matt and Harriet’s summer jobs had ended. The house was theirs.

She was naked on her hands and knees on the bedroom floor, and Matt was behind her, also naked, and the full-length mirror on the back of his wardrobe door was showing her everything.

This had been his idea, the mirror. “I want to watch you,” he’d said, and she’d rolled her eyes and smiled and called him a narcissist, and he’d said “I want to watch you, not me, there’s a difference,” and now here they were, and she had to admit: the difference was considerable.

She could see herself. Flushed, hair falling in her face, lips parted. And she could see him behind her… his jaw set, his hands gripping her hips, his legs tensed either side of her, the rhythm of his body moving with hers. And their eyes could meet in the glass, which was somehow more intimate than looking at each other face to face, a step removed, like watching themselves in a film but also feeling it too… feeling every last part of it.

“You have no idea how good you look like right now,” he said, his voice a little strained from the effort. “Seriously. If you could see what I see…”

“I can see what you see, you adorable idiot. There’s a mirror.” She grinned at his reflection as she said it before gasping as he thrust back into her and hit just the right spot.

“Smart arse.”

“You love it.”

“I do.” He slowed his pace, rolling his hips in that way he’d learned she liked, and she dropped her head, moaning. “No… look up. Watch. I want you to see yourself.”

She raised her head, meeting her own eyes in the mirror. There was something almost confrontational about it… watching herself get fucked, watching her own pleasure play across her face, unable to hide from it.

“Fuck, you feel incredible,” Matt breathed. “You feel so fucking good.”

“Harder.”

“Yeah?”

“I want it harder. Please Matt, harder.”

He obliged, and the sound she made she knew was obscene, and she didn’t care. A month and a half of this and she’d shed every inhibition she’d ever had. The woman who’d blushed when he first asked her to say what she wanted was gone, and in her place was someone who told him exactly what she wanted and needed and watched herself do it in a mirror without flinching.

“God, look at you,” he said. “Look at how gorgeous you are.”

“Less talking. More… oh God… more of that.”

“More of what? Tell me.”

“You know what.”

“Say it.”

She met his eyes in the mirror. “Fuck me harder, Matt. Make me cum.”

The groan that came out of him was deeply satisfying. She’d learned to play this game, learned that her words had power, that she could wind him up and push him over just by saying his name at the right moment. It was a skill, almost, reading his breathing, feeling his rhythm change, knowing exactly when to…

“Matt,” she gasped, not because she was performing but because the angle had shifted and he was hitting something that made her whole body light up. “Right there. Right there. Oh God, right there…”

“I can feel you. You’re close, aren’t you?”

“Yes…”

“I want to see your face when you cum. Look at me. In the mirror. Look at me and talk to me.”

She raised her head, found his eyes in the reflection. His expression was focused, almost feral, watching her with that open fascination that had surprised her on the first night but now felt like the most natural thing in the world.

“I love how you feel,” she managed to gasp, barely coherent. “I love how hard you are. Don’t stop… please don’t stop…”

“I’m not stopping. Cum for me. Let me see it.”

The orgasm hit her like a tsunami, an unstoppable wave of pleasure shaking through her. She cried out again and again with each thrust, her arms felt wobbly and then gave way, her forehead dropping to the carpet as her body shuddered and clenched around him. He slowed but didn’t stop completely, drawing it out, sending little ripples rolling through her and she heard herself making sounds she couldn’t control, some words, yes, but also things that were meant to be words and didn’t make it out properly.

“Fuck,” he whispered, his hands trembling on her hips. “What you… you are… fuck, Harriet, what you do to me.”

She could feel how close he was himself, the tension in his thighs, the way his rhythm had gone ragged, breathing hard, only just holding himself back out of respect for how sensitive she would be after her climax. She eased forward, letting him slip out of her, and turned around.

“What are you…”

“I need you in my mouth,” she said. “Right now.”

His expression, surprise, desire, joy, was worth everything. She took him in her hand first, looking up at him, and his head fell back as she slipped the condom off and threw it to one side.

“Harriet…”

“I want to hear you,” she said. “I want to hear every sound you make.” She put her hand on his cock. “God, Matt, I love how hard you get for me. I love how hard I make you.”

She took him in her mouth and he didn’t disappoint. Matt was never quiet, but like this, her tongue playing against the head of his cock, her hand around the base, his fingers in her hair, he was gloriously, helplessly vocal. Her name, half-formed sentences, sounds that might have been words in another life.

“Christ, Harriet, you’re so fucking good with your lips… oh fuck… that… fucking amazing…”

She knew his tells by now. The way his thighs tensed, the way his hand tightened in her hair, the particular catch in his breathing that meant he was seconds away.

“I’m going to… Harriet, I’m…”

She didn’t pull back and felt him shudder, felt his climax hit her tongue, heard him groan, utterly undone for her.

Afterwards, she sat back on her heels, swallowed and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, grinning up at him.

“Performance review?” she said, their running joke since that first night. It was interesting how their dynamic had evolved, the constant communication making them both want to make the other one happy, knowing precisely what the other one liked. It was, physically, the best sex of her life. Full stop, not even… well, not even anyone else.

He stared down at her, still breathing hard. “I think you just broke me.”

“Good.”

He sank to the floor beside her, pulling her against him, both of them half-laughing, sweaty, ridiculous. The afternoon sun was warm on the carpet. Across the room one of their phones buzzed with a message that neither of them had the energy or the inclination to check.

“What did you call that position again?” she asked eventually.

“The Bulldog.”

Harriet laughed. “I do not want to know where you found that out.”

“Probably best you don’t,” Matt agreed, grinning. “We’re very good at this.”

“We really are.” And it was true… they simply had so much fun together, doing what they seemed to be very, very good at indeed.

***

Later, as the evening settled around Bath, Harriet stepped out of Matt’s shower room, towelling dry her wet hair, now dressed in shorts and a hoody, as she padded barefoot through to the living room.

Matt was installed on the sofa already, flicking between a couple of movies for them to choose from that night, the pizza they’d ordered was there already, from the nice place in town with the proper wood fired oven and 24 hour proved sourdough crust (“…because that’s obviously much healthier,” Matt had teased earlier when Harriet had insisted they didn’t order from one of the multinational chains), and he’d opened a couple of beers that were sat waiting on the coffee table.

“I don’t know which film,” he said as she walked in. “What do you reckon?”

Harriet glanced at the screen… she’d seen one already, and the other didn’t particularly grab her. But to be quite honest, she was completely relaxed, about films, about whatever… an afternoon like they’d just had tended to do that to a person.

“I don’t know, you choose.”

“Tell you what… let’s chat first. Film later.”

She sat herself down on the sofa, cross-legged, facing him. “Deal.” She picked up her beer first though. “Cheers,” she said and took a long sip.

They talked as they ate, both of their minds starting to shift to the term ahead at university. Third year was when it started to get quite real, exams at the end that would decide most of the final degree grade. Matt was heading back up to Durham in a fortnight, Harriet to Oxford a week after, and they talked for a while about what each had planned, what it was like before the start of term… Matt was down to help organise Freshers Week at his Durham college which seemed to be a fairly all-encompassing affair, but then as he pointed out Durham colleges did tend to be larger than Oxford ones so there was probably more to do.

When they’d finished Matt went to fetch them both another beer from the kitchen, then he sat down facing Harriet on the sofa and looked at her intently for a long moment, an inscrutable expression on his face.

“What?” Harriet said, smiling. She knew by now that when he went inscrutable it meant he had a question.

“Can I ask you something?” he said.

“Depends what it is.”

“Tell me about your exes.”

She tensed. Just slightly, but enough that she could see that he’d seen.

“Why?”

“Because it’s been a month and a half and I know what you sound like when you cum… you sound good by the way, very good… but apart from what you told me in the pub back in July I don’t know who you were with before me. That’s a bit backward, even by our standards.” He grinned. “And you asked me all about Anna a few weeks back and I told you, so I’m returning the favour.”

She returned the smile, but she knew it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Fair’s fair I suppose. There’s not much to tell. A few boyfriends at school, but I think you know about them. First year at uni there was no one serious, well, there could have been at the end with this guy Dave, but that didn’t work out over the summer. And…” She trailed off, not sure how to describe it.

“And?” Matt wasn’t letting her off the hook.

“Zach.” Just saying his name felt strange… she hadn’t said his name out loud in weeks, though in her head… yeah, in her head that name came up often. Very often. “The Aussie.”

“The guy you’d just split up with at the end of term?”

“Yeah.”

Matt was quiet for a moment, a compassionate seriousness in his eyes that she didn’t normally associate with him. “Tell me about him.”

Harriet started to say something, to deflect, maybe make a joke. Her instinct was to steer them back to their usual territory of playful banter and comfortable avoidance of anything serious. But there was something about the way he asked, so direct, so interested, that she both wanted to and knew she had to answer honestly.

So she did.

She started slow, talking about meeting him at the Fresher’s bop. About how she’d felt thinking about him later that night. About their first date.

And then, once she’d started, she couldn’t stop herself. She talked about how much she’d enjoyed that year, with him just there, his comforting presence. About falling in love. About their painful, horribly hard decision to end it rather than try long distance because she couldn’t bear for what she’d had with Zach to end in pain rather than joy, and about that awful last night and the despair at saying goodbye, and how they went cold turkey on each other because neither could bear the pain of keeping in touch from so far away.

Matt listened well, rarely interrupting, just holding her hand to comfort her. When she finished he looked at her for a long moment, and she only just managed to hold eye contact, feeling like she’d completely exposed her soul to him… feeling like now, after a month and a half, he could really see the true her.

“And then?” he said quietly.

She smiled. “And then, some idiot asked me to a party at Jamie’s house and made my life fun again.”

He laughed at that. “Sounds like a very clever idiot to me.” They sat in silence for a minute or two, then he said, “We both know, don’t we?”

“Know what?” But she knew, of course she knew, that they’d been cosplaying at a couple and that it had to come to an end at some point.

“Harriet, this has been great. You and me, Jesus, the sex has been phenomenal…”

“Phenomenal?” Harriet couldn’t help but grin as she raised her eyebrow in question.

“You’re saying it’s not been?” Harriet shook her head, and he continued. “Exactly. Phenomenal. And not just the sex, the company’s been excellent, and you are, genuinely, one of my favourite people.” He paused. “But Harriet… you say Zach’s name in your sleep.”

Harriet felt herself blush, mortified. “I don’t. Do I?”

“You do. Not often, but enough.” There was no sadness in his voice, no confrontation, just fact. “And I lie there and I think about Anna, and I wonder what the hell we’re both doing.”

Harriet hadn’t expected this conversation, but she realised it was both inevitable and necessary. “We’ve been passing time. In a very fun way.”

“We’ve been hiding. There’s a difference.” He gave her knee an affectionate squeeze. "And we’re both too good looking and too talented in bed to be hiding. It’s a waste.”

She laughed despite herself. “Your ego. Even now. Your fucking ego.”

He laughed too. “My ego is a coping mechanism and I’ll thank you to respect it.” But then his expression shifted, something more serious underneath the banter. “Here’s the thing. You’ve told me you couldn’t do long-distance with Zach. That it would have killed the relationship.”

“Yeah.”

“So what’s your plan with me? When I go back to Durham in two weeks?” He held her gaze. “Because if you couldn’t do long-distance for someone you’re so in love with you say his name in your sleep, you’re definitely not going to do it for someone you’re just shagging.”

“We’re not just shagging.”

“No. We’re shagging brilliantly, I’ll concede that. But that’s not the same as being in love, and you know it.”

She didn’t have an answer because he wasn’t wrong. It was something she liked very much about Matt, a sort of maddening clarity that was hidden beneath the humour, an ability to see through to the real point of anything and a refusal to let anyone hide, not least himself.

“So here’s what’s going to happen,” he said, using exactly the same tone he used to tell her what he wanted in bed… confident, certain, clear. “You’re going to book a flight to Sydney. You’re going to turn up on his doorstep. And you’re going to make the most romantic gesture ever and tell him you made a mistake.”

“I can’t just…”

“You can. You absolutely can. The only thing stopping you is that you’re convinced that you’re supposed to be sensible and mature and grown-up, and that you’ve tricked yourself into thinking that somehow equates with being brave. It doesn’t. It’s the opposite.” He looked at her steadily. “Sensible is going to make you miserable, Harriet. And it would make me complicit in your misery if I don’t point it out to you, which I’d resent because I’m generally a very cheerful person. You need to go get him.”

“And you? What about Anna?”

“What about her?”

“You said you think about her. That you wonder if you made a mistake not fighting harder to keep her.” It was Harriet’s turn to fix Matt with her gaze, giving his hand a comforting squeeze. “So if I have to be brave, so do you. That’s the deal.”

“There’s a deal now?”

“There’s a deal. I’ll go to Sydney if you go and see Anna. Both of us or neither of us. I’m not the only one being an idiot here.”

He watched her for a moment, then broke into a grin. “You’re negotiating the terms of our breakup.”

“I’m negotiating the terms of us both stopping being cowards. You’ve been hiding. There’s a difference. Keep up.”

“Using my own lines against me. Brutal.” He breathed out slowly. “Fine. You’re right. Deal. I’ll go and see Anna. Probably nothing comes of it…”

“But at least you’ll know.”

“But at least I’ll know.” He held out his hand, mock-formal. “Shake on it?”

She shook his hand, and they both held on a moment too long, and they both got a little fit of the giggles.

“This is a weird breakup,” Harriet said quietly when she’d stopped giggling.

“Were we ever really together?”

“We were something.”

“Yeah.” He was quiet for a moment. “We were something. And the something was good. But it’s not the thing, is it? For either of us.”

“No. It’s not. Not long term.”

She felt a sudden sorrow at that, the finality, because it had been good, really good. The laughing, the talking, the afternoons and evening in his room and the way he’d unlocked something in her that she hadn’t known was there. She was going to miss him, not the way she missed Zach, not with that bone-deep, world-ending sense of grief that still lurked whenever she thought too hard, but she genuinely would miss him.

“For what it’s worth,” she said, “if it doesn’t work out and we both find ourselves at a loose end. With Zach or Anna or… in the future.”

“Yeah?”

“I could always come up to Durham for a weekend.” She kept her voice light, but she meant it. “Friends with spectacular benefits.”

Matt laughed, and she could sense his genuine delight. “Friends with spectacular benefits. I like that. Very civilised.”

“We’re very civilised people.”

“Appallingly civilised at times.” He looked at her and his expression was genuinely fond in a way she’d not seen before, simple affection for someone he’d shared something real with. “You’ve got yourself a deal, Harriet. If our worlds go to shit, you know where to find me.”

“Durham. And you me.”

“Oh, I’d love a weekend in Oxford.” He grinned. “If you do come to Durham, bring wine, and also those magnificent…”

“Matt…” Harriet pouted to hide her own grin.

“I was going to say lips.”

“You were not. And that’s filthy enough.”

“I absolutely was.” He paused and then said, “You know, Operation Go Get Them doesn’t need to start until tomorrow…”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean my parents aren’t back until tomorrow evening. You’re here. I’m here. We’ve just had a very mature and emotionally intelligent conversation that I think we should both be proud of.” His fingers were stroking her hand lightly in a very much more than just friends way. “Seems a shame to waste the evening on a breakup when we could have one more night of being something first. Check that we really are friends with spectacular benefits.”

Harriet studied him. The sensible, mature thing would be to say no, draw a clean line under it, start searching for flights. Fuck sensible, she thought, sensible can take a back seat for a while.

“Like kind of closure?” she asked.

“Yeah… closure.” He was grinning. “And it’s important, if either of us are successful, that we can remember how to do all this. We owe it to them both.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” Harriet replied, matching his grin. “I’ve definitely forgotten how in recent weeks. One more night, an altruistic act,” she said, her hand moving almost of its own volition to Matt’s knee.

“One more night. Completely altruistic.” He started leaning towards her.

“And then we’re done.”

“And then we’re done.” He closed the gap, his lips finding her neck. “But not just yet.”

“Not yet,” she sighed as they fell backwards onto the sofa and then she kissed him, and it was fun and easy and exactly what she needed, and if there was something bittersweet underneath it, the knowledge that this was the last time, that tomorrow this would likely be a memory, she didn’t mind. Some memories were worth making, even when you knew they were endings. “I thought you wanted to watch a movie though?” she teased between kisses.

“When I can watch you in the throes of pleasure instead? No chance…” was his whispered reply, and she felt a little shiver of anticipation roll through her at the promise she knew was held in that simple statement.

“Smooth as ever,” she said, laughing. “Just one request… let’s do that bulldog mirror thing again. I liked it.”

His lips moved to her ear, nibbling along the edge. “Deal,” he whispered.

***

Harriet drove home the next day with her pact with Matt echoing in her head.

Go get him.

She parked in front of her parents’ house and sat there for a long few moments, hands still on the wheel, thinking. It was a cloudy day, rain threatening, unseasonably chilly for the time of year, but her mood after last night was quite the opposite of the weather… she felt a lightness, as if the weight that she’d been carrying since saying goodbye to Zach back in June had been lifted.

Because Matt was right, completely right. She was in love with Zach still, completely and utterly in love with him, and it was worth anything to try to be with him… and if that meant long distance for the next year, or two, or longer, then so be it. Long distance with Zach was still worth more than not having him at all.

And the only way to do this was to go there, to see him in person, to beg him if need be to take her back… this simply wasn’t something that could be done by a message or a video call, it had to be done in person, face-to-face, and she had to prove that she’d be willing to travel to make it work. Zach had come to Oxford, he’d done the travelling so far, it was Harriet’s turn to show that she understood what was needed.

She went inside, made herself a cup of tea, and sat down at the kitchen table with her laptop.

Flights to Sydney. She typed it into the search bar before she could talk herself out of it.

The prices made her wince, particularly at short notice. But she had her summer job savings, and what else was she going to spend them on? Textbooks? Going out? None of that mattered if she spent the rest of her life wondering what might have been. There was literally no better way to spend her money.

She booked the flight before she could change her mind, spending a little more to go via Singapore with a sensible gap between flights rather than via Shanghai with a twenty hour layover. Departure wasn't for a few days, any sooner was just too expensive. Twenty four hours of travel time, give or take, arriving in Sydney mid-morning local time.

Then she braced herself to go downstairs and tell her parents.

***

"Australia?" Her mum’s voice went up an octave. "Harriet, you can't just fly to Australia on a whim."

"Why not?"

"Because… because it's the other side of the world! Because you’re going back to Oxford in three weeks! Because…” Her mum seemed to be struggling to articulate the sheer unreasonableness of it all. "And Zach… we think he’s great but I thought you were with Matt now.”

Harriet took a deep breath. "I love Zach, Mum. I've been in love with him since November. And I made a stupid, sensible decision to let him go, and I've regretted it every day since. You saw how I was when I got back from Oxford.”

Her mum shook her head in disbelief. “I can’t keep up with all these boyfriends,” she muttered.

“It’s not all these boyfriends,” Harriet replied, knowing she shouldn’t get dragged into it but unable to help herself. “It’s Zach, and then Matt, and then hopefully Zach again.”

Her dad, who’d been silent throughout, cleared his throat. “You love him? I mean really, really love him?”

Harriet was taken aback… that was just about the most un-him like thing she’d heard him say. “I do.”

“Don’t…” her mum started to say, but he cut her off.

“What? She’s twenty years old, she’s allowed to make her own decisions.” He looked at Harriet with something that looked a lot like respect. “Your mum’s right that it’s being impulsive, and that you’ve got term starting soon, and that it’s madness flying to the other side of the world…” Harriet started to interrupt but he held up his hand. “Let me finish.” When she closed her mouth again he continued. “But, sometimes impulsive and mad is good.” He smiled. “Otherwise how do you think I ended up proposing to your mother after three months?”

Harriet's mother opened her mouth, closed it, and finally sighed. "You're really going to do this?"

"I really am."

"And what if he's moved on? What if there's someone else?"

It was the question Harriet had been asking herself since she'd booked the ticket. "Then at least I'll know. At least I won't spend the rest of my life wondering."

“You’re not going to call him first?”

Harriet shook her head. “It has to be face-to-face. I’ve got one chance at this, and I have to look him in the eye and tell him. I can't do that by message."

Her mother was quiet for a long moment. Then she crossed the room and pulled Harriet into a fierce hug. "You've always been brave," she said into Harriet's hair. "I don't know where you get it from, but you've always been brave."

Harriet hugged her back. It felt good… like validation that she hadn’t completely taken leave of her senses. “I must get it from you.”

“Have you got enough money for a hotel to stay while you’re there, in case… well, I won’t say it, but just in case?” her mum asked when she finally let go.

Harriet hesitated… in all honesty, she’d been so focused on the flights and arranging her visa that she hadn’t thought that far, but it was a good point. She had some, maybe enough, but it would be touch and go.

Her mum sensed her hesitation and looked at her dad. “I think we can cover that, can’t we?” she asked him in that tone that left no room for argument.

He sighed, but it was a good natured sigh. “Why do I feel like you’re not going to give me much choice?”

That night she texted Matt.

Harriet: Booked my flight. Leave in two days. Aaarrgghh!!!

Matt: Fucking legend, you’ve got this. I called Anna, had a long chat and we’re meeting up at the weekend.

Harriet: That’s amazing!! I’ll have everything crossed for you.

Matt: You too! Now go get your man!!

***

Twenty-four hours on a plane and in an airport gave Harriet plenty of time to second-guess herself.

What if he’s moved on?

What if there’s someone else already, some Australian girl with a tan who surfs and lives right where he does?

What if I knock on his door and he looks at me with polite confusion, wondering why his ex has flown halfway around the world to embarrass herself?

She practiced what she’d say until she’d got herself confused and forgotten half of it, the smooth line that had come to her somewhere over India between snatches of sleep forgotten entirely by the time she was wandering dazed through Changi trying to work out what day it was and which wing of the airport her next flight went from, only to be replaced by something she hoped was better as her second flight crossed the Australian coast.

Truth be told, though, nothing she came up with sounded right, nothing captured what she actually wanted to say which could be distilled into three sentences:

I was wrong.

I love you.

Please give me another chance.

That was it in a nutshell and maybe, she realised, those three sentences would have to do.

By the time she eventually cleared customs and found a taxi it was just after midday. The Sydney winter sun was bright but lacking warmth, the sky a pale blue that reminded her of England on a good day. She had Zach’s parents address from when she’d sent them a thank you card for them paying for her and Zach to have an expensive dinner together back during Hilary Term, and she gave it to the taxi driver.

“North Shore?” he asked.

She shrugged. “I… guess?” Maybe I should have done a little more preparation, she wondered.

Harriet was exhausted. Twenty four hours of travel, barely any sleep, she was running by now on adrenaline, hope, and a good dose of sheer bloody mindedness. She tried her best to touch up her makeup in the taxi, brushed her hair and tied it back, but she probably looked terrible and she definitely smelled of airplane.

None of that mattered though, because she was here, actually here on the other side of the world, and she was committed… there was no backing out now.

The taxi turned into a quiet street lined with brick houses and established gardens. It felt very Australian, and very not-England, although she was relieved to see that even in Australia winter could make the plants and trees look, well, a little wintry.

“This is it,” the driver said, pulling up in front of a house with a red door and a neat lawn. Harriet paid him, grabbed her bag, and stood on the footpath as the taxi drove away. Her heart was hammering. This was it, the moment she’d been building to for what she could tell herself was less than a week, but knew was more like the three months since that awful goodbye in her room in Oxford when she truly understood for the first time that heartbreak was a real, physical thing, or even since their conversation in The Trout three weeks before that.

Harriet reached to the necklace she was wearing, the gift from Zach that she’d started wearing again the moment that she’d booked the flight, and it gave her strength. This was worth it, every mile travelled.

She walked up the path to the red door and rang the bell.

***

The door opened, and Harriet’s carefully prepared speech died in her throat.

It wasn’t Zach, it was a woman in her late forties, neat and trim, with Zach’s eyes and an open expression that rapidly shifted to recognition and then astonishment. In any other context it would have been amusing to watch, but Harriet was going through the same mental contortions because it was Zach’s mum, of course it was Zach’s mum, who she’d met several times when they flew over to visit him in Oxford, and Harriet suddenly felt embarrassed that she’d assumed without question that it would be Zach opening the door, and…

“Harriet?” Sarah, Zach’s mum, stared at her in disbelief. “Is that… Harriet?”

“Hi.” Harriet was feeling awkward now, but she decided it was best simply to plough on regardless. “I’m so sorry to just turn up like this. I should have called, I know, but I…”

“Good lord.” Sarah put a hand to her chest. “You flew here? From England? Today?”

“Yes. I… is Zach here?”

“He’s at rugby training.” She paused, still looking at Harriet like she couldn’t quite believe what she was seeing. “His dad’s out at work, it’s just me. But…” She seemed to shake herself and smiled warmly. “What am I doing, leaving you standing on the doorstep? Come in, come in.”

She stepped aside and Harriet walked into the house, her bag bumping against her hip. The hall was warm and smelled faintly of something cooking. Family photos lined the walls… she spotted Zach as a child, Zach in school uniform, Zach playing rugby. Harriet felt her heart tighten a little at each one.

“You must be exhausted,” Sarah was saying, leading her through to a bright kitchen at the back of the house. “Twenty four hours isn’t it? Sit down, I’ll put the kettle on.”

“Thank you. I really am sorry to just…”

“Stop apologising.” Sarah turned to look at her. “He’s not expecting you?” Harriet shook her head, no, feeling impossibly small and nervous. Sarah smiled though. “Well that’s good, because if he was and he hadn’t told me and he wasn’t here to meet you… that boy would be in trouble.”

That made Harriet smile. “Will he be ok with me turning up like this?”

“You have no idea how miserable that boy has been since he came home. Moping around the house, barely eating, pretending everything’s fine when anyone with eyes can see it isn’t.” She shook her head. “I’ve been wanting to shake some sense into him for weeks. And now here you are.”

Harriet felt tears welling up. “I’ve been miserable too. That’s why I came. I couldn’t just… I had to try…”

“Of course you did.” Sarah smiled. “Now, you’ll stay here obviously. I won’t hear otherwise, even if…” She seemed to think better of finishing that sentence. “I’ll make up the spare room.” She glanced at Harriet’s bag. “Is that all you’ve brought?”

“I packed in a hurry.” Harriet shrugged and smiled weakly. “I didn’t give it too much thought.”

Sarah laughed, and there was something about the warmth of that laugh that reminded her of Zach and made her heart ache for him just a little bit more. “I can tell. Don’t worry, we’ll sort you out. But first… what do you want to do? I could drive you to training and you can surprise him?”

Harriet thought for a moment. “That’s very kind, but… I don’t want to pressure him in front of his friends. Will he come back here after?”

Sarah reached for her phone. “I’ll tell him to. He still listens to me sometimes.”

"Wait." Harriet held up a hand. "Maybe... maybe don't tell him I'm here? What if he doesn't want to see me? What if…”

"Harriet." Sarah fixed her with a look. "Trust me. He'll want to see you." She paused. "But I won't tell him why. I'll just say he needs to come home. Let it be a surprise."

Harriet nodded, not trusting her voice. Sarah dialled, and Harriet listened to the voicemail she left.

"Zach? It's Mum. I need you to come straight back here after training. Quick as you can, nothing’s wrong, just trust me, love, you want to get back here.”

She looked at Harriet and smiled. “I’ll message him too, just so it gets into his skull. I reckon he’ll be forty five minutes, maybe an hour.” She gestured to the kitchen counter. “I was about to make some lunch. How about I show you where the bathroom is, you can have a shower and I’ll bet you want to get changed, and I’ll make some lunch. You must be starving.”

***

The next forty five minutes were the longest of Harriet's life.

She had a quick shower, grateful for the chance to freshen up and put on clean clothes, and then she sat at the kitchen table while Sarah made her tea and sandwiches and asked gentle questions about the flight, about her summer holidays, about Oxford. It was surreal, sitting in Zach’s family home for the first time, eating lunch with his mum, waiting for him to arrive.

"He thinks about you a lot, you know," Sarah said at one point, putting a plate down in front of Harriet. "He doesn’t say much… he's a boy, they never say what they mean… but I can tell. The way he goes quiet when someone asks about his exchange year. The way he checks his phone and then pretends he wasn't hoping for anything."

"We agreed not to contact each other." Harriet stared at her sandwich, unable to eat despite her hunger. "We thought it would be easier."

"He told me. And was it?"

"No." Harriet looked up at Sarah. "It was the hardest thing I've ever done. And I've regretted it every day since."

Sarah reached across the table and squeezed her hand. "Then it's a good thing you're here."

They talked some more, about Zach’s childhood and their wider family. Harriet felt herself relaxing despite her nerves. Sarah was easy to talk to, warm and welcoming, and it helped to know that whatever happened next at least one person in the house was in her corner.

Then they both heard it… a car pulling into the drive, a door slamming, footsteps coming up the path.

"That'll be him," Sarah said, standing up. "I'll let him in and then make myself scarce. Give you two some privacy."

Harriet's heart was pounding so hard she could barely breathe. She heard the front door open, heard Zach's voice. “Mum? What's going on? Why the rush?”

"Go through to the kitchen, love," Sarah said. "There's someone here to see you."

Footsteps in the hallway. Coming closer. Harriet stood up from the table, her legs shaky, her hands trembling.

And then he was there.

Zach stood in the doorway, still in his rugby kit… muddy tracksuit bottoms, his old club jersey, striped long socks, holding his boot bag in his hands, clothes she’d seen him in so many times in Oxford it made her heart leap with recognition. His hair was a little messier and a little longer than she remembered, and he looked tired, but he was also the single most beautiful thing she’d ever seen.

For a long moment neither of them moved. Zach stared at her like she was a ghost, his expression cycling through confusion and disbelief, the colour draining from his face.

“Harriet?” His voice was nearly a whisper. “What..? How…?”

“I flew.” Tears were flowing down her cheeks now, she realised. “I came straight here from the airport. Your mum made me sandwiches.”

“Sandwiches…” he repeated. “You flew to Sydney. You actually flew to Sydney.”

“I did.”

“I… I’ve had a fantasy, you showing up… I day dream about it.”

“I’m here.” Harriet took a step towards him, then another, smiling through her tears. “I’m really here. Touch me if you don’t believe it.”

Zach reached out, his hand trembling slightly, tears in his eyes, and touched her face. His fingers were warm against her cheek, slightly muddy, utterly real and brilliantly magical… his touch was like a little electric shock on her skin.

"You're here," he whispered. "You're actually here."

"I'm here." She put her hand over his, holding it against her face. "And I'm so sorry, Zach. I was wrong. We were both wrong. We thought we were being sensible and brave but we were just being scared, and I've spent the entire summer trying to convince myself I could live without you, and I can't. I can't do it." The words tumbled out of her, unstoppable. "I love you. I've loved you since that first moment I met you and I never stopped loving you and I'm sorry I let you go and I know this is mad but I couldn't just sit there on the other side of the world wondering…”

He was smiling. And then he kissed her.

It was deep and passionate and desperate and hungry and full of all the weeks of missing and wanting, and Harriet kissed him back with everything she had, wrapping her arms around him so tight that it almost hurt, and it felt so perfect, so wonderfully familiar, it was him… it was Zach… and he was kissing her.

When they finally broke apart, both of them breathing hard, Zach rested his forehead against hers.

"I've been so miserable," he said, his voice breaking with emotion. "Every single day. Mum kept telling me to call you and I kept saying we'd agreed, we'd decided, it was for the best…”

"It wasn't for the best." Harriet pulled back to look at him. "It was stupid and sensible and wrong."

"So stupid." He laughed. "God, Harriet. You flew here. You actually flew here."

"I'd have swum if I had to."

He kissed her again, softer this time, and when they broke apart he was smiling… that wonderful, warm smile she'd missed so much.

"I love you," he said. "I never stopped. Not for a second."

"I love you too." She reached up and touched his face, hardly able to believe this was real. "And I'm not going anywhere. Well, I mean, eventually I have to go back, term starts in…”

"Harriet."

"Yes?"

"Shut up and kiss me again."

She did.

***

One week later, and it was as if they’d never been apart.

It had been a magical week together, all the better because there was a week still to go. Harriet had fit around Zach’s life like a glove, giving him the space to attend lectures and classes, doing her own pre-term reading in his university library, meeting him for coffee or lunch, getting to know his friends, his favourite beaches, watching his rugby match… absolutely, magically perfect.

And when they were alone… his parents had been remarkably accommodating about sleeping arrangements, Sarah insisting that having flown ten thousand miles to tell their son that she loved him she could do no wrong in their eyes and that they must share the spare room rather than try to both sleep in Zach’s single bed. Neither her nor Zach had complained in the slightest.

They’d rediscovered each other with a fervour that showed no signs of diminishing, and from the very first time Harriet had realised something important… she may have had something physical and fun and very good over the summer with Matt, but sex with Zach was something else entirely, a physical expression of their love for each other that scrambled her brain and felt so supremely natural and just… right.

That afternoon Zach had begrudgingly taken her down to Bondi Beach to scratch her touristy itch… he much preferred his favourite beaches in the north of the city, she knew, but Nathalie had raved about spending time in Bondi when she’d done the whole traveller thing before starting at uni and she was curious.

As it turned out it was, well, another beach, a nice one admittedly but she couldn’t really see what all the fuss was about. Zach, in his wonderful, calm and kind way, rather than saying he’d told her so simply suggested a walk down to Coogee Beach and back and his local knowledge had been spot on, a beautiful coastal path winding up and down along the Pacific, it was lovely.

The weather was mild, certainly much better than late winter or early spring back in England, and the sun was shining, and Harriet was entirely happy with life.

There was one thing, though, as she reached the midpoint of her visit that they’d skirted around and needed to iron out. The walk felt like the perfect time.

“So,” Harriet said, her hand in Zach’s, the path relatively quiet on a weekday afternoon. “We should talk.”

“Oh no…” Zach groaned, but he was grinning and she flashed him a grin too. She still had to pinch herself to believe it sometimes… this was actually him, she was actually here, they were together again and this hand in hers was real.

“Oh yeah…” she teased back.

“What comes next, right?”

“Yeah, exactly. Seeing as we’re going to be doing long distance, we should make sure we do it right.”

He thought for a moment. “Ok… I feel like you’ve made a list. Shoot.”

She laughed… he knew her too well. “First up, I think we should work out now when we see each other. Give ourselves some definite targets that we can aim for. It would be… I guess it would be really hard if we didn’t know when we’re going to see each other again.”

Zach was nodding. “Well I might have a good long term target for us… you’ve got another three years of studies, right?” Harriet nodded. “So I’ve been looking at masters in Oxford, to start next September. It’d be a squeeze on finishing my degree here but my professor is amenable.” He smiled. “I think the prestige of sending one of their students on to Oxford outweighs the hassle… and I emailed my tutor from last year and he said I could pretty much have a place if I want it, so I must have done something right in my tutorials.”

Harriet stopped and looked at him. “You’d do that for me?”

He took her hands in his. “I’d do that for us. And, you know, it turns out I quite liked Oxford… and I guess I really, really deep down want to sit exams dressed up like a penguin, so…”

Harriet hugged him tightly, feeling a weight lift inside… one year and then together in Oxford again, that she could do. One year was totally survivable. One year was so much better than let’s see.

“Thank you, I mean that,” she whispered, and kissed him.

They parted and he shrugged. “I love you.” Zach grinned. “I can’t say that enough, it feels good.”

“I love you too.” She paused, thinking. “Then in between what if I came down here again over Christmas? I could come for longer if you’d have me?”

He laughed. “Mum wouldn’t let me say no to that if I wanted to! You’re her favourite person. It’s a deal. And then I can come to Oxford for a couple of weeks at Easter? I know you’ll be revising for Finals, but I can fit around you.”

“That would be amazing, and thank you.” She paused. “And I don’t want to get ahead of ourselves but if you do get accepted for a masters, maybe we could spend a few weeks beforehand exploring Europe a bit over the long vacation?”

“I’d have to see how dates work out, but in principle… yes, I’d love that.”

They walked on in happy silence for a couple of minutes, and Harriet could tell that he was as pleased as her to have worked out some structure. They’d probably be going, give or take, ten weeks at a time between seeing each other… it would be hard, very hard she suspected, but it would also be achievable. And him hopefully coming back to Oxford in a year’s time, that was the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. Survive a year and they’d be together and, she swore to herself, she’d never let him go again, even if that meant following him back down under in the future.

“So was there anything else on your list?”

She smiled. “You really do know me too well… one more thing.” She hesitated, because she wanted to phrase this right. “Some people do long distance as an… well, as an exclusive thing, and others do it as non-exclusive. I guess, what I wanted to check is… I mean, I…” She trailed off, realising she was butchering the message.

Zach laughed. “Exclusive versus non-exclusive. That feels like a trick question…”

“You’re teasing me, that’s not fair.”

“No, sorry, you’re right.” Zach was doing his best to look contrite but there was a brightness to his eyes that told her he was smiling inside still.

“It’s just… it’s important we both understand what it is, what we’re committing too.”

He nodded. “I understand, I think. Are you asking because you think non-exclusive might be better, or…?”

“No. God no. The complete opposite. I… couldn’t see how it could work if we weren’t exclusive.”

“Good. For the avoidance of doubt, I completely agree.” He grinned. “Except your hall-pass… that’s always there.”

She turned to look at him, rolling her eyes in a good natured way. Since almost day one he’d had a thing about her sleeping with another woman. Harriet should be honoured, she supposed, but she’d made it very clear that there was no chance, and even if there was every time he mentioned giving her a pass made it that much less likely to happen.

“Very kind of you,” she replied. “But you know my answer to that. Seriously though, I just… I guess we have to make sure we trust each other, because at some point a guy is going to hit on me and I’ll turn him down, and at some point a girl is going to hit on you and you’ll turn her down, and we’re going to have to trust each other. Really trust each other.”

Zach was nodding. “I agree, and I trust you more than I’ve ever trusted anyone. It’ll be fine. Time apart will be hard but we’ll manage, we’ll message, we’ll call. We’ll cope.”

“We’ll cope and it’ll be worth it. Totally worth it.” She wrapped her arms around him, hugging him tight, because it was going to be worth it, she knew.

“No more being sensible or mature… crazy reckless love from here on in.”

Harriet looked up at him and smiled. “Crazy reckless love sounds perfect.”

***

When they reached the beach at the far end of their route they got ice creams and sat down on the sand. “This beats an English winter,” Harriet said, glancing at Zach.

“I don’t know… you get proper weather. I quite like that. I still want to see real snow though.” He sat, looking at the sea, then said, “Can I ask you about something?”

“Sure. Anything.”

“You can tell me as much or as little as you want, but I’m curious. Was there anyone between, well,” he grinned, “between me and me I guess? Over your summer?”

Harriet turned to look at him, holding his gaze for a long moment. She’d been wondering the same with Zach but hadn’t been sure how to ask, not while they were still in their getting back together honeymoon stage. It felt like the right time now to go over it.

“I’ll make you a deal… I’ll tell if you tell?”

Zach nodded. “That’s fair.”

“Ok.” Harriet took a deep breath, realising that this was the first real test of trusting each other, to be completely honest. “There was someone. A guy I knew from school… he'd dated one of my friends. We ran into each other back in Bath, and we were both miserable, he was getting over a break up too and..." She trailed off, searching his face for a reaction.

Zach was quiet for a moment. Then he said, "Was it serious?"

“No. I mean… it was real, we cared about each other, it was more than friends but much less than…” She shook her head. “It was never you. And I was never his ex. That was the problem, we were cosplaying at being a couple but we weren’t.”

“Were you… sleeping with him?”

Harriet looked at Zach for a long moment, his gaze meeting hers. “Do you really want to know?” she asked.

Zach smiled, a slightly shy smile. “You kind of just answered it. But yeah… because if I don’t ask I’ll wonder.”

Harriet nodded. “That’s fair. Yes, I was sleeping with him. But… I don’t think it’s helpful to share more, I think we should draw a line under it.”

“I agree. You and him ended well?”

“We did. Matt, that was his name, we sat down a couple of weeks ago and realised we were both being idiots. We promised each other that we’d actually do something about it rather than sitting there being miserable.”

“Sounds like a smart guy.” Harriet searched Zach’s face to see if he was being sarcastic but there was none of that, his words were genuine.

“He was. Is.” She looked at him carefully. “Are you upset?”

Zach was quiet for a long moment, then shook his head. “No, we’d broken up, and I’m happy that you found something over the summer to make you happy. If I’d known at the time…” He shrugged. “It would have killed me, absolutely killed me, but only because I’d have been so jealous it was him and not me.”

Harriet reached out her hand to take his, giving him a reassuring squeeze. “I was trying to move on, and I couldn’t. I love you too much.” After a few moments, she asked the natural follow up. “What about you?”

“I… I tried to move on too. About a month after I flew home I saw my ex Megan at a party, we saw each other for a few weeks but it fizzled out… she’d changed and I’d changed. We’re still friends, good friends, but the chemistry wasn’t there. And then I was dating another girl, Liv, for a few weeks until a fortnight ago… she was great, but…” He squeezed Harriet’s hand. “She wasn’t you.”

“What happened?” Harriet wanted to know, wanted to understand, because it seemed like he’d been on a similar journey to her while they were apart and even though thinking of him with someone else made her feel sick inside it was all part of him, and if she didn’t hear about it she wouldn’t know him as well as she needed to.

“I kept comparing her to you. Every time she laughed it wasn't your laugh. Every time she touched me it wasn't your hands. She figured it out before I did, actually. Told me I should sort my head out before I dated anyone else.” He met Harriet's eyes. “She was right.”

“Did you sleep with them?”

Zach nodded. “Yes.” Hearing it hurt a little, thinking about him in bed with them rather than her, but just as he’d said already they’d broken up, they’d been trying to move on.

They sat in silence for a couple of minutes. “So we were both idiots, trying to get over each other with other people rather than… I don’t know, trying harder.”

“Both complete idiots.”

Harriet found herself smiling. "At least we're consistent." She thought for a moment. “I think… let’s definitely draw a line under it. We both saw other people, we both slept with other people, and it’s done. There’s being honest and open with each other, and then there’s…”

“…going too far.” Zach finished for her. “Completely agree. I don’t need to know what you and him got up to, that’s between you and him. One thing though, are you still in touch with Matt?”

Harriet nodded. “We’ve been messaging each other a bit, just updating on our respective desperate bids to rekindle our true loves. Do you mind? I can stop if you want.” She started reaching for her phone, thinking she’d show him the messages.

Zach shuffled across and put his arm around her, kissing her cheek. “I don’t mind at all. I trust you. And put the phone away, you don’t need to show me. You want to see mine? Liv I’m not in touch with, but Megan is part of my group of friends. She… well, I told her about you turning up. She was really happy for us.”

“Really?”

“Really. She’s nice. Matt sounds nice too. I reckon I owe him a beer for persuading you to come and find me.”

“He is nice. Let’s make sure we’re completely open and honest with each other when we’re apart, no secrets.”

“Agree, no secrets.”

Later that night, in a quiet moment sat watching TV in Zach’s living room with his parents, Harriet messaged Matt with an update.

Harriet: Going well here, thank you again for telling me I was being an idiot. Told Zach about us, he told me about his rebound too. No secrets now. How’s Anna?

Matt: Look at you two being all mature and communicative! No problem, and really happy to hear. Anna is good. Really good actually. Thank you for making me practice what I preach.

Harriet: I’m so glad. Zach says he owes you a beer. Thank you for everything.

Matt: I’ll hold him to that. Now stop texting and enjoy being down under.

Harriet grinned and showed the message to Zach, who laughed. "I like this guy."

"You'd get on." She put the phone down and nestled into his arms.

Flying ten thousand miles to get your man might well be madness, but from where Harriet was sat it felt like the sanest thing she’d ever done.


Twenty One


November


The Heathrow Terminal Two Costa wasn't ideal for a video call, but Zach had found a table tucked away round the back with a blank wall and, if he angled the phone just right, the generic beige background could pass for anywhere.

He'd landed an hour ago after twenty seven hours of travelling, lengthy stop over included not that he was counting, a string of films that had soon grown tiresome and, somewhere across it, probably about six hours sleep in snatches. By now it was mid-morning on what he hoped was still Friday and he was running on not a lot other than adrenaline, caffeine, and the knowledge that Harriet was only a coach ride away.

Harriet’s face filled the screen, still in her pyjamas. She was in bed, he could see… her college room, a different one to last year and she reckoned much nicer not to mention en suite, but with her familiar posters and trinkets dotted about and that oh so familiar English autumn light through the window.

“Happy Birthday Eve,” he said, keeping his voice normal despite the secret he was hiding that threatened to turn his expression into a beaming grin at any moment. “How does it feel to be almost twenty one?”

“It feels like I should still be asleep.” She yawned. “It was a late one last night and Nathalie’s taking me for brunch in an hour. Apparently there’s a whole schedule for the weekend, but I’m not allowed to know the details. Apart from dinner for all of us tomorrow, but my parents are paying for that so… otherwise it’s too secret apparently.”

“Sounds ominous.”

"That's what I said." She shifted, wrapping the duvet up around her shoulders. She looked cute as hell. “I wish you were here."

Those words, they got him every time, he knew they did her too, but they were important. Six weeks since he’d said goodbye at Sydney airport, since that amazing fortnight where she’d flown to him to ask him to take her back. Six weeks of daily FaceTime calls and constant texting, six weeks of falling asleep with his phone on the pillow and waking up to messages from her, counting down to December when she’d fly out to Sydney for Christmas.

"I know," he said. "Me too."

"It's stupid. I've got all my friends, I've got dinner tomorrow, I've got…” She waved a hand vaguely. "A whole thing planned, apparently. I should be excited. I am excited. But every time I think about it I just think about how you're not going to be there, and then I feel sad, and then I feel guilty for feeling sad when everyone's doing all this nice stuff for me."

"That's not stupid. That's just… long distance."

"Long distance is stupid."

"Long distance is temporary." He made himself sound reassuring, even though his heart was singing at how soon he’d actually be seeing Harriet and a woman at the next table was giving him a curious look. "Four more weeks and you'll be here in Sydney. We'll have three whole weeks together. Beach every day. My mum's already planning meals." The lady next to him looked like she was about to interject, to explain to him that he was in London and not in Sydney, but she seemed to think better of it at the last moment.

"Four weeks feels like forever."

"It'll go fast. You've got your birthday, and then a few more weeks of teaching, and then you're on a plane."

She rubbed her eyes. "Sorry. I didn't mean to make this mopey. Tell me about your day. What are you doing tonight?"

"Nothing much." He kept his voice casual. "Might see some friends, very relaxed. Probably beach tomorrow."

"While I'm out here shivering in the English winter."

“You wouldn’t want me to lose my tan. I know that’s all you see in me.”

She laughed, the proper laugh that crinkled the corners of her eyes, and Zach felt something melt inside him… God, he loved that laugh. He loved everything about her, but the laugh especially, the way it transformed her whole face.

"I should let you go," she said. "Nathalie will be here soon and I'm still in bed."

"Have an amazing day. And your birthday tomorrow, I'll call you in the morning, ok? Your morning. When you're hungover from whatever’s planned tonight and questioning all your life choices."

"You know me too well."

"I do." He paused. "I love you, Harriet. More than anything."

"I love you too." Her smile was loving but a little sad. "Same time tomorrow.”

"Same time tomorrow. Twenty eight days.”

“Twenty eight days.”

She blew him a kiss, and then the screen went dark, and Zach was alone in a Costa Coffee two hours from her door. He checked the time… forty minutes until his coach, he’d be in Oxford at lunchtime.

He grinned at his reflection in the blank phone screen, looking slightly unhinged with jet lag and anticipation.

Too many hours on a plane. Three months' savings, gone in a single booking. Three days… all the time he could take out of his studies with exams in a few weeks. And then the flight back again. His body was already dreading it, the cramped seats, the recycled air, the cattle truck nature of long-haul economy.

This is insane, he thought, completely insane.

But then he thought about her face when she saw him. The way she'd looked on FaceTime that morning, tired and sad and missing him. The knowledge that in a few hours he'd be holding her instead of watching her through a screen.

Worth it. Worth every dollar, every hour, every ache.

***

The coach pulled out of the Heathrow coach station right on time, slipping onto the stream of traffic on the M4, then the M25, then settled on the M40 for the run through to Oxford. Zach had managed to get a window seat near the back, his bag with all the others in the luggage compartment down below.

He rested his head on the glass and watched the English countryside, or at least what he could see if it through the mist that hadn’t burned off yet that morning, pass him by, muted greens and browns so different to the brilliant daylight of Sydney that he’d left behind.

Six weeks.

Six weeks since he’d held her, kissed her, woken up with her arm flung across him casually in her sleep or, even better, woken up to her nestling into him, warm and cosy and safe.

Six weeks of FaceTime calls at hours that didn’t quite work for them, always feeling like she’d missed out on his day and he was missing out on hers.

Six weeks of missing her so much that it had become something physical, a hole in his chest that was always there, always yearning for her.

But, before that, two weeks that had changed everything.

As he watched the traffic start to thin as they headed away from London, he let himself remember. That day she’d arrived in Sydney he’d been at rugby training, a nothing session, just fitness work and a few backs drills, but when he came off the pitch to find that his mum had both messaged him and left voicemail he’d rushed back home with his heart hammering, certain that something had happened to his family or there was some major crisis brewing.

He’d walked into the kitchen, half-wondering if it was the police waiting to talk to him about a prank him and Thommo had played outside a bar a couple of days before, but instead she’d been standing there… Harriet, in his kitchen, out of the blue and ten thousand miles from where she was supposed to be.

His brain had refused to process her being there, he’d been in shock, but then he touched her and she spoke to him and they’d kissed and… it was the happiest moment of his life, bar none. Harriet had flown ten thousand miles on hope and instinct, with no guarantee that he’d take her back, and that kind of courage and that depth of love had spoken to something deep, deep inside.

The two weeks that followed had been the best of his life. He’d taken her to his favourite beaches, his mates had embraced her immediately (Thommo declaring within five minutes that she was quality and coming from him there was no higher praise, Callum getting detailed on English rugby with her and Harriet more than holding her own), his parents had been wonderful, his mum fussing over Harriet like she was a long-lost daughter and his dad, quieter but no less welcoming, saying simply she’s good, son, don’t let this one go again. As if Zach needed telling.

The coach slowed for some traffic close to Wycombe and Zach shifted in his seat, his thoughts inevitably drifting to the nights… two weeks together, sharing the spare room bed, being quiet out of respect for his parents but, he suspected, not being quite as quiet as they thought they were being.

Harriet had been different. Not bad different, far from it in fact. But she’d grown up somehow in the months they’d been apart, had found more confidence and become more certain of what she wanted and unafraid to ask for it. In bed particularly she’d become someone who spoke her mind, who told him exactly what she needed and how she needed it and asked him to tell her the same instead of relying on guesswork, who wasn’t shy to reach for him and guide him and say yes, like that in a voice that, it turned out, drove Zach wild. And when she was excited… some of the things she’d started to say, he liked very much indeed.

He knew where it had come from. Matt, the guy she’d been seeing over the summer, the one who Zach had a huge amount of time for because he was the one who’d persuaded her to stop being an idiot and fly to Sydney before it was too late. Harriet and Zach had agreed that there’d be no detailed confessions, no comparing notes on the people they’d each been seeing in their break, and that was absolutely the right thing for them to do, but he’d seen from the way she talked about him and from reading around the edges that Matt had been good for her, exactly what she’d needed after that horrendous morning where Zach had said goodbye to her at the door to her college room and gone to catch his flight home.

At first, if Zach was being brutally honest with himself, there’d been a flicker of jealousy. Some other guy had unlocked something in her, had seen and heard her in ways that Zach had always wanted but never quite managed to reach, had taught her to be vocal and demanding and pursue her own pleasure without apology. For a few days after they’d talked about who they’d been seeing he’d found himself thinking about them at odd moment, picturing her with Matt, feeling that hot twist of possessiveness like a dagger to the gut.

But then, very quickly, he’d got over it… in fact jealousy had transformed into what might even have been gratitude to Matt because whatever had happened between them had made her more fully herself, and that self was even more wonderful than the Harriet he’d left behind in Oxford back in June. Matt had given her something Zach hadn’t known how to give, and rather than resenting that, he’d learned to be thankful for it. She was happier in her own skin. That was what mattered.

Zach had his own version of that story, after all. First there’d been Megan, his girlfriend from before his year abroad, and when he’d first seen her a few weeks after getting back at a party the old spark was definitely there… she was happy to see him, and he happy to see her, and while he felt guilty towards the memory of Harriet about it he’d fallen into bed with her that same night, desperate to be loved and to have someone to love in return.

They’d slipped back into their old routine over the days that followed, and it all seemed to be going nicely, but then little things crept in… the way they talked to each other, the things they liked to do together. It was similar to before, but not the same. Zach had realised that, plain and simple, his year overseas had changed him… no longer was he the guy who’d never left Australia and thought exotic was a trip to Brisbane. Their dynamic had changed, and with it they fizzled out, although ending it on the very best of terms… they were both part of the same group of friends and, once they’d ended it, they realised that good friends was precisely what they should be.

And then there’d come Liv… and Zach knew that would always be a question mark for him in life, a what-if to ponder.

He’d met Liv out at a bar one night, and they’d immediately hit it off. She was beautiful, funny, clever, an awful lot like Harriet in many ways. He’d asked her out at the end of the night, and she’d said yes, and they fell hard into dating for getting close to a month. Liv had been the perfect Harriet antidote, and his mates could tell… they even started planning her joining them for a camping trip later in the year, it felt to everyone like she was going to be a big part of his life, even that early on.

But then… she could see it, that for all of their great chemistry and, Zach liked to think, their compatibility in bed, he was still thinking about Harriet. And it was true, completely and utterly true. When she’d told him to give her a call once he was properly over Harriet he’d accepted it, but he would always wonder because there’d been something… and he was pretty sure that there was a parallel universe out there somewhere where Zach and Liv were something more than a few week long relationship.

Liv was not Harriet though, and he could not have been happier with how things had turned out. He knew, too, that his side of their temporary split had changed him just like it had changed Harriet, and he knew that she could see things too, but that was fine… this was them, they’d matured, and having got back together they could both experience the thrill of getting to know the new parts of each other afresh.

As the coach headed down the long slope into Oxfordshire, the open countryside magnificent through the windscreen, Zach was struggling to contain his excitement. In less than an hour he’d be at college, and he’d be minutes from seeing her.

He pulled out his phone and looked at the last messages he’d exchanged with Harriet, I miss you and I love you and I can’t wait to see you again. Long distance was hard. Harder than he expected, even after all they’d been through. The time difference alone was a killer… when he was eating lunch, she was fast asleep, when she was finishing lectures, he would be tucked up in bed. They’d developed their rhythm, of course, calls slotted into the narrow windows that worked for both of them, and then messages all the time.

Zach trusted her completely, without question. She’d flown ten thousand miles to get him back, she messaged constantly, she’d chosen him over the easier path of moving on. There was no doubt in his mind that she loved him, that she was committed, that she was his.

But… trust didn’t stop his imagination. Sometimes he’d wake up on a Thursday morning, do the maths, and realise that it was student night at one of the clubs in Oxford and that she’d be there, surrounded by her friends, more than likely a little drunk, definitely beautiful. And he’d lie there in bed and picture it… Harriet in her going out clothes, hair loose around her shoulders, laughing at something someone said. The someone was always a man in his head. Tall, confident, leaning in close to be heard over the music… the kind of guy who was her type and who could actually be there, to buy her a drink and walk her back to college and kiss her goodnight without twenty four hours of flying in between.

The jealousy would flare, and he couldn’t stop himself thinking about some faceless stranger’s hand on her waist, about her dancing close to him, about all the opportunities that existed when he was quite literally on the other side of the world. It made him want to message her immediately, to remind her he existed, but of course he didn’t… that way lay madness. But then also he told himself that despite everything, despite the temptation that must exist, she kept on choosing Zach anyway, just like he kept on choosing her, even despite the distance and everything else.

It was complex, and he wasn’t sure he fully understood it himself. The jealousy was real, but so was the other thing… the strange thrill of knowing that the woman he loved was very likely wanted by others and wanted only him. He’d never tell her any of this. Some thoughts are just too tangled to put into words, too likely to be misunderstood. But he’d learned that love at this distance required a different kind of faith than love in the same room.

So… the distance was hard. And it was lonely at times, very lonely.

But then she’d send him a photo of something mundane, maybe her breakfast or the view from the library or her face half-hidden in a college scarf, and he’d feel it all over again. That certainty that had hit him the moment he’d first met in the Fresher’s Week bop over a year ago, that absolute knowledge that this was it, she was it, and he would cross every ocean in the world to be with her.

He smiled to himself, because of course then there were the other photos. The ones for his eyes only. They’d made a game of it… sending each other something while the other was asleep, a little gift to wake up to. He sent them too, of course, and knew that she appreciated them just as much, but God, the ones she sent him. Harriet looked so, so good in those. Really good. Her body was amazing and each one made him miss her all the more, made his hands long for when they could touch her again.

There was one he’d looked at more times than he’d ever admit where she claimed that she’d been touching herself, her hand between her thighs, her head thrown back, lips parted… a photo that didn’t necessarily show anything but was all the better for it. Jesus. Just thinking about it made him shift in his seat. That photo had got him through more than a few lonely nights.

They’d tried being intimate over video, of course, watching each other, talking each other through it, and Harriet’s new found confidence had transformed those calls. Zach had never been particularly shy but with her encouragement he’d learned to narrate, to describe, to say what he really wanted to say to make her breath catch and her pulse race. It was intimate in a way that surprised him, but the timing was always tricky… finding a moment across time zones where they were both in the right headspace and, crucially, Zach was home alone was hard. So they relied more on the photos, the messages, the slow-burn exchanges that stretched across hours. Thinking about you. Thinking about your hands on me. Thinking about what I’m going to do to you when I see you. It wasn’t the same as being there, nothing could be, but it was something and much, much better than nothing.

The coach turned off the M40, heading down towards Oxford, and Zach knew that the dreaming spires would be coming into view any time now. Half an hour, now, if he was lucky. Zach put his phone away and watched the countryside turn into the outskirts of the city, the traffic building up even though it was the middle of the day.

He imagined what Harriet’s face would look like when she saw him. Confusion, he reckoned, because she thought he was on the other side of the world. Then recognition, maybe a slow dawning realisation he was rally there. Would she cry? Laugh? Be a little angry with him even? Probably all of the above and more, knowing Harriet.

He grinned to himself.

A very long journey was coming to an end, and it was totally worth it.

***

The JCR was exactly how it had been when he’d left in June… the same battered sofas, the same noticeboard covered in flyers and sports team sign-ups, the same faint odour of old carpet and instant coffee. He’d spent far more of his time on his exchange year than he probably should have in this very room, talking to friends, waiting for Harriet, dancing like a lunatic when it was converted into the dancefloor on bop nights. He had a lot of happy memories tied up in that room.

Nathalie had met him by the side gate to college, swiping him in now that he no longer had his own student card, and insisted on them taking a convoluted route to the JCR that avoided any plausible accidental sighting by, well, anyone. Now, she was waiting by the door practically bouncing up and down in her excitement, fiercely guarding the secret of Zach’s presence. A couple of friends who knew him from last year had already come over to chat, only to be sworn by Nathalie to absolute secrecy on pain of… well, of something very painful.

Her phone pinged and she read the message that popped up. “She’s on her way,” she said to Zach. “Five minutes. She thinks we’re going to have afternoon tea before the spa thing.”

“There’s a spa thing?”

“There’s a whole thing. You’re disrupting the schedule, but I’ve rearranged it all. I’ll allow it because she is going to be so absolutely ecstatic.” She moved him near the window, slightly out of the sightline from the door. “Stay there. Don’t move. God, she’s going to lose her mind.”

A few of their friends had started to arrive, drawn by cryptic Nathalie messages to hurry up for something amazing, and Zach said rushed hellos to Will and Fergus and Lucy and Naomi and a few others, promising everyone they’d catch up properly later. Even people who didn’t know Zach knew something was about to happen, and a sort of awed hush started to descend over the room as they all watched the door with barely concealed anticipation. One person had her phone out, ready to record.

Zach’s heart was pounding. He’d flown half way around the world for this moment, had lied to her over FaceTime a few hours ago, had coordinated with Nathalie in secret for the past few weeks, working out the timing, making sure there was space in the schedule, booking the cheapest possible flights for the three nights he could stay for… he hoped it was long enough.

The door opened.

Harriet walked in, talking to someone over her shoulder, something about the dinner plans for tomorrow. She was wearing jeans and a chunky knit jumper, her hair pulled back in a ponytail, light makeup, completely ordinary, staggeringly beautiful.

She turned, scanning the room for Nathalie, and her gaze swept past him, then snapped back.

For a moment she just stared. Her face went through something that Zach would remember for the rest of his life, something he imagined not far from his own face’s contortions in Sydney a couple of months before… confusion, disbelief, the slow dawning of recognition, and then pure, undiluted joy.

She screamed.

Actually screamed, a sound of shock and delight that made everyone jump and then laugh.

And then she was running across the JCR and throwing herself at him, and he caught her, lifted her off her feet, spun her around while she clung to him making sounds that were half laughing and half crying but entirely joyful.

“Oh my God,” she was saying, over and over. “Oh my God, oh my God, I talked to you this morning. You were in Sydney, how are you here, oh my God…”

“Surprise.” He grinned as he said it, though he could feel tears coming to his eyes. “Happy Birthday.”

“You flew here? Like, actually flew here?”

“Landed at Heathrow this morning. I was in a Costa when we FaceTimed earlier.”

“A Costa…” She pulled back to look at him, shaking her head and grinning. “You absolute bastard. You absolute brilliant bastard… you were at Heathrow and you let me go on about missing you…”

“Would you rather I’d spoiled the surprise?”

“No. Yes. I don’t know. No.” She was laughing and crying tears of joy, her hands on his face as if to confirm to herself that he was real. “I can’t believe you’re here. I can’t believe you’re actually here.”

“Where else would I be for your twenty-first?” He kissed her, not caring about the audience, and felt her melt into him the way she always did, her body pressed against his like they’d been custom built for the purpose.

Someone wolf-whistled, and someone else was definitely still filming, and Zach didn’t care. He had Harriet in his arms for the first time in six weeks and nothing else mattered.

Nathalie appeared at their side with a box of tissues. “Happy birthday,” she said, handing a tissue to Harriet. “I told you the weekend had some surprises.”

Harriet laughed, dabbing at her eyes. “You knew? You absolute cow, you knew this whole time?”

“It’s been torture not telling you.” Nathalie grinned at Zach. “Good surprise?”

Harriet looked at Zach, really focusing on him, and her smile was radiant.

“The best,” Harriet replied. “Ever.”

***

They made it back to her room in record time.

Zach had a vague impression of saying goodbye to Nathalie and various others as Nathalie prompted Harriet with don’t you want to show Zach your room and don’t worry, the afternoon is free on the schedule and a very unsubtle wink, and then of walking around the quad with his bag over his shoulder and Harriet’s hand in his while she kept looking at him and smiling. Then they were climbing the stairs to her room, different to last year, on the front quad now and overlooking the chapel, and she was closing the door and turning to face him with an expression that sent a thrill of anticipation through him.

“Six weeks,” she said.

“Six weeks.”

“I’ve missed you so much.”

“I’ve missed you too.” He reached his arms out to her and she pushed herself against him, burrowing her face into his chest. She smelled the same as six weeks before… that same combination of shampoo and deodorant and whatever else it was. “Every day. Every single day.”

“Show me.”

She lifted her head, slowly at first, tentatively, and then she kissed him, hard, and he kissed her back, a desperate urgency, and then her hands were pulling at his t-shirt and his were on her jumper and they worked their way towards her bed, shedding clothes as they went. By the time they fell on to the mattress they were both down to just their jeans, and the feeling of her skin against his was almost overwhelming, it felt so good, and he broke the kiss to look at her.

“You ok?” she whispered.

“Better thank ok.” He looked at her as his fingertips traced along her shoulder and down her arm, watching little goosebumps rise up in their wake. “I just need a second… I’ve been imagining this for six weeks and now it’s actually happening and…”

“I know.” She pulled him down to kiss her again, slower this time. “I know exactly what you mean.”

They undressed each other slowly from there, taking their time now, relishing that they could be unhurried and luxuriate in each other’s presence. Six weeks was nowhere near long enough to forget the little details, and Zach thrilled to see her react exactly like she always would when his lips found that spot on her neck or his fingers caressed her breasts.

“I need you,” Harriet said. “I’ve been thinking about this for weeks. Please, Zach.”

He shifted and positioned himself on top of her, and she reached down to guide him, her hand warm on his hard cock. “Go slow,” she whispered. “I want to feel it all.”

He slid into her slowly and they both gasped… the connection, the closeness, the insane intimacy were so, so good. He held still for a moment, almost not trusting himself to move again, his forehead pressed against hers.

"God, I've missed this," she whispered. "Missed you. You feel so good."

"I love you," he managed. "I love you so much."

"I love you too." She wrapped her legs around him, her hand on his ass pulling him deeper. "Now move. Please move."

He moved. Slow at first, savouring it, teasing her a little, but then she urged him on, her nails digging into his back, her hips rising to meet each slow thrust.

"Faster," she breathed against his ear. "Go faster. I need more."

Zach smiled to himself, recognising that as the new Harriet, the more confident one, and liking it all the more because of that knowledge. He gave her more, and she rewarded him with the sounds he’d been dreaming about for weeks, the ones that told him how good it felt. The bed creaked beneath them, but then every college bed creaked, they weren’t the strongest, and neither of them cared.

“You feel amazing,” he gasped, because he knew that she liked to hear it, that the words heightened everything. “I’ve thought about this every night, about being inside you. About making you climax.”

“Oh, Zach…” Her breath caught. “Keep talking. Tell me…”

“I’ve thought about your voice when you’re close.” He gasped and she gasped too. “The way you sound. The way you feel when you…”

“Zach… oh God, Zach… make me cum, please Zach…” He shifted his hips slightly and she moaned loudly. “There Zach, yes there… I want to cum for you…”

“I want you to cum for me too…”

He was pushed up on his elbows, using the leverage to grind into her hard, and when he looked at her the sight pushed him dangerously close to the edge… head thrown back, lips parted, completely lost in their pleasure.

“I’m going to…” he started to say.

“Me too,” she gasped. “Stay with me… stay with me…”

She came loudly, crying out as he thrust into her, not holding back, her body shaking against him, and he followed a second or two later, burying himself deep inside as the pleasure crashed through him in unstoppable wave after unstoppable wave.

“Best birthday present ever,” Harriet whispered as he pulled off and rolled to one side, pulling her into his arms against him.

“Your birthday’s tomorrow.”

“I don’t care. Nothing can possibly top this.”

He laughed and wrapped her tighter in his arms, leaning across to kiss her. “We’ve got three days. Plenty of time to try.”

“Is that how long we’ve got?” she asked quietly.

Zach nodded. “It’s long enough. And then four more weeks and you’re in Sydney for ages and we’ll have the beach, and my family, and…”

“Shh.” She put her finger to his lips. “No planning. Not allowed on my birthday weekend. Let’s just enjoy you being here.”

“Deal.”

“Did Nathalie tell you what’s happening tonight?”

Zach shook his head. “No. You know?”

“No… nothing except that I need to be dressed for cocktails.” He felt her shrug against him. “I assume you’re invited.”

Zach laughed. “Yeah, don’t worry there. There’s no way she was helping with that surprise then leaving me to go drink with the rugby lads.”

They sat in silence for a long few minutes.

“You must be tired?” Harriet said eventually.

“I think I’m beyond tired. I’ll just keep going until I drop.”

Harriet looked up at him and smiled. “Lucky me.”

***

Harriet's actual birthday began with a mild cocktail induced hangover and morning sex and ended with tequila shots, which Zach thought was about as good as any birthday could get.

The morning was slow and brilliantly relaxed, waking late but not too late to pale winter sunlight streaming through the curtains, Harriet’s body warm against his. They made love lazily, warm bodies pressing gradually closer, hands getting more intimate, none of the urgency of the day before but just as good. Afterwards they lay cuddled up together, talking about nothing, putting off the moment when they’d have to get up and he’d have to share her with the rest of the world.

"Dinner's at seven," she said eventually, her fingers lazily tracing patterns through the hair on his chest. "Quod.”

"The place on the High Street?”

"That's the one. My parents are paying, private room and everything, which means everyone's going to order the most expensive thing on the menu and I'm going to feel guilty about it."

"That's the rule. Birthday dinner, someone else's card, you go big."

"You're a bad influence."

"You love it."

She kissed him, long and slow, and she very nearly didn’t make it to the girls’ brunch that Nathalie had arranged.

***

The day was a happy blur of celebrating… after Harriet’s brunch with Nathalie and a few others (time that Zach used to catch up with some of his mates), the two of them hung around in town, Harriet showing him the new ice cream place that had opened in the Covered Market followed by coffee in old haunt of theirs then meeting various friends for a drink at the Kings Arms, shivering in the cold of one of the outside benches although Zach very much appreciated the daylight to help recalibrate his body clock.

Everywhere they went she kept touching him… his arm, his shoulder, his hand, as if she still couldn’t quite believe that he was actually there.

“I can’t stop,” she admitted when he teased her about it. “I keep forgetting for a moment and then realising that you’re actually here… it’s like it’s last year all over again.”

“I’m not going anywhere.” He grinned. “Well, not until Monday…”

"Don't talk about Monday."

"Sorry."

She squeezed his hand. "It's ok. I just want to stay in today. Is that alright?"

"That's more than alright."

They went back to her room early evening to get ready for dinner, which turned into making out on the bed, which turned into her straddling his lap while they were both still half-dressed, which turned into them very nearly being late.

"We have to stop," she said, pulling back with obvious reluctance. "People are expecting us."

"Let them wait."

"Zach…”

"Fine." He released her with a laugh. "But I'm holding you to a do-over later."

"I would expect nothing less."

***

The private dining room in Quod felt appropriately special to Zach as somewhere to celebrate Harriet’s birthday. The restaurant itself was buzzing as they were led through to the room, packed as it always was on a Saturday night with the usual mix of students being taken out for dinner by visiting parents and older professionals and academics on their nights out.

When they got to the room the rest of the guests were there already, mostly familiar faces… there was Nathalie, of course, and Lucy and Naomi and Lara and Amy and Fergus and Will and, well, the list went on. Laura, Harriet’s best friend from home, had made the long journey down from Edinburgh and arrived just as Harriet and Zach did, and then there were a few new faces too… people from the college boat club, Harriet had said beforehand, part of the men’s first eight that she now coxed.

Soon they had champagne glasses in hand and Harriet was explaining the new faces. “That’s Pete,” she said quietly, nodding towards a stocky guy with a shaved head. “Here doing a doctorate… you’ll like him, he readily admits it’s because he doesn’t want to get a real job yet. And Brad,” she nodded towards a tall, broad shouldered man talking to Lucy and Will at the far end of the table. “He came from California to do his masters. He’d never rowed before but he’s our powerhouse. We’re still working on his technique.”

Zach grinned. “I can tell… he’d best be careful or he’ll get co-opted for the rugby team too!”

“Oh, Fergus has tried already. I think Brad confessed that he wasn’t brave enough to do contact sport without a helmet or shoulder pads.”

Before long they were surrounded by birthday well-wishers, all making the most of drinking actual champagne courtesy of Harriet’s parents rather than cheap sparkling wine, and Zach started to feel like he’d never left. It felt like home, Oxford, a home-away-from-home yes, but a home regardless. Knowing that he’d back next September to start his own masters excited him, and not just because of Harriet. Well, a lot because of Harriet, but also a lot because of the people, the place, the familiarity.

Harriet introduced Zach to Pete and Brad. “Ah, so you’re the infamous Zach,” Pete said with a warm smile. “Harriet talks about you constantly.”

“So does everyone else,” Brad added, smiling too.

“Hopefully all good things,” Zach replied.

“Nothing bad from me, I promise that,” Harriet added.

“So Zach,” Pete said. “Long way to come for a birthday party.”

“Worth every mile.”

He saw that Brad was nodding with an expression of recognition. “I get it,” Brad explained. “My girlfriend’s back in California. Julia. The distance is…” He shook his head. “It’s brutal, man. And you’re twice as far.”

“You as sick of the sound of the FaceTime ring as I am?”

Brad laughed. “Absolutely. Still… I’m heading home for Christmas. Not long to go.”

Both Harriet and Zach nodded their understanding. “I’m doing Sydney for Christmas,” Harriet said.

“That sounds like a hardship,” Pete joked. “Leaving winter behind for sunshine and beaches.”

“I’ll be the only one in our crew with a tan in January!”

Just then they were asked to take their seats so that the meal could be served. Zach found himself sat next to Harriet at the centre of the table, next to Lucy and with Laura on Harriet’s other side. He found that opposite him were Nathalie, Will and Fergus so it was perfect… most of his favourite UK people all around.

The meal itself was excellent… amazing food, plenty of good wine, laughter and happiness. At some point between the main course and dessert Nathalie insisted on a toast, and her and Laura had worked together on a little speech that ended up with both of them, and Harriet, in tears. There was a surprise cake, accompanied of course by singing happy birthday for which Harriet tried to look like she wasn’t absolutely thrilled and failed completely.

Afterwards, there seemed to be a consensus for heading on to The Bridge… Zach certainly wasn’t complaining if they did, he’d had some brilliant nights there, with and without Harriet, during his exchange year and it would be nice to keep the night going.

“It’s not even optional,” Nathalie said. “It’s Harriet’s twenty first, we’re basically legally obliged to go dancing. All of us.”

"I'm exhausted," Harriet protested, but she was smiling.

"You can sleep when you're dead. Or at least when Zach goes back to Australia, which to all intents and purposes is the same thing with you.”

"Thanks for that."

"Any time."

They spilled out of the restaurant in a loose crowd, the November air sharp after the warmth of the restaurant. Zach kept his arm around Harriet as they walked, feeling her shiver but realising that he wasn’t feeling the cold himself as much as he’d feared, and making himself ignore the jet lag that was lurking somewhere… much as Harriet could sleep when she was dead, he could sleep when he was sat on a plane again on Monday morning.

***

The Bridge was as packed as you’d expect on a Saturday night, a mix of townies and students, bodies pressed together on the dance floor and the bass so loud that Zach felt it vibrating through to his core. They’d claimed a space downstairs to start with, getting through a quite startling number of drinks that suggested the night was going to end messy. Zach didn’t mind in the slightest… by the time they’d headed to the dance floor upstairs he was dancing close with Harriet, her body moving against his in the strobe lights, her arms around his neck, her face relaxed and happy.

“Having fun?” he shouted in her ear.

“The best.” She kissed him and tasted of tequila and lime. “Best birthday ever.”

“Even better than the surprise?”

She laughed. “You’re fishing! The surprise was part of it, it all counts.”

Laura appeared with more tequila shots. “You can’t get away with me not buying you a drink,” she shouted handing one to Harriet. “Zach.” She handed another to him and kept one for herself.

“Birthday girl rules,” Harriet said to both of them. “You have to drink when I drink.”

"I feel like that's not an actual rule."

"It is now." She clinked her glass against both of theirs. "Come on. Don't be boring."

They drank. The tequila burned going down, and Zach made a face that made Harriet laugh, and then Laura was pulling her away to dance with Nathalie and Lucy, and he found himself at the edge of the group, watching.

She was beautiful like this. Loose and happy and completely herself, spinning under the lights with her friends, her hair coming undone from whatever arrangement she'd put it in earlier. Every now and then she'd look over at him and smile, that particular smile that was just for him, and he'd feel it deep inside.

"She's different when you're here."

Zach turned. Pete, one of the rowers, had appeared beside him with two beers.

"What do you mean?"

“Lighter, I guess? She’s been… not unhappy, but there’s been a serious side to her since I met her. Tonight she's like a different person." Pete handed him a beer. "Must be hard, being so far apart."

"It's the hardest thing I've ever done."

"Worth it, though?"

Zach watched Harriet throw her head back laughing at something Nathalie said, the lights catching the line of her throat.

"Worth everything," he said.

The night wore on, getting messier as predicted. At some point Zach found himself in a conversation with Lucy about her coursework, then with Fergus about rugby, then with Brad about the torture of trying to sleep when your girlfriend was just waking up on the other side of the world.

"I'm trying to get back again at Easter as well as Christmas," Brad said. "See Julia. But the flights are insane."

"Tell me about it. I spent three months' savings on this trip."

"For three days, right? That's commitment."

"That's love." Zach shrugged. "You do what you have to do."

"Yeah. Yeah, you do." He clinked his beer against Zach’s. “To long distance and them being worth it.”

Around 1am, Harriet found him and wound her arms around his neck.

"Take me home," she shouted into his ear. "I want you."

"Now?"

"Now. Please. I've been thinking about it all night."

They said their goodbyes, brief although Harriet was concerned to make sure that Laura was ok given that she didn’t know the others that well (“Nathalie’s promised to take care of me,” Laura had said. “God help you then,” was Harriet’s grinning response), and slipped out into the cold night air. The walk back to college was short but felt endless, Harriet pressed against his side for warmth, her hand in the back pocket of his jeans.

"I love you," she said as they crossed the quad, the ancient buildings looming above them in the darkness.

"I love you too."

"I'm so glad you're here. I'm so glad you came."

"Wild horses couldn't have kept me away."

She stopped walking, turned to face him, put her hands on his face. Her eyes were serious despite the alcohol, searching his.

"I mean it," she said. "I know we said we'd just enjoy this, not think about you leaving on Monday. But I need you to know… this means everything to me. You mean everything to me."

"I know." He kissed her forehead, her nose, her lips. "You mean everything to me too."

They made it to her room in a rush of kisses and laughter, shushing each other on the stairs, fumbling with her keys. And then they were inside, and the door was closed, and the rest of the world fell away.

***

Sunday was great, but with the shadow of Monday hanging over them. Bittersweet, Zach supposed… not a word he used often, but it felt right.

They slept late, tangled together like they’d been so many times before in Harriet’s single bed, waking occasionally to whisper something to each other before drifting off again. It was fair to say that they were both nursing hangovers, those last few tequilas not doing them any favours, but they were hangovers that reminded them not of too much indulgence and too few good decisions but rather simply of a birthday well celebrated.

“What do you want to do?” Zach asked. “Your birthday weekend. Your choice.”

“I want to stay in bed forever,” Harriet groaned.

“Besides that.”

Harriet thought about it for a moment. “What’s the weather like?”

Zach took the lazy option, checking on his phone rather than getting up to peak through the curtains. “Cold, sunny, not windy.”

Harriet leaned up on her arm to look at Zach. “Do you know what I’d really like to do?”

“What?”

“Port Meadow and The Trout.”

Zach was surprised. “Really?” Last time they’d been there had been back in June, when they’d had The Talk. “It’s not… I don’t know, it feels like that’s got some not great memories?”

“Precisely. I want to reclaim it for us. We’d had so many nice walks up there before then… let’s make it a fun place again.”

Zach nodded slowly, then stopped when he realised it made his hungover head hurt. Harriet grinned when she noticed, and he couldn’t help grinning back.

“Ok… deal. I like the symmetry of it.”

“How do you mean?”

“Last time we went was before we ended it, and then we’re out the other side again and reclaiming it for us. Very poetic. Or very something anyway.” He sat up gingerly and swung his legs to the floor. “But can we get some breakfast first? I’m starving.”

***

They ended up walking for hours, wrapped up in coats and scarves, their breath misty in the cold air. One drink became two at The Trout, then they slowly made their way back towards college as the sun started to set.

"Thank you," Harriet said as they walked around the quad. "For coming for my birthday… for everything.”

"You don't have to thank me."

"I do, though." She stopped and turned to face him. "Long distance is hard, we both know it is. And this… flying here for only a weekend, apart from confirming that you’re certifiably insane, is going to make this term so, so much easier and better. I just… thank you.”

“Harriet.” He’d stopped to face her and put his hands on her waist. “I would do that journey ten times over to be with you. I’d do this again and again for the rest of my life if that’s what it took. You’re everything to me. Everything.”

Her eyes were bright. "You mean that?"

"I mean it."

She kissed him, long and deep and passionate, right there in the middle of the quad, with other students walking past them. When she pulled back, she was smiling.

"Come on," she said. "Let's go inside. I want one more proper night with you before you go."

***

They didn't sleep much that night. Why waste the time sleeping when every minute together was so precious? They talked, made love, talked more, dozed briefly before one of them reached for the other and it all started again.

At 6am his alarm went off, although they were both awake. Time to leave for the coach to Heathrow.

Harriet walked him to Gloucester Green, both of them quiet, holding hands. They got there with a few minutes to spare.

"I hate this part," she said.

"Me too. A lot better than saying goodbye back in June though.”

She smiled. “Much. Call me when you get to Singapore?"

"Of course.”

"And FaceTime when you get back? The usual time?”

"Every night until you're there with me. I love you so much.”

“I love you so much too. Twenty five days now.”

Zach smiled. “Twenty five days. Easy.”

She kissed him, as hard as she’d ever kissed him, and he tried his hardest to remember her lips on his, her body against his, a memory to hold onto for the next twenty five days. And then he was getting on the coach, and she was stood outside waving, and he was waving back, and then the coach rounded a corner and she slid away out of sight.

He glanced back again and she’d walked down to the corner, and he got one last sight of her… a shrinking figure in a big coat, her hand raised in goodbye, already impossibly far away.

Less than four weeks until she came to Sydney.

He could do this. They could do this.

He had to believe that, or the distance would swallow him whole.


May
Six Months Later


The light in Sydney looked a bit more wintry than Harriet was used to seeing, a grey sky visible through Zach’s bedroom window while Harriet sat in her college bedroom in a hoody and shorts, a beautiful late spring morning just getting started outside. Ten thousand miles, eleven hours’ time difference, this small window of overlap in their days… it had never stopped feeling strange.

“So what’s the plan?” Zach asked, moving his laptop so she could see him better. He was freshly showered, hair still damp, getting ready to head out for the evening. Saturday night in Sydney. Saturday morning in Oxford. Ships passing.

“Bump Supper tonight. Black tie, speeches, drinking until we can’t stand… you know the score.”

Zach laughed. “Oh, I do. God, I miss the fancy dinners. The rugby club dinner last year was epic. Remember when Adam fell into the river?”

“I remember you carrying him back to his room over your shoulder like a sack of spuds.”

“He was very grateful. He even sent me a thank you card.”

“He sent you a photo of a potato with a face drawn on it.”

“Same difference.”

She laughed, and for a moment it felt normal… was normal, she reminded herself, nearing the midpoint of the longest stretch that she swore they’d ever go without seeing each other. Just the two of them, teasing each other, grabbing these precious minutes where the distance collapsed to nothing. But then his phone buzzed and he glanced at it, and she saw him think. His evening was starting, his friends would be waiting, his life over there without her much as she had her life in Oxford without him.

“You should go,” she said, wanting to get ahead of him feeling bad for glancing at his phone.

“I’ve got a few more minutes…”

“It’s fine. Really. Go and have fun.” She made herself smile. “Have a beer for me.”

“Only if you have a glass of port for me. The good stuff, not the rubbish they normally try and serve.”

“I’m sat at High Table so I reckon they’ll get the good stuff out. You’ve got a deal.”

He leaned closer to the screen. “I wish I was there, you know. Tonight. I loved those stupid formal things, even when I pretended not to.”

“I know you did.” She forced another smile. “From September you will be.”

“It’s going to be brilliant. And, don’t forget… forty days down, forty-two to go.”

Harriet nodded. This was their little thing, counting the days until they’d see each other again… this time until they’d meet in Vienna to do some backpacking together over the summer. “Forty down, forty-two to go,” she echoed.

“We can do forty-two days.”

“We can do anything.”

He kissed his fingers and pressed them to the camera, a habit they’d formed early on and had kept. She did the same, feeling ridiculous and affectionate and so, so lonely.

“I love you,” he said.

“I love you too. Now go. Your friends are waiting.”

“Talk tomorrow?”

“Absolutely.”

The screen went dark and Harriet sat there for a moment, staring at her reflecting in the darkened glass. The silence of her room settled around her heavily, the absence of Zach felt so acutely it hurt.

Forty-two days.

It was nothing.

It still felt like forever though.

***

Harriet pulled her hood up against the slight chill of that May morning and let her mind drift back over the months since she’d walked into the JCR and got the best birthday surprise ever.

Christmas in Sydney had been special… it was a cliche but it had been literally golden, the endless sunshine so welcome after the grey English winter she’d left behind, the beaches and the barbecues and the ease with which Zach’s family had welcomed her back. She’d slotted into his life there like she’d always been part of it, getting to know his friends better, seeing fully the day-to-day of his world.

Megan had been there, of course. Part of the group, part of his life, unavoidably present at every big social gathering. Harriet had watched her and Zach when they were together those first few days, seeing how easy their familiarity was, the little in-jokes they shared, the history they had together, and she felt something she wasn’t proud of. Jealousy, plain and simple, even though she knew it was irrational, even though Zach had chosen Harriet.

It had taken a few days but it settled down, seeing Megan clearly… just a friend now, nothing more, someone who knew Zach as only exes could, but who genuinely posed no threat to what Harriet and Zach had. By the end of the trip there were firm friends, bonding over their shared exasperation at Thommo’s larger-than-life antics and mutual appreciation of Zach’s more ridiculous qualities.

But it was the conversations she remembered most from that trip. Late nights on his parents’ back deck, the unfamiliar stars wheeling overhead, talking about everything and nothing, but often coming back to the months where they’d broken up and were trying to move on. And, unlike before, they really talked about it rather than skirting around the subject.

“You’re different,” Zach had said one night, her legs over his lap and his hand lazily making patterns on her thigh. “Good different. Just… more yourself, if that makes sense.”

“Different how?”

He’d smiled, a little shy. "More vocal. About what you want. What you like." A pause. "I like it."

She'd felt her cheeks blush, knowing exactly what he meant, knowing exactly where that confidence had come from. Matt's name hung unspoken between them… not a secret, just something they'd agreed didn't need examining too closely.

"You're different too," she'd said, deflecting. But it was true. There was something steadier about him now, more certain. The boy who'd left Oxford in June had come back to her as something closer to a man.

They'd talked more that night. Not details, they'd agreed on that, no comparing notes, but enough. Enough to understand that they'd both needed the summer apart, painful as it had been, and that they'd both tried to move on and failed. That they'd both grown up in the trying, learned things about themselves they couldn't have learned together. It didn't make the separation worth it, exactly, but it made it mean something. And that was reassuring to them both… that it had made them stronger for having survived it.

Easter, when Zach had come to stay with her, had been different. She'd been deep in revision by then, Finals looming like a thundercloud on the horizon, and Zach had spent most of the fortnight working remotely on his own dissertation while she buried herself in textbooks. They'd stolen time together in the gaps, walks along the river, dinners in her room, falling asleep tangled together in her narrow college bed, but there'd been a distracted quality to it, both of them half-present, their minds on the work waiting for them.

It had felt like a placeholder, she realised now. A way station to get them through to July, when Finals would be done and his degree would be finished and they'd have glorious weeks on end of trains and hostels and European cities stretching out ahead of them. Vienna first, because he'd never been and she'd always wanted to go back, and then wherever the rails took them.

Forty-two days until Vienna. Forty-two days until she could touch him again.

The weeks since Easter had been the hardest yet. Maybe it was the pressure of Finals, the relentless grind of revision, the way her world had shrunk to her desk and the library and the increasingly desperate group chats with her fellow medics. Maybe it was knowing that everyone else was going through the same thing with someone beside them… even the singletons in their group of friends had someone casual they could go to at 2am when the revision got too much and they needed someone to lean on. Meanwhile Harriet had her phone, and her scheduled calls, and the ache of missing someone who was always, always ten thousand miles away.

She stood up abruptly, knowing that if she kept thinking about the loneliness she’d simply spiral. Nathalie's room. Tea. Human contact with someone who wasn't made of pixels.

She grabbed her keys and headed for the door.

***

Nathalie answered on the third knock, still in pyjamas, a cup of tea in hand her hair piled in a messy bun.

“Oh God,” she said, taking one look at Harriet. “FaceTime with Zach?”

“It’s that obvious?”

“You’ve got the face. Come here.”

She put down her tea and pulled Harriet into her arms, a proper hug, holding her tight and warm, the kind that feels like it could last forever. Harriet let herself sink into it, pressing her face into Nathalie’s shoulder, breathing deeply. Just a few seconds of being held, it shouldn’t matter so much, but it did. God, it did.

“Right,” Nathalie said, letting go and guiding her into the room. “Sit. Tea.”

Nathalie’s room was its usual comfortable mess… books stacked everywhere, fairy lights strung around the window, a pile of laundry under the chair that had been there for long enough that Harriet almost thought of it as furniture. Harriet sat on the end of Nathalie’s bed, her legs folded under her while Nathalie busied herself with the kettle, grateful for the company and, simply, the fact of being somewhere, anywhere other than alone in her own empty room.

“Bad call?” Nathalie asked.

“No, it was good. It’s always good.” Harriet pulled her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. “That’s almost the problem, isn’t it? If it was bad I could tell myself it wasn’t worth it, but it’s good, and then it ends, and I’m just… here. Alone. Missing him.”

“You’re down to forty-something days until Vienna now, right?”

“Forty-two.”

“That’s nothing. Six weeks, that’ll fly by and then you’ll be doing your amazing travelling together.”

“I know. I know it will. Particularly with Finals in between.” Harriet accepted her mug from Nathalie gratefully, wrapping her fingers around it. “I just get so tired of it sometimes. The waiting, the time difference. Everyone else gets to just be with their other half, and I get scheduled video calls and waking up to texts that he sent six hours before.”

Nathalie sat cross legged at the head of the bed. “For what it’s worth, I’d kill to have what you two have. Even with the distance. The way he looks at you…” She shook her head. “You guys are almost sickeningly perfect for each other.”

“I know. I’m lucky. I know I’m lucky.”

“But it still sucks.”

“It still sucks.”

They sat in silence for a few moments, Harriet sipping her tea while it cooled down a bit. Outside the bells of the college chapel marked the hour. Nearly time for breakfast, the whole day stretching ahead. The whole day where Zach would be asleep for most of it.

“So,” Nathalie said, shifting to a brighter tone that Harriet recognised immediately… it was her lets cheer you up tone. “Tonight.”

“Tonight.”

“I need a new dress.”

“What’s wrong with the ones you have?” Harriet smiled. “The many ones you have.”

“None of them are right.” Nathalie gestured vaguely at her wardrobe. “I’ve tried everything on twice and nothing works. I need something that says I’m effortlessly gorgeous and you should definitely ask me to dance.”

“And who, exactly, needs to receive this message?”

“Anders.”

“Wait… Swedish Anders?”

“Of course Swedish Anders. Unless you know of another Anders in college who’ll be there tonight?”

“I just didn’t know you…”

“He’s been giving me looks, Harriet. Significant looks. Every time we’ve been down at the boathouse.” Nathalie’s eyes were bright. “And tonight I intend to give him something worth looking at.”

“So we’re going shopping?”

“We’re going shopping. Emphasis on we.” Nathalie had uncrossed her legs and was standing, energised. “Breakfast first, maybe that new place down on the High Street with the pancakes, and then we’re finding a dress that will make Anders forget how to speak English.”

“He barely speaks English as it is.”

“Exactly. I want him to forget Swedish too.”

Harriet laughed, and to her surprise it was genuine… as ever Nathalie had this ability to lift her mood. “Fine. Give me twenty minutes to have a shower.”

“Take thirty… I need to make myself presentable.” Nathalie held her hand out to help Harriet stand. “We’re going to have a good day, ok? And then we’re going to have an amazing night. You’re going to have an even better night… first crew in years to win Blades for the college. It’s going to be a party. You’ll have a great time once we’re out.”

Harriet nodded. She could do this, put the loneliness aside for a few hours and just be present, enjoy the day and the night instead of aching for what she couldn’t have.

“Ok,” she said. “Let’s go and find you a dress that breaks Anders.”

Nathalie grinned. “That’s my girl.”

***

The pre-dinner drinks were served in the college gardens, round the back of Hall, and when Harriet arrived she was what she’d like to think was fashionably late, short-hand for most people had been there a while and she’d taken longer than she’d expected getting her hair and make-up just right.

She gave herself a moment to take it all in… the happy buzz of the college boat club members mingling with some of the senior academic staff, including the Master of the college, the black tie, the champagne. And all of this was to celebrate her crew’s achievements, Harriet the cox who’d steered the men’s first eight to winning blades during Torpids back in Hilary term. This is going to be a good night, she told herself, and Zach would want you to make the most of it, so do.

She smoothed down her dress, a green, floor length halter neck bought in a moment of reckless extravagance that very day, caught up in the moment with Nathalie choosing her own dress for the night, and waded into the crowd.

“There she is!” Pete spotted her first, already on his second glass from the look of it, his bow tie slightly askew although, Harriet reflected, he was exactly the sort of person whose bow tie would never be quite right… it just wasn’t his style. “Our fearless leader!”

She clinked her glass against his. “Fearless leader who nearly steered you all into the bank on the last day, you mean?”

“But you didn’t though… you just wanted to get our adrenaline spiking.” He grinned. “We got blades, that’s all that matters.”

Harriet looked around, spotting Lucy with her women’s second eight crew, less fortunate back in Torpids to be bumped twice themselves but it didn’t seem to be having any impact on their high spirits. And, of course, all the other crews were there… the boat club was a world unto itself and tonight that world was celebrating.

The men’s first eight was gathered loosely around Harriet, eight men in dinner jackets, all flushed with the memory of last month’s triumph, not to mention the early effects of alcohol. She had to laugh to herself at how small she felt… Harriet was tall herself, but slim. But it was amusing too that on the water they’d done exactly what she told them, that was the reason for their success as much as anything else, while off it they were a chaotic mix of competing egos and in-jokes that only the nine of them understood.

“Harriet.” Brad had come back with four fresh glasses of champagne in his hands, and was handing them out. “Ladies first.”

She took the glass. “Thank you.” Once he’d handed them out she asked him, “How’s Julia? Have you heard from her today?”

“We chatted just before this. She’s good.”

Harriet could see a look in his eyes that she recognised well. “When did you last see her?”

“January.” He smiled wryly. “Four months now… still, only one more to go.”

Harriet nodded sympathetically. “You got something special planned for when you see each other.”

Brad laughed. “Beyond that? Yeah, we’ll take some time away. How about you and Zach… when are you next seeing him?”

“Forty-two days.” Harriet felt herself blush a little. “Not that we’re counting. And forty since I saw him at Easter. It feels long.”

“It is long. But worth it?”

“Totally worth it.”

“Same. How long have you been together?”

“Coming up to two years now. Though we had a brief… interruption in the middle. Long story.”

“Sounds like a good one.”

They did this dance around each other often, her and Brad… acknowledging the existence of their respective partners as a kind of mutual reassurance and a common ground that, out of their friends, only the two of them could really understand. Julia was lovely, from what Brad had told her, working already down in San Diego and he couldn’t wait to get back to see here, and Harriet would have loved to meet her but she’d not been able to visit Oxford, not on her salary.

“Right,” Brad said, pulling her attention back to the present. “I have a proposition for you.”

Harriet raised an eyebrow. “Should I be worried?”

“Deeply.” But he said it with his irrepressible grin and leaned in conspiratorially. “You and me, we’re the only ones here long-distance, right? I mean proper long distance, not one of the first years whose boyfriend is at Exeter and doesn’t like getting a train for two hours to see them. The rest of these animals are either single or dating someone they’re actually in the same country as, which means they’re all going to get absolutely hammered and make some terrible decisions, so someone needs to look out for them.”

“And that someone is us?”

“That someone is us. I propose a pact.” He held out his hand. “We stick together, we pace ourselves, and we make sure none of our friends does anything they’ll regret in the morning. It’s Saturday night and everyone is gearing up for exams… they’re going to go hard.”

Harriet laughed and shook his hand. “Deal. Though I should warn you, I’ve seen Will after three glass of port. Not pretty.”

“That’s exactly what I’m talking about.” Brad raised his glass. “To sensible, adult supervision.”

“To sensible, adult supervision,” she echoed, and they drank.

***

Hall looked magnificent, the vaulted ceiling high above disappearing into shadow, the stained glass windows catching the May evening light. Harriet found her seat at High Table between Will and the college’s Master, a man who’d been something significant in government many years before but who now, in his elderly years, was perfectly liable to fall asleep during dessert.

The food was surprisingly good. Normal college meals were alright, after a fashion, but they always managed to feel very mass produced. This food, though, was different, although Harriet wondered if that was simply because she was at High Table and they got better food. Still, she wasn’t going to complain… salmon to start, rack of lamb for the main, and profiteroles for dessert that she’d run out of room for but ate anyway. It was good, and the wine flowed freely too, different glasses for each course, so that by the time that the port came around Harriet had lost track of how much she’d drunk.

Not too much, she reassured herself looking at the refills everyone around was taking, she was in a pact with Brad after all… sensible adult supervision.

But, she had to admit, the port was really very good, and the toasts and speeches went on forever even as the port decanter kept coming round. She stifled a yawn at one point, then glanced over to see Brad laughing as the current speaker, the Boat Club Captain, managed to turn a two sentence message into a ten minute speech. When Brad mimed shooting himself in the head she snorted into her glass, drawing a disapproving look from the Master and triggering Will on her other side starting laughing too. It looked like chaos might descend but they all reigned it in just about and the speeches came to an end soon after.

When the meal was finally over, the last toast had been drunk and the last speech applauded, they all spilled out into the quad and on to the college bar. It was a warm May evening, the stars starting to come out up above, and people started hatching plans for the after party… Nathalie was pushing for The Bridge, as she always did, and it looked like that was enough.

Harriet tried to demur, thinking that she had revision to do the next day and that she’d had quite enough to drink already, but then Nathalie was practically begging her (“I need you to be my wing woman with Anders”) and her crew were threatening to physically carry her there (“It’s got to be all nine of us or none of us”) and all of her friends were going, so… peer group pressure won over in the end.

“Remember, we’ve got to be the sensible ones,” Brad said, grinning as they walked in a loose group down Broad Street towards The Bridge.

“Of course,” Harriet replied. “Sensible, sober, grown-up, mature, saving everyone else from their own bad decisions.”

“We’ll have none of that fun police sort of thing tonight,” Nathalie interjected. “Tonight’s our last chance to be utterly reckless and totally irresponsible before Finals… I, for one, am going to make the most of it.”

***

The Bridge was packed when they arrived, as it always was. Saturday night, the last weekend before everyone went into exam hermit mode and got on with the serious revision as their exams started to loom closer and closer, and everyone was out… not just her college boat club but students from right across the university, partying in a sea of sweat and spilled drinks.

“Shot time,” Lucy called out, grabbing Harriet’s hand and pulling her towards the bar where Will and Fergus were waiting with a row of shots lined up… something Harriet didn’t recognise but that smelled too sweet and made her wrinkle her nose in disgust.

“Really?” she asked.

“Really,” was Lucy’s reply.

They downed them together, the alcohol hitting the back of her throat, and Harriet felt her head swim a little… she was definitely a little drunker than she’d planned to be.

Brad ambled over with Pete and did a shot too. “Still in the pact?” he shouted over the music.

“Barely!” Harriet shouted back, grinning, before Lucy grabbed her again and dragged her onto the dancefloor.

Soon enough she was dancing, really dancing, surrounded by her friends and her crew, their bodies forming a loose circle that kept moving and reforming and moving again. It was hot in there, really hot, and she could feel the sweat running down her back while the music pumped through her blood like a second heartbeat. She should have stopped drinking a few hours before, she knew she was drunk, but it was good, she could dance freer like that.

She danced with Pete for a bit, then Nathalie, then who knew who… she was carried away by the music, glancing to see Nathalie walk off towards the bar with Anders following, then Will and Lucy, then others, it felt like everyone disappearing in couples to do whatever they’d do, and it felt lonely, to be alone on the dancefloor with no one, and then she saw Brad and made a beeline for him through the throng, the only familiar face now on the dance floor, and they started dancing together, the crowd squeezed tight around them.

A guy tried to dance up close to Harriet and Brad saw, smiling as he stepped across protectively, close to her out of necessity. She smiled up at him, grateful, and as she watched the light strobe across his face she found herself noticing him… really noticing him, the play of blue then pink then white then blue light across the strong line of his jaw, the way his body moved, and she danced closer instinctively.

Just dancing.

Everyone was dancing like this.

It didn’t mean anything, and better Brad, safe, taken Brad, than one of the random guys around them out on the pull.

Except his thumb was tracing small circles on the small of her back, just above where her dress dipped low, and she could feel it like a little electric shock, and when she looked up at him his expression had changed into something that thrilled her, his focus entirely on her.

Someone bumped into her from behind, hard, and she stumbled forward into Brad’s chest. His arms reached around her automatically, catching her, steadying her, and suddenly they were pressed together, her face inches from his, so close she could feel his breath.

“Sorry,” she said, but didn’t move.

“Don’t be.”

She looked at him. He looked at her.

And then they were kissing.

It lasted only a moment, his lips on hers, a shock of electricity, her whole body suddenly awake, before she pulled back, her heart hammering.

“Not here,” she breathed, glancing around, knowing somewhere through the haze of alcohol that not here was a far cry from not at all. The dance floor was chaos and she couldn’t see anyone they knew, but somewhere in this club were their friends, people who knew her as Zach’s girlfriend, people who would remember and mention and ask questions she couldn’t answer.

Brad followed her gaze, understanding immediately. “Where?”

She took his hand and pulled him through the crowd, weaving between bodies until she found what she was looking for, a dark corner near the back, behind a pillar, where the shadows were deep and the strobe lights barely reached.

“Here,” she said, and then they were kissing again, and it was like tumbling into the abyss, like she was on fire, like every cliché suddenly made perfect, devastating sense. His mouth desperate against hers, her hands in his hair, the taste of port and beer and sambuca, and when his tongue found hers it blew any semblance of rational thought away.

She was against the pillar. He was pressed into her. She could feel how much he wanted her and how much she wanted him.

“Let’s get out of here,” he half-shouted into her ear.

"Yes."

She took his hand, leading, too caught up in the moment to bother with the pretence of separate exits, too desperate to be held, to be desired, to be wanted, and… the night took on a life of its own.

***

…the cold night air hitting her flushed skin, the shock of it after the heat of the dance floor, and how alive it made her feel…

…and Brad’s hand on the small of her back, firm and guiding, and how she leaned into it, wanting to be led somewhere, anywhere…

…and hurrying through town until Broad Street, past the queues at the kebab vans, the cobblestones uneven beneath her heels, and the giddiness of almost stumbling under the gaze of the stone heads outside the Sheldonian, and them both laughing as his arm caught her…

…and them pressed up against a wall somewhere near the Radcliffe Camera, cold stone against her bare shoulders, and how his mouth tasted of spirits and beer, and how she could feel how much he wanted her, pressed against her, and how she wanted him so badly too…

…and then falling through his door, the two of them crashing into his room, and the frantic urgency of it, mouths and hands everywhere, like they might die if they stopped touching, and her dress coming off, the cool air on her skin, and then his shirt gone too and the warmth of his chest against hers…

…and falling onto his bed in a tangle of limbs, losing her lingerie somewhere in the tumble, and the desperate fumble to get the last barriers off, needing skin against skin, and him inside her, finally, and the sound that came out of her mouth, raw, animal, relief and fucking him, not making love, not having sex, fucking, hard and fast and frantic, her legs wrapped around him, her hands pulling him deeper, both of them grunting and gasping like they were trying to crawl inside each other and the orgasm building, unstoppable, and crying out with each thrust as it started to hit, her whole body clenching around him, wave after wave while he kept moving, kept thrusting, until he groaned and shuddered and she felt him climax inside her…

…and afterwards, under his duvet, how warm it was, how dark, how the world had shrunk to just the two of them in this small safe space, just two drunk bodies tangled together, damp with sweat, breathing each other’s air and kissing him, lazy and slow, and feeling him hard again so fast against her thigh, and her hand finding him, and his hand finding her, and how quickly the fire rebuilt…

…and the second time, not as frantic as the first but inevitable, her parting her legs and him sliding into her easily, her crying out as he pushed into her, oh so slowly, lying side-by-side, his cock feeling so, so good inside her, him feeling so, so right, her desperate need to be held and to hold, to be desired and desire, to be someone's, anyone's, to make the loneliness go away just for that one night, and their second climax rushing up to meet them…

***

And… after.

Pre-dawn light, grey and thin, seeping through curtains she didn’t recognise. Her head hurt, her mouth was dry, she felt nauseous, really nauseous. A body beside her that was wrong… wrong shape, wrong smell, wrong weight of the arm draped across her waist.

Brad’s room. Brad’s bed. Brad’s arm across her body, his breathing slow, deep asleep.

She lay very still, her heart hammering, as the fragments of the night reassembled themselves into something undeniable, as she remembered.

I fucked him. Oh fuck. I fucked him. Twice. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

She was naked. So was he. Under his duvet, in his room, the evidence of what they’d done scattered across the floor… her dress crumpled by the door, her bra hanging from his desk chair, her underwear nowhere to be seen.

Oh God. Oh God. Oh God.

Moving slowly, carefully, she lifted his arm and slid out from under it. He stirred but didn’t wake, rolling onto his back and mumbling something, and she stood frozen beside the bed, barely breathing, until his breathing settled again. The room swam. She was still drunk, she knew, and the hangover was kicking in. She felt sick, and knew that that wasn’t only the hangover… the enormity of what had happened was just starting to dawn.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

The room was cold. Her skin prickled with goosebumps. She picked up her bra and put it back on. Her underwear she couldn’t find for a moment and she prayed Brad wouldn’t wake up to see her wearing only her bra, crouched down searching his room, then she saw it under his desk and slipped it on too. Her dress she pulled on with shaking hands, half closing the zip in her haste.

What have I done? Oh God, what on Earth have I done?

She needed to leave. She needed to get out of this room before he woke up, before she had to look at him, before any of this became more real than it already was.

The door creaked when she opened it. She froze, glancing back, but he was still asleep, one arm flung above his head, mostly under the duvet.

That’s him. I was in his bed. I was under him. I…

She thought she was about to be sick and slipped out of his room as fast as she could.

Please don’t let anyone see me. Please. Please. Please. Oh God, please can I not bump into one of Zach’s friends. Oh God.

The quad was empty. Of course it was… it was barely five in the morning, the sun not yet up, the whole college sleeping off the excesses of the night before. Harriet walked fast, her heels loud on the flagstones, praying with every step that no one would appear, that no one would see her doing the walk of shame in last night’s dress with her hair a disaster and her makeup smeared and guilt written across every inch of her body.

She made it to her staircase without seeing a soul. Up the stairs, fumbling with her key, and then she was inside her room, and the door was closed behind her, and she was alone.

She stood in the middle of the floor and waited for the tears to come.

They didn’t. Not yet. She was too hollowed out for tears, too shocked, too busy watching the night replay behind her eyes in fragments and flashes… him sliding into her, her crying out, pulling him deeper, his breath as he thrust into her, her hands all over him as her climax rocked through her…

She made it to her bathroom before she was sick.

***

Harriet didn’t sleep so much as pass out, her body shutting down the moment she crawled under her duvet, dress and underwear discarded on the floor, too exhausted and hollowed out to do anything else but pull on a t-shirt she often wore to sleep.

Dreamless. Merciful. Gone.

Her phone woke her.

The FaceTime ringtone, loud and insistent, dragging her up from the dark. She fumbled for it on instinct, muscle memory from months of long distance, and Zach’s face filled the screen before she was awake enough to think.

“Morning, beautiful.” His voice was cheerful. “Or should I say afternoon? Ah, not quite, but it’s almost midday for you, right? Big night?”

“Mmm…” She propped herself up on one elbow, squinting at the light from her window. “Big night.”

“You look wrecked. In a cute way.”

“Thanks.” Her voice was scratchy, like she’d spent most of the night drinking and shouting and… oh fuck. The memory of what had happened hit her like a sledgehammer. She froze, watching Zach’s face for any flicker of suspicion, but saw nothing but affection.

As she stared at him, slowly, horribly, the memories came back to her… the kiss, Brad’s door, Brad’s bed, fleeting sensations of hands and lips and… oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck.

"Harriet? You still with me?"

She blinked. "Sorry. Still half asleep. What time is it there?"

“Nearly eleven. I went to cricket nets then a few of us grabbed a drink after.” He tilted the phone and she caught a glimpse of his bedroom, the familiar posters on the wall, the dark sky outside through the still open curtains. “Thommo was on good form tonight, bowled very fast. He’s unbearable.”

“Give him my congratulations.”

“Absolutely not! His ego’s big enough already.” Zach grinned. “So come on, tell me about last night. Did the crew behave themselves?”

She made herself think, trying to assemble the parts of the evening that she could talk about, the parts that were safe… not helped by the hangover hammering away behind her eyes. “The dinner was beautiful. Candles everywhere, proper cutlery, the works. Speeches went on forever… I think one or two of the Fellows fell asleep they went on so long.”

"Classic."

"And the food was actually good. We had the lamb."

"What about the port? Did you hold up your end of the bargain?"

"I had port." She managed a smile that felt like it might crack her face. "Lots of port. Too much port, probably. That's why I'm like this."

"That's my girl." He settled back against his pillows, clearly in no rush. "What about after? Did you go out?"

Harriet felt her stomach turn… the question was close to where she couldn’t go.

“The Bridge," she said. "The usual. Dancing. More drinking. Too many shots.” She paused, her brain scrambling for details that wouldn’t lead anywhere dangerous. "Nathalie was on a mission with Anders. Swedish Anders. I don't know if she succeeded but she was certainly trying."

Zach laughed. "Poor Anders. He doesn't stand a chance."

"He really doesn't."

She shifted slightly, and became aware of her body in a way she desperately didn’t want to be. She smelled of sweat that wasn’t all hers, still clinging to her skin beneath the duvet. There was a tenderness in her nipple where a hand had been too eager. And on her stomach, oh God, a patch of something dried and crusty where he must have…

…oh fuck, the second time… Brad pulling out before he came, and then he came on me, and… oh God oh God oh God…

Harriet closed her eyes, taking a deep breath to try to steady herself. We didn’t use protection, she realised, and the first time he didn’t pull out… he came inside me… oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck.

“Hey, you ok?” Zach’s voice was filled with concern. “You seem… I don’t know. Off?”

“Just very, very, very hungover.” She forced a brightness into her voice that she didn’t remotely feel and her best impression of a smile. “I think I’m still a bit drunk actually.”

“Lightweight.”

“Takes one to know one.”

“True though.”

She laughed, and she hated herself for how easy it was to pretend, to lie to him, to perform a version of herself that he expected, a version that hadn’t done what she’d done last night.

“Tell me about your night out last night,” she said, desperate to stop talking about herself.

“Just beers with the boys. But, you know.” He shrugged on the video. “That can cover a lot of ground. Thommo wanted us to do karaoke but none of us would go with him.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Honestly, I was home by midnight. Kept thinking about you at your fancy dinner, wishing I was there.”

“I wished you were there too.”

It came out more honest than Harriet had intended, an edge to her voice in the words that she hadn’t meant. But God… if he’d been there, none of this would have happened. Not that that was an excuse, but she just desperately wished he had been.

They were silent for a few moments, then Harriet said, desperate to let him talk and her stay silent, “You’ve got a rugby match next week?”

“Yeah, Wednesday. Big one actually…” She let him talk, let his voice wash over her, making sounds of encouragement in the right places while her mind spiralled somewhere else entirely. The fragments kept surfacing. Brad’s face looking down at her… the weight of him on top of her… the feel of him inside her… the way she’d been far from a passive participant…

“…anyway, I think this year their winger’s moved on so it should be a bit easier, but… Harriet?”

“Sorry.” She blinked. “Sorry, I’m here. Their winger’s moved on.”

“You’re really out of it, aren’t you?” His voice was concerned for her. “I should let you go. Get some water, have a shower, go back to sleep.”

“Yeah.” She felt a wave of relief that they were about to end the call that was so strong it almost hurt, followed immediately by a wave of horrendous guilt. But she did need to end the call, to try to gather her thoughts, to work out exactly what the fuck had happened and what it meant. “Yeah, I think I need to. I’m sorry, I’m not good company right now.”

"You're always good company. Even when you're a hungover disaster." He kissed his fingertips and touched them to the camera. "Take care of yourself, ok? I wish I was there to nurse you back to health. I'd make you tea and toast and tuck you in."

"I wish you were here too," she whispered, kissing her fingertips and touching them to the camera.

"Forty-one days now. Forty-one day gone. We made it to halfway.”

"Forty-one days. Halfway.”

"Love you, Harriet. Call me later if you're feeling human again and want to talk, I don’t mind you waking me up. Or don’t… just rest. I'll be here."

"Love you too."

She ended the call and made it to the bathroom just before the vomit came.

***

The shower helped. Or at least it removed the physical evidence, the smell and the stickiness and the traces of him on her skin. She stood under the water for an age, washing herself again and again, and tried not to think about anything at all.

It didn't work.

Her mind kept on forcing itself back to what had happened, brief flashbacks through the drunken fog… sights and sounds and senses, on loop, again and again and again…

She got dressed. Jeans, jumper, nothing remotely as elegant as the green dress that lay crumpled on the floor. She brushed her teeth twice, tied her hair back, looked at herself in the mirror and saw someone she didn’t recognise… same face, same features, but behind the eyes a personality she did not like. A personality who did what she’d done last night.

The afternoon stretched ahead of her, formless and impossible. She should revise. She should eat something. She should do any of the normal things that normal people did on normal Sundays.

Instead she sat on her bed and stared at the wall for an hour.

***

Hall that evening was unavoidable.

She'd thought about skipping it, claiming illness, hiding in her room until enough time had passed that she could pretend to be functional. But she needed to eat, and thankfully the day after a Bumps Supper it wasn’t formal hall so you could sidle in, eat, and be gone quickly, so she walked to hall and talked to her friends, as usual, and tried to act like a person who hadn’t just put a thousand tons of TNT under her whole world and lit the fuse.

Brad was there.

Of course he was. Same loose friendship group, same college, same life that would keep forcing them into proximity for the rest of term whether she wanted it or not. As it happened he walked past with Pete, heading to his seat just as Harriet was taking hers.

“Hey,” she managed to say, looking between the two of them.

“Hey,” Brad replied.

That was all. One word each, nothing that was unusual… but her heart was hammering, and when she tried to focus on the conversation around her she couldn’t, her mind flashing back to the night before.

…his body against hers, the sound he made when she held his…

She shook her head and refocused on Nathalie’s story she’d been halfway through telling as they’d come into hall, about her walk back to college at the end of the night, minus Anders.

A few minutes passed, and then Harriet glanced down the table, seeing Brad sat on the other side six seats along. She only looked for a second but then his eyes flicked to meet hers and she felt her cheeks redden, saw his do the same, nothing that anyone else would notice but both of them knew, and then she looked away.

She’d expected to feel only horror. Only guilt. And the guilt was there, God, the guilt was crushing.

But beneath it, or maybe alongside it, was something else… the stark realisation, seeing him face-to-face for the first time since, that yes they really had done that, that last night they’d both willingly carried on when either could and should have stopped, that they’d got naked and done what they did, and, somewhere deep inside, the visceral physical memory that it had been good.

And seeing him now, sat down the table, she couldn’t unfeel it. Couldn’t unsee what her memory was showing her, couldn’t unhear the sounds they’d both made, couldn’t unfeel the memory of them both orgasming, not once but twice, in his bed, in his arms.

If the guilt had been bad before that realisation, it was a hundred times worse after. Harriet wanted to curl up in a ball and die, she felt wretched.

She glanced over without meaning to. Caught him glancing at her. Both of them looked away immediately, and something electric and awful passed between them in that half-second of eye contact.

Stop it. Stop it. This is insane.

The meal passed her by… she pushed her food around her plate, smiled when others laughed, answered questions about the night before with vague references to drinking too much. No one seemed to suspect anything… no knowing looks, no subtle comments, no indication that anyone had seen them on the dance floor or after.

She wondered if she should talk to him, maybe take him aside after dinner, find a quiet corner, have the conversation they surely needed to have. Agree that it was a mistake, that it could never happen again, that they needed to pretend it hadn't happened.

But the thought of being alone with him made her pulse race, and she wasn't sure if that was fear or something else, and that uncertainty terrified her more than anything.

When he stood to leave she bottled it, stayed in her seat and let the meal end and the crowd disperse and told herself she'd figure it out tomorrow.

***

Afterwards, in the JCR, she was talking to a few friends more on the edge of her group, Amy and Lara, about nothing, just some gossip from the night before, gossip that she was immensely relieved to hear had absolutely nothing to do with her or Brad, not even tangentially.

She stood to get a cup of tea from the machine near the door and, sod’s law, just as she started heading over there she looked up to see Brad walking in, heading in her direction.

Panic flooded through her.

What do I do? What do I say? I’m not ready for this… I don’t know…

“Evening,” he said quietly as he came close to her with a nod.

He passed and Harriet hesitated, realising she should have said good evening or something, anything, wondering if she should call out after him, then stopping herself, realising that if she did it would be weird… but then wasn’t it weird to not have said anything? What might he think of that? That maybe she was pissed off with him? So maybe she should? God, no, she shouldn’t…

She forced herself to keep on walking to go and make her tea instead. Her hands were shaking, just a little, her heart was pounding, her hangover that had been lurking all day coming back with a vengeance…

The guilt and embarrassment were overwhelming by that point.

Brad saw me naked last night… he felt what it was like to fuck me, to be inside me… he heard the noises I make when I’m… Jesus fuck, what a fucking disaster.

She forced herself to take a deep breath.

I can’t sit here in the same room as him and pretend nothing happened. Not when I can remember that it was me who led him off the dance floor… what the hell was I doing?

But she knew, of course she knew. She’d been lonely, desperately lonely, and stressed with Finals looming, and she’d seen everyone else with someone and she’d needed it, needed someone, and in that mood it could have been anyone, it was just that Brad was there and Brad was safe thanks to their pact… she couldn’t help but shake her head at that thought. Safe. That was laughable.

I need to get out of here.

She gave up on making her tea and, with the briefest of apologies to Amy and Lara, fled to her room.

***

Monday was worse.

It started with her usual FaceTime with Zach, and at least this time she’d slept and wasn’t hungover… which on the one hand made the guilt worse, but on the other at least meant she could think straight. He was his usual lovely, wonderful self, chatting about his day, asking about what she had planned… caring and funny and brilliant and utterly oblivious to her betrayal, and she made herself play along, saying what she knew she needed to say, even as a voice in her head whispered he’s too good for you, you don’t deserve him, again and again and again.

What she hadn’t done was confess, because simply put that wasn’t a topic she was remotely prepared to think about yet. Harriet was still coming to terms with what had happened, desperately confused as to what it meant, and she knew that once she told Zach there was no putting that genie back in the bottle… it was something she needed to wrestle with, and soon, but not quite yet. She loved him so desperately, missed him so much, and what she’d done didn’t change that at all. Indeed, the irony wasn’t lost on her that the loneliness that she knew had been behind what had happened had left her more lonely than ever… trying to handle a problem entirely of her own making that she couldn’t ask Zach’s advice on, and nor could she talk to her two best friends, Laura and Nathalie, Laura because she wouldn’t understand the full context all the way from Edinburgh, Nathalie because, well, Nathalie was close to everyone involved too and she couldn’t put her in that difficult position.

The day was set aside for revision, but then from that point until Finals started a few weeks later every day was set aside for revision, from morning until night, weekends included. Focus was everything, but focus was entirely lacking that Monday… every time she tried to concentrate on a topic the fragments would surface, disjointed, the chronology all wrong.

…the second time, them grinding together, slow, slow and then fast and frantic, and him pulling out moments before they came…

…the dance floor, that electricity as their lips briefly met...

…the first time, fucking like animals, oh God the noises they made…

…the stone wall against her back, his lips and tongue against hers, her wanting it so, so much…

Twenty minutes would pass and she’d shake her head and try again, only for the same thing to happen.

It wasn't just guilt. That was the problem. If it had been pure guilt, pure horror, she could have packaged it up as a terrible mistake and started the long work of moving past it. But it wasn't pure anything. It was guilt and shame and confusion and, underneath all of it, the stubborn insistent memory of pleasure.

She'd enjoyed it.

She couldn't pretend otherwise. She’d not just enjoyed it, either… in her drunken state she’d revelled in it. Orgasmed twice in another man’s bed while her boyfriend carried on oblivious on the other side of the world, and fell asleep in another man’s arms feeling safer and more satisfied than she had done in, well, forty days.

What did that make her?

And the glances at dinner on Sunday. The way both their faces were flushed when he saw her. The way she’d panicked when he walked towards her in the JCR, genuinely not knowing what to say or what they were to each other now…

She couldn't do this.

Before Saturday night Brad had been a good friend, nothing more. She searched her conscience and knew it was true… she’d never seen him like that, not remotely.

Now… they’d slept together. That would always be true. There would always be a before that night and an after that night for them, it was unavoidable.

But she needed to know how they stood now. She couldn't sit with this confusion, couldn't keep running into him and feeling her heart thump in her chest and not knowing what she felt, couldn't keep wondering if the next time they were alone something might happen again. She needed to talk to him, to see him face to face, to prove to herself that it was a one-off drunken mistake and agree with him that it was over, that it had to be over.

That night, alone in her room, she picked up her phone.

We need to talk. Can you meet me tomorrow morning? There's a café on Little Clarendon Street, the one at the far end. 10am?

His reply came within minutes.

Agreed, we need to talk. I’ll be there.

She put the phone face-down on her desk and pressed her hands to her eyes and breathed.

Tomorrow. Harriet made a promise to herself… that she would be completely honest. She’d say out loud that it had been good, because pretending otherwise would be lying to them both, and then she’d say out loud that it could never happen again. And then, hopefully, that would be the end of it.

No, she thought, not the end of it… simply the beginning of trying to put my mistake behind me.

***

The café was quiet on a Tuesday morning, just a few students with laptops and a couple of tourists pouring over a map in the corner. Harriet made sure that she arrived early, choosing a table out back that couldn’t be seen from the street or the counter. The last thing she wanted was for one of their friends to come in and see the two of them having a serious conversation together, because then that would set tongues wagging and, she was increasingly thinking, it looked like they’d got away with it, not a whisper or hint of anything on the college grapevine.

She ordered both their coffees, to have there but in takeaway cups to avoid any awkwardness if one of them decided to leave, and had a brief moment of crushing guilt. I even know his coffee order, what does that say about me? But then she knew all of her crew’s coffee orders and them hers. They’d trained together every day from the start of Michaelmas term through to a few weeks ago, and coffee was the fuel that kept them all sane with the 5am starts and those glorious, clear, freezing cold dawns on the river as the mist rose all around and it felt like the rest of the world was sleeping.

Brad walked in at ten exactly and seemed to have had the same thought as Harriet, heading towards the back and, when he saw her, a hint of an awkward smile on his face. Harriet smiled back.

“I got you a latte.”

“Thank you.” He sat down opposite her and she took a moment to take him in. He looked as bad as she felt… dark bags under his eyes, his skin pale, and none of the warm, self-confidence that he’d had since she’d first met him.

“How are you?” he asked eventually.

“How do you think?”

He nodded slowly. “Yeah. Same.”

The silence stretched on between them. A couple of tables over what looked like a couple laughed at something on one of their phones. Normal people having normal Tuesdays. Harriet had never felt less normal in her life.

“Saturday night was a mistake,” she said. “A terrible, drunk stupid mistake.” She knew that it sounded harsh, but she wanted to set the tone right from the start, knew that that was important.

“I know.” He was looking down at his coffee, sat untouched.

“It can never happen again.”

“I know.” He met her gaze. “Harriet. I… I don’t know what happened. I don’t know how we… I’ve never done anything like that before. Julia and I have been together for years, and I’ve never…”

“Neither have I.” Harriet felt her voice breaking on the words but forced herself to keep talking. “Zach is… he’s everything to me. And I…”

She couldn’t finish, feeling herself welling up but refusing to give herself permission to cry. Not here, not now. Later, yes. Now, no.

“I…” he started to say, then stopped, then started again. “I need to ask you something.”

Harriet felt her heart thumping in her chest, terrified that he was about to ask her something she didn’t want to hear, but she simply nodded. “Of course,” she said quietly.

“On Saturday… I didn’t… I mean, you wanted to do what… jeez, this is hard.” He took a deep breath. “What I’m asking is, it was consensual, right? I thought it was, and I’m not that sort of guy, but I just… I’ve been lying awake worrying that I made you do something you didn’t want to do…” He trailed off, watching her.

Harriet studied him for a long, long moment. She knew exactly what he was asking, but answering it truthfully was going to be hard because it meant admitting something that she hadn’t yet said out loud, and it took away what could have been an excuse she gave herself, even if it would have been a lie.

“Yes, it was consensual.” She felt her cheeks redden at the admission. “I… I mean I don’t think we paused to check, either of us, but… it was completely consensual.” She nearly said I wanted it to happen but couldn’t bring herself to, an admission of her betrayal of Zach that she knew was no different in substance to it was completely consensual but somehow felt like it was so much worse.

Brad visibly relaxed, and she understood the fear that had been gnawing away at him… that he might have forced himself on Harriet, that what had happened had been even worse than it already was. He still looked terrible, mirroring her own demeanour, but at least he now knew that he hadn’t done something really bad.

“What do we do?” Brad asked after a few moments.

“Do you think anyone saw? Anyone knows?”

He shook his head. “No. I… no one has even hinted. Have you heard anything?”

“No. I think…” She’d been about to say I think we got away with it but that was wrong, completely wrong. That would imply that what they’d done was something you could get away with, and one look at the two of them would tell anyone that they’d got away with nothing. This was something that would haunt them both for years to come. “I don’t think anyone saw, and if they did they were hammered. No-one we knew in there was remotely sober. Have you told anyone?”

Brad shook his head again. “No. Nobody. You?”

“No. Same.” She hesitated. “Will you tell Julia?” Is this what it’s come to, the only person I can sense check whether to tell Zach is the guy I cheated on him with?

“I… don’t think so. I don’t know. From five thousand miles away,” he shrugged. “It would be over. How could I explain that it was a drunken mistake?” He looked at Harriet. “Will you tell Zach?”

Harriet took a deep breath. “Not now… it’s the same. And… it’s too soon for me to have understood it all. Something made what happened happen, and I need to get that worked out in my head.” She paused. “And once I tell him, I can’t untell him. I need to make sure it’s the right moment.”

“This is fucked up, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.”

They both took a sip of their coffees, silence settling over the table again.

“We shouldn’t avoid each other, not socially,” Harriet said. “If we suddenly stop talking people will notice. They’ll wonder. We just have to be normal. Friendly. Like nothing happened.”

“Can you do that?”

“I don’t have a choice.” She looked at Brad, this man she’d known since October, trained with, laughed with, drunk with, trusted. This man she’d let inside her body just a few days before. “Can you?” He nodded and she continued. “When do you finish?”

“Five weeks. Dissertation’s due and then I fly home.”

Five weeks. She could manage five weeks of pretending. Of seeing him in the JCR and the library and hall and acting like everything was fine. Of smiling and making small talk and forcing herself not to remember what they’d done between the dance floor and the cold, grey pre-dawn light of the next morning.

“After today,” she said, “we never speak of this again. It never happened. It has to never have happened.”

“It never happened,” he agreed.

They sat in silence for a while, stretching on. They’d covered the key points: it was a mistake, it was consensual, let’s pretend it never happened, let’s not tell a soul, at least for now. But there was more… they were good friends, and they both obviously didn’t want to leave it like that.

“I want you to know,” Harriet started to say eventually, then stopped. She needed to say this right, needed him to understand that she wasn’t, that this wasn’t… “I never intended for anything to happen. Between us, I mean. I don’t have feelings for you.”

She saw the words land and realised they’d come out much harsher than she’d intended. There was a flicker in his expression, not hurt exactly but something that didn’t quite sit right, and she immediately wanted to take her words back.

“That sounded awful. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…” She was making it worse. She could hear herself making it worse and couldn’t stop. “Obviously I find you attractive. I wouldn’t have… we wouldn’t have… if I didn’t…”

Oh God. Stop talking. Stop talking right now.

But her mouth kept going, trying to find the right balance between I don’t want you and I did want you on Saturday night, clearly and I absolutely did not plan this in the slightest and I like you very much as a friend but only a friend, and the more she talked the further she got from anything that made sense.

“What I’m trying to say is that I like you. As a friend. And yes, I’m… there’s obviously a physical… and I’m not denying it was good at the time… but that’s not… it doesn’t mean I want…”

She put her head in her hands. “I’m making a complete mess of this.”

“No, I get it, I do.” Brad leaned forward and she could see him gearing up to say something, to fix what she’d just jumbled up, to make it easier. “I feel the same way. About you, I mean. Or… not about you, that’s not what I…”

He stopped and tried again.

“What I mean is, I’m not… I wasn’t trying to…” He ran his hand through his hair in frustration. “Ok, this is harder than I thought.”

Despite everything, Harriet felt herself smile, just a little. He was as lost as she was, and somehow that helped.

“I think what I’m trying to say,” Brad continued, speaking slowly now like he was picking his way through a minefield, "is that I think you’re great. I’ve always thought you were great. And Saturday night was…” He winced. “See, this is the problem… I can’t say it wasn’t good, because it was. But then that makes it sound like I wanted it to happen, which I didn’t. Except obviously I did in the moment, or it wouldn’t have…”

“Oh God, please stop,” Harriet said, half-laughing despite herself. “You’re as bad as me.”

Brad grinned sheepishly. “We’re both terrible at this, aren’t we?” He slumped back in his chair, the grin gone. “Can I try again?”

“Please.”

He took a deep breath. “Saturday night was real. I’m not going to sit here and pretend I didn’t want you, because clearly I did. I think you think the same?” Harriet nodded. “And I’m not going to pretend I don’t find you attractive, because…” He gestured at her. “Obviously. But that’s not… it wasn’t about you. I didn’t have any intention of that happening, or want that to happen. Does that make sense?”

“I think so.”

“It’s like…” He paused, searching for the words. “Everyone in The Bridge, all those people dancing, hooking up, falling into each other. They were all there, you know? Present, in the same room. And on the dance floor it hit home… I was there, just me, everyone else seemed to have gone off with someone, and I was looking around thinking… I guess I could either go and have a drink on my own, or go to bed.”

Harriet nodded slowly. She knew exactly what he meant… the loneliness of being surrounded by people who were fully present while you were split in two, half here, half thousands of miles away.

"Everyone else got to want someone they could actually have," she said quietly. "We just had to watch."

"And then when I saw you on the dance floor and we started dancing I was relieved.” He laughed bitterly. “The pact, you understood too. We’d look out for each other. What a joke.”

"It wasn't a joke. We meant it."

"I know we did. That's almost worse, isn't it?"

They sat with that hanging over them for a moment, the café humming around them, getting busier now with people who looked like they weren’t having to deal with the wreckage of a Saturday night gone badly awry.

“I love Julia,” Brad said eventually. “I’ve never doubted that, not once. I don’t doubt it now. But on Saturday night I was drunk and lonely and everyone around me was finding someone, touching someone, and I just…”

“Needed someone.”

“Needed someone.” He looked into her eyes. “And you were there. And you understood. And for one night, I didn’t have to miss her alone.”

She felt tears pressing at her eyes again, not because she was sad, or at least not only because she was sad, but because he’d described it so precisely. The ache of missing Zach, night after night, alone in her college room while the rest of her world had their relationship dramas, their flirtations, their secret hook-ups. The exhaustion of being faithful to someone who existed only as a voice on the phone and a face on a screen. The desperate hunger to just be held by someone real, someone warm, someone there.

“I didn’t go looking for this,” Harriet said, her voice barely louder than a whisper. “I wasn’t attracted to you before Saturday night, not like that. You were just…”

“Safe.”

“Safe. Someone who understood. And then suddenly…”

“Suddenly we weren’t safe at all.”

“No.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. Don’t cry, just don’t cry. “We really weren’t.”

Brad reached instinctively across the table, then pulled back, and she was glad he did. They couldn’t risk physical contact, much as she desperately craved the comfort.

“I’m glad we’re talking about this,” he said. “I was terrified you might think I wanted… that this was the start of…”

“I was worried about the same thing. That you’d think I had feelings for you.”

“Do you?”

His question hung in the air, and Harriet considered it honestly… owed him that, owed herself that too.

“I care about you,” she said finally. “As a friend. And yes, apparently I’m attracted to you, which I didn’t know until Saturday night. I mean, I knew you were good looking, but not attracted like that. But do I want to be with you?” She shook her head. “No. Not at all. Zach is my boyfriend.”

“Same.” The relief in his voice was palpable. “I mean… you’re beautiful, and smart, and I clearly… Saturday night… but no. Julia’s my girlfriend. What happened with us wasn’t about wanting somebody else. It was about missing what we both already had.”

“And trying to fill the gap.”

“And filling it wrong.”

They looked at each other across the table, two people who’d made the same mistake, for the same reasons, and now had to figure out how to live with it.

“We’re quite a pair, aren’t we?” Brad said.

“We really are. We were supposed to be the mature, sensible ones on Saturday night.”

He started to stand, and she realised there was one more thing. Something she’d been dreading saying, the thing that made it all so much worse.

“Brad. Wait.” He hesitated, half out of his chair. “We should both get tested.”

She watched his face… confusion, a flicker of understanding, then something that looked a lot like shame. He sank down heavily back into his seat.

“Right,” he said quietly, not making eye contact. “Yeah, of course.”

“I’m on the pill, so that’s not… but we didn’t…” She couldn’t say it. Couldn’t say the words use protection because of all the meaning that that carried, the echoes of quite how reckless they’d both been and how far they'd gone. “We should both get tested.”

“Ok,” he nodded. “I’ll find a clinic.”

“We have to tell each other the results,” she said. “Don’t we.”

Not a question. They both knew why. She couldn’t go back to Zach, he couldn’t go back to Julia, not without knowing that they weren’t carrying something they’d caught from each other. The very thought made her stomach churn at what it meant… Brad came inside me.

Brad was quiet for a moment. Then he said, “I regret what we did, but…” He shrugged, looking wretched. “If we were both…”

Don’t say it, she thought. Please don’t say if we were both single. Please don’t make me acknowledge that that night it was good, really good, and that I’m not entirely sure what I’d be doing now if we were both single.

Because she had thought it and shied away from it. That was the worst part. In the heat of the moment, in the club, on the way back, in his room, it hadn’t felt like a mistake. It had felt like blessed relief. Like connection. Like something that she had desperately needed. And now, in the cold light of a Tuesday morning, that truth was unbearable.

“Yeah,” she said quietly with a weak smile. “Same.”

They looked at each other for a long moment. The unfinished sentence hung between them… the but that neither of them would ever complete, the acknowledgement of something that they could never speak aloud.

Then Brad stood, picking up his coffee.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “For what it’s worth. I’m really sorry.”

“I know.” She forced herself to look at him. “Me too.”

He left. She waited five minutes, enough time for him to be well clear, and then she left too, walking back to college the long way round through streets that looked exactly like they always had, as if mocking how her world had changed so fundamentally from Saturday evening to now.

***

Back in her room, she picked up her phone. She’d put it on do not disturb while she was with Brad, and she had the usual stream of messages… Nathalie asking if she wanted to get lunch somewhere outside college, their group chat with some logistics about the summer ball they’d all go to after exams were done, and, of course, Zach.

Ignoring the others she read through his, feeling guilty that she’d not picked them up straight away despite knowing that that had been necessary.

How’s my favourite doctor today? Let me know if you want to chat later, know how busy revision is xx

She checked the time… 11am in Oxford would be, what, 8pm in Sydney? It had caught her out big time how the difference shrunk from eleven hours to nine hours when the clocks changed, but it was better that way, a little more overlap, a bit more of their waking lives that coincided.

She started typing out a message, really, for once, not remotely feeling like talking, just wanting some time to herself, but then she stopped herself... that was a slippery slope, and more importantly yes, the conversation with Brad had been hard but it had been necessary, and it had drawn a line under what had happened.

It would take time for her to fully process what had happened, what it had meant to her, what it said about her and who she really was, but it was important that she focused her attention on Zach now… did her best to make sure that it kept on working. And she knew now that she could accurately characterise Saturday night for herself as what she’d been telling herself it was… a drunken mistake, unforgivable, she knew she’d never forgive herself, but as Brad had put it they weren’t looking for someone else, they were just desperate to plug the gap of someone they each had and missed desperately.

What Harriet had done did not impact how she felt about Zach, in fact far from it… she was missing him now even more, loved him even more than she’d thought possible. While she worked this out for herself, including whether she should tell him or not, she needed to re-focus her efforts on being there for him, present for him, in a way she’d failed to be since Saturday night… she needed to stop feeling sorry for herself and be the girlfriend he needed her to be.

Harriet took a moment to splash some water on her face in her sink, and looked in the mirror to see something she’d worry she’d never see again… some colour was coming back into her cheeks, her eyes didn’t look like floods of tears were about to come out at any minute. She didn’t feel amazing, of course not, but she didn’t feel so fragile that she might break into a hundred pieces at any minute any more.

She’d take that as progress as she slowly came to terms with what had happened.

Sitting back down on her bed, she hit the video icon next to Zach’s name and settled back against her pillows as the oh-so-familiar FaceTime dial tone started up.

Zach’s face popped up, grinning broadly, and she returned it. God, she thought, I love him so so much.

“Evening handsome,” she said playfully.

“Morning beautiful,” came his reply. “Good morning so far?”

“Not bad thanks… not a lot of revision, but I did some stuff I needed to do. I’m off to the library after lunch.”

“Good.” He paused and looked at her intently through the screen. “You seem different. Good different.”

Harriet smiled. “I… I had far, far too much port on Saturday. I’m only really feeling human again today.” Not a million miles from the truth, she thought.

Zach laughed. “You Brits are hardcore. But welcome back to planet Earth!”

Harriet grinned back, and for the first time since Saturday it felt genuine. “Tell me about your day, what have you been up to…”

Thirty nine days to go until Vienna. A lot still for Harriet to work through in her head, and she knew the guilt was lurking. But for the first time since Saturday she felt that at least alongside it there was hope.


July


The train from Ljubljana to Zagreb was late, which meant they missed their connection, which meant two hours on a station platform in the Croatian summer heat with nothing but a vending machine and each other for company.

Harriet didn’t mind. She’d stopped minding things like that somewhere around day four of the trip, finding that there was a freedom in having nowhere particular that they had to be, letting their travels happen at whatever pace the universe dictated to them.

Zach was stretched out on the bench beside her in the shade, his head on her lap, reading a battered paperback he’d picked up at the first hostel in Vienna. She ran her fingers absentmindedly through his hair, watching the world go on around them. Not that it was particularly busy at the station mid-morning, but there was still a steady stream of elderly couples and Croat families and backpackers just like them to people watch.

Two weeks they’d been travelling now… making their way slowly from Vienna through to Ljubljana, now Zagreb, then they’d head down the cost to Split and Dubrovnik and wherever the whim took them when they were there. Two weeks down, two weeks to go, trying to do it as cheaply as possible with the cheerful optimism of two people who’d rather be broke and together than comfortable and apart.

In September he’d be at Oxford too, starting his Masters at the same time that she started her first year of post-graduate clinical training. Same college as each other, same city, same timezone. No more ten thousand miles, no more FaceTime, just Zach, close enough to reach whenever she wanted. And between now and then, travelling, then he’d come to stay in Bath… they were together, now, properly together in a way they hadn’t been since he’d finished his exchange year a little over a year before.

Heaven.

“What are you thinking about?” Zach asked, looking up from his book.

“Nothing much. Just… this. It’s nice. We’re lucky.”

“We’re sitting on a bench in a railway station that smells like something died a few years back and didn’t get cleared up.”

Harriet laughed. “That’s how I know I’m ready for clinical training… bad smells don’t offend me anymore.” She looked down at him, her hand taking his. “We’re lucky though. Even if it smells a bit funny and some air conditioning would be nice.”

Zach grinned and half sat up, trying to kiss her and just about managing it, awkward at that angle, before falling back onto her lap laughing. An old lady walked past and gave them an indulgent smile… young love.

“I’m going to get us some water and snacks for the train,” Harriet announced, moving her legs. Zach sat up and turned to put his feet on the floor.

“You want me to?”

“No, I’m good. I’ll go to the supermarket we saw over the road. Enjoy the book.” Harriet had never thought she’d think it, but she was taking a few weeks off reading… Finals revision had been reading, reading, reading until she was sick to death of words on a page, and while she’d always had a love for the escapism of fiction she wanted a few weeks of the real world and not having to remember page or chapter numbers. It was nice as a break.

She stood and walked through the ticket office which felt like a sauna, no air conditioning in sight but an under-powered wall fan trying to get some circulation going. The faint breeze it generated was an insult to the idea of cooling, simply moving air that was too hot around the room a little.

Back outside on the street, she put on her sunglasses and crossed the road. The supermarket blessedly did have air conditioning, and they had at least another forty five minutes until their next train, so she could take her time.

Grabbing a basket she wandered the aisles, and as she picked out the more appetising snacks to go with the water her mind started to wander, thinking about their trip so far.

The days had generally had a rhythm to them… lazy mornings waking up together in wherever they were staying, always a private room but often a very cheap private room, daytimes either travelling to the next place or exploring whatever sights the latest town or city had to see, late afternoons and evenings that invariably involved wine or something stronger and talking, and then the next day repeat.

When they talked they talked about everything, amazing when she thought about it given that they’d had two years of talking already, but they never seemed to run out of topics to talk about. They talked a lot about the coming year, about Zach’s masters syllabus, about Harriet’s clinical placements, about how fun it would be with Harriet staying in college accommodation up Cowley Road while Zach would have a room in college, the best of both worlds as far as they were concerned. It was their life that they were finally building together.

She’d worried, before the trip, that being together again would feel strange after so long apart. Their last time really, properly together in the same place had been Sydney at Christmas, their fortnight in Oxford at Easter a weird interlude where both of them were studying hard alongside each other. But it wasn’t like that at all. If anything, being with Zach felt easier than ever… the comfort of someone who knew her completely, who she could be silent with or silly with or serious with and all of them were fine.

It was as if no time apart had passed… they were so easy in each other’s company. And the sex was good. Really good. She’d wondered about that too, both because of their time apart but also, well, the other thing…

The other thing.

It had been two months now since the dinner, that Saturday night, what had happened with Brad. At first, it had dominated everything in her head, but over time that had eased so that by now it felt distant, like something that had happened to someone else or, at the very least, to a different version of her. She’d boxed it up in the weeks after, buried it somewhere deep and quiet, and mostly it stayed there. There’d been the awkward conversation with Brad a few weeks after that night, unhelpfully right in the middle of her Finals, where they’d both confirmed to each other that they were clean. There's been the pregnancy test she'd taken alone in her bathroom, knowing it was paranoid, knowing the pill worked, but needing to see that single line with her own eyes before she could breathe. And then, the day that she’d finished Finals and was out celebrating, Brad had been there along with all her other friends and they’d got talking late in the evening, just the two of them sat outside the college bar for a few minutes, and they’d been getting on well, and… nothing. Absolutely nothing. A blessed relief to know that what they’d said in the cafe a few days after had been accurate, that there genuinely wasn’t something lingering between then, that it really had been a one-off mistake.

Brad had flown home. A chapter had closed. A thing that had happened once and would never happen again.

She'd made her peace with it over the past two months, particularly since that night of finishing Finals. Or something close enough to peace that she could function, could love Zach, could plan this trip and look forward to September and believe in their future.

The past was the past. This was now.

Of course, there was still the open question of whether she should tell him, but Harriet was still caught in two minds and, for now, didn’t plan to say anything… this was too perfect a holiday, and she’d convinced herself that that one night with Brad hadn’t been her, it was an aberration.

Maybe she’d say something one day, but in her own time, when the time was right. Certainly not now, not on this trip.

She put a few last snacks, some kind of chocolate and nut bars, into her basket and headed to the till. Not long until the train came now, not long until the next stage of this wonderful holiday together.

***

Korčula rose from the sea like it was something out of a painting… impossibly picturesque, olive trees and rocks and stone walls and terracotta roofs tumbling down towards the water. The ferry from Dubrovnik pulled into the harbour mid-morning and within half an hour they’d found their accommodation, a small studio apartment a few minutes’ walk to the west of the Old Town rented from an elderly woman who more than made up for her lack of English and their lack of Croatian with her beaming smile and her seeming delight to be able to share a part of her home with them.

“This is perfect,” Harriet said, standing out on the small balcony and looking out at the view across the stretch of water to the mainland. “Beats the place in Split anyway.”

Zach came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. “It is. Although, to be fair, the hostel from that horror movie would beat the place in Split, so a low bar.”

She put her hands on his and leaned back into him. Below them the water glittered in the midday sun. A few small boats bobbed about at anchor. A group of teenagers were down on the beach with some music playing, flirting and joking around and doing exactly what teenagers do the world over.

They had four days planned here, four days to swim and eat and sleep and simply be them before the ferry back to Dubrovnik and the slow journey home. Four days in this perfect place, with this perfect man.

She turned around in his arms and kissed him. “Take me to bed.”

“It’s still morning.”

“Good. That means we’ve got all the time in the world.”

Zach didn’t argue.

***

The last week, working their way through Croatia from that train platform in Zagreb to this paradise island, had been heaven. Almost constant sunshine, only punctuated by the occasional spectacular thunderstorm, beaches and wine and long, long nights. They’d barely given any thought to the real world in all that time, and really there was no need… it was just them.

That afternoon they walked away from town, along the coast, until they found a small cove with an even smaller concrete platform jutting out into the clear water. Private, empty, they knew that it would belong to somebody but that if they weren’t around that afternoon it didn’t matter, and settled down with their towels laid out to sunbathe, swim, read, and doze, and then repeat.

Harriet had relented on her break from reading by then, engrossed in one of Zach’s trashy thrillers… something to do with a spy who’d infiltrated the French government and the agent sent to stop them, mostly nonsense but charming nonsense, enough to keep the brain ticking over without getting bored.

That evening, after a quick shower and getting changed, they walked into the old town and, after skipping past a few restaurants that looked amazing but with prices to match, found a table at a small place on the edge of the old part with a view of the water and the mainland beyond. The waiter brought them wine, a local white, nice and chilled, and they ordered grilled fish off a simple menu that they were told would arrive when it arrived… this wasn’t the sort of restaurant to worry overly about quick service, and judging by the number of locals sitting around it wasn’t going to care about its reviews on tourist websites. Which, Harriet thought, was perfect, because they were in no hurry, none whatsoever.

The sun was setting, families were strolling along the waterfront, children were chasing each other around, parents and tourists were enjoying drinks and food at the restaurants and bars nearby, and music drifted across the warm evening air from where what was presumably the night’s entertainment were setting up their guitars.

“I think this might be the most beautiful place I’ve ever been,” Zach said.

“Wow,” Harriet grinned. “I know it takes a lot for an Aussie to admit that anywhere is more beautiful than home…”

Zach shrugged and grinned back. “I’d like to think Sydney Harbour is a close second, but yeah… I’ll give Croatia this one.”

“It really is beautiful.” Harriet took a bite of one of the delicious bar snacks they’d been brought to keep them going while their food was cooked.

“I was thinking earlier… what if we just stayed? Sold everything we own, moved here, opened a little bar or something and spent the rest of our lives swimming and drinking wine and watching the sunset.”

“You’d be bored in a week.” She knew he wasn’t serious, or at least she thought he wasn’t.

“Probably. A nice fantasy though.” He reached across the table and took her hand. “Thank you for planning this trip. All of it… the trains, the hostels and rooms, everything. It’s been incredible.”

“It has, hasn’t it?” She squeezed his hand. “I keep thinking about September, how it’s all going to be different.”

“The best kind of different.” He paused and raised his glass in a toast. “We made it.”

She raised hers and clinked it against his. “To making it through. To surviving long distance.”

The food arrived, grilled fresh fish with salad and bread, and they ate and talked while the evening faded to night around them. The wine was good, the company better, and Harriet felt so happy, like everything was so right the world, like being with Zach was exactly where she was supposed to be. She felt whole.

And it was that feeling, that all-encompassing sense of wholeness, that started it.

He deserves to know.

It came out of nowhere, taking Harriet by surprise.

Look at him. Look at how much he loves you. How can you sit here and lie to him?

She pushed it away, taking a sip of wine and forcing a smile. Zach smiled back and looked down at his food.

You promised to be open with each other. That was the only way long distance could work. And then you…

Stop. Stop it. Now.

But the thoughts wouldn’t stop, all through dinner they kept coming back, any time there was a gap in the conversation, any time her mind had time to think. She’d been so pleased with how she’d managed to bury that box deep, deep down, thought she’d got past it, so why was it opening now, here, in this perfect place?

Maybe because it was so perfect, because she was so happy. Maybe because she realised how deeply she loved him, how she never wanted to lose him, yet she’d risked it all in one night of bad decisions.

What if you just told him, right now, right here? You love each other, doesn’t he deserve to know all of you? Shouldn’t you be able to share everything with him, not just the good?

She imagined it. The words leaving her mouth. His face changing. This perfect evening shattering into a thousand pieces.

But what if it didn't shatter? What if he forgave you? What if he understood, and if carrying this alone is so much harder and so much more poisonous than carrying it together?

“Can I tell you something?”

The words came out before she could stop them.

Zach looked up from his fish and smiled. "Always."

“I…”

Tell him. Just say it. Two months ago I made a mistake. A stupid, lonely, drunken mistake that I regret more than anything I’ve ever regretted but it happened and I’ve been living with it ever since and I’m so, so sorry and…

She looked at his face, open, trusting, full of love, expectant. Ready to hear whatever she had to say because he was always ready to hear anything she had to say and he had no reason to suspect it could be anything bad.

She couldn’t do it.

“I need to tell you how scared I am sometimes,” she said instead. “Of us.”

True enough in itself, but a long, long way away from what she’d nearly confessed to.

“Scared of what?” he asked, taking her hand in his across the table.

“Of messing this up somehow, or hurting you.” She was embarrassed to realise she was crying. “I love you so much, Zach. More than I’ve ever loved anyone, and that terrifies me. Because what if I lose you? Or hurt you?”

He was around the table before she could say anything else, pulling her into a tight hug right there in her chair.

“Hey,” he whispered. “Hey, listen to me. You’re not going to lose me, and you’re not going to mess this up. We’ve been through too much to do that now.” He leaned down, his forehead against hers. “We did a year of long distance. We can do anything.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I do know that, because I know you.” He leaned back to look at her, his arms around her, his eyes smiling and certain. “You’re the best person I’ve ever met, Harriet. The kindest, the cleverest, the funniest, the prettiest, the most… well, everything. And there’s nothing you could do that would hurt or lose me.”

There is one thing, she thought. Precisely one thing.

But she didn’t say it… the moment had passed and the door had closed.

“I love you,” she said instead. “So, so, so much.”

“I love you too.” He kissed her gently. “Now this fish is too good to waste on an emotional breakdown about a thing that isn’t even a thing.”

Harriet laughed, a tearful laugh but it was genuine. They finished dinner as the stars came out up above, and walked back to the apartment hand-in-hand.

But the box was open now, she knew, and what she didn’t know was how to close it again.

***

Back in the apartment Zach lit the small lamp next to the bed while Harriet stood at the open balcony door, looking out at the dark water and the lights of the mainland beyond reflecting off it. She could feel that the lid of the box was closed for now, but it was rattling and what was inside wanted to break out.

“Hey.” Zach’s arms reached around her and his chin rested on her shoulder. “You ok?”

“I’m ok.” She turned to face him. “I’m sorry about earlier. The crying, the whole… that.”

“No need to apologise.” He kissed her forehead. “You’re allowed to worry about things. It’s nothing I’ve said or done, is it?”

She smiled. “No, you’re… you’re too perfect almost. It’s just me, it hit me that what I’ve wanted so much for the last year I’ve got. I just don’t want to ruin the trip with one of my weird emotional spirals.”

“They’re cute, and you’re not ruining anything.” He pulled back to look at her, his hands on her hips. “This trip has been perfect. You’re perfect. And if you need to cry over dinner sometimes, that’s fine. Just forgive me if I keep ordering more wine.”

She laughed and some of the tension eased, the lid rattling a little less. This, right now, was them. Whatever was happening in her head, the current moment mattered more.

“Take me to bed,” she said.

“Twice in one day?” Zach teased.

“Damned right… we were apart for ten weeks.” Harriet took his hand and started leading him towards the bed. “That’s a lot of catching up to do.”

In answer he pulled her back towards him and kissed her, hard, and she let herself sink into it. This was what she needed… not confession, not unburdening herself, just connection. Zach. If she could lose herself with him maybe the thoughts would go quiet, maybe the box would stay shut and bury itself again and they’d be back to normal.

They took each other’s clothes off slowly, oh so familiar, and when they lay down together, his naked skin against hers, it felt so desperately normal and right, like it always did, like they were meant to always be like this.

“I love you,” she whispered.

“I love you too.” He kissed her neck then her collarbone, then started to move lower. “Do you want me to make you feel good?”

“Yes.”

He looked up at her with an affectionate smile. “Tell me what you want.”

She smiled back… they’d both learned to communicate much more over the last year, her first after her experience the previous summer, but Zach had learned fast too. “I want… I want you to go down on me. Slowly. Make it last.”

“Good. Because I want to go slow too. I want to watch you and feel you as you writhe against me.” There was an intent in his eyes that made her heart flutter in anticipation… God, she loved him, loved this, so much.

His lips moved lower along her body, unhurried, and she heard herself gasp at how good it felt, closing her eyes at the rightness, at how he knew exactly how to use his tongue so well, and…

Brad’s body pressed against hers up against the pillar in The Bridge, their lips pressed together, their tongues too, pushing into him, desperate for more…

No.

She pushed the thought away, focusing on the feel of Zach’s tongue between her legs, his hands wrapped around her thighs, the warmth of his breath on her.

His tongue flicked and it felt amazing, but then it always did with Zach. She was here, she was present, she…

Spilling through Brad’s bedroom door, slamming shut behind them, then hands everywhere and clothes flying off, an unstoppable whirlwind…

Stop. Stop it.

She forced her attention back to Zach. His hands on her thighs. His tongue moving in slow, deliberate strokes. The pleasure building, warm and real.

But the harder she tried to focus, the more the other memories forced their way in… trying not to think about it only made it worse.

His bed, the frantic urgency to get each other naked, the feel of his muscles under her hands and of Brad’s tongue finding her nipple…

Harriet gripped the sheets, trying to anchor herself, and Zach glanced up and she saw him smile around his eyes as he slowed his pace… to him it would look like she was in the throes of pleasure, and he’d promised to go slow, so he was. She forced a smile… this was Zach’s mouth, Zach’s hands, Zach’s eyes looking at her. And it wasn’t his fault that…

…Brad sliding into her, hard and fast, and her wanting it, wanting it so bad, fucking each other, and the noises she made…

Her pleasure was building now, her body responding to Zach’s touch like it always did. But it was building wrong, his touch, him, tangled up with memories that didn’t belong in this bedroom in Croatia, that belonged a thousand miles away and buried deep, deep down, but she couldn’t separate them, couldn’t untangle what was Zach and what was…

…fucking, not making love, hard and fast, her legs wrapped around Brad, pulling him deeper…

Oh God. Oh God, no.

She should stop this, say something, claim a headache, anything. But Zach was working so hard to please her, and stopping now would be difficult to explain, and she couldn’t really explain, couldn’t really tell him why he should stop, and so she…

Didn’t stop.

Let it continue. Let the pleasure build and told herself she could control this, could focus on Zach, could push the memories away through sheer force of will.

But she couldn’t, and as she felt a wave of pleasure roll through her, heard herself gasp even as the fragments of that night two months ago kept flashing through her mind like a movie she couldn’t turn off she realised that they were pushing her towards it, her body was remembering something that at the time she’d enjoyed…

The second time, slower, hot and sweaty under Brad’s duvet, hands and then more, side by side, gasping and moaning and kissing and touching…

Her orgasm was closing, she could feel it coiling tight, almost there and she tried, she tried, to think only of Zach, to focus on his tongue, his fingers inside her, his rhythm that was so familiar and that she loved so much, and…

…Brad pulling out suddenly and her reaching for him and him for her, a shuddering orgasm hitting her hard as he came in her hand, came on her hand, came on her…

And then it hit her, the climax crashing through her body, and she cried out, back arching off the bed, her hands clawing at the sheets, pleasure flooding through her, intense, overwhelming…

…and wrong. So desperately wrong, because even as her body shuddered with her climax she knew she’d been thinking about Brad at that precise moment, no, worse, she’d been remembering the moment when Brad had cum in her hand and the sensation of his fingers inside her, so illicit, so wrong, but it was that which had tipped her over the edge, and she hadn’t been able to keep the memories out and she felt ashamed, so desperately ashamed, and the box was open, completely open now and…

The aftershocks rippled through her, and with them came a horrible sick feeling beneath the fuzzy warmth.

Zach kissed his way back up her body, looking pleased with himself. At any other time he’d have been right to be, too. “Good?”

“So good.” The words came out automatically, the lie too easy. She pulled him down to kiss her, tasting herself on his lips, burying her face in his neck so that he wouldn’t see whatever was going on with her expression.

“Your turn,” she whispered, rolling him onto his back and kissing her way down his chest. She wanted, desperately, to atone for the shame of what had just happened, and this was the best way she knew. “Tell me what you want.”

Zach had his arms folded behind his head, smiling at her. “Slow… do that thing where you really draw it out.”

“You want that?” she asked.

“If you want to do that.”

“Oh, I really want to do that.” Frankly at that moment he could have asked for anything and her guilt-ridden mind would have said yes… she wanted to make this better.

He gasped when she took his cock between her lips, and she went slow… very slow. Giving the best, most teasing blowjob of her life, she used her lips, her tongue, her hand, and when, a little while later, she felt him tensing, heard his breathing catch, his back arch, she took him right to the edge and then stopped, a trick she’d learned, and his moans as his climax hit him were worth it, really worth it, and she made sure to swallow it down, giving him exactly what she knew he liked best.

When she’d moved back up the bed and settled down in his arms, she could feel his heart hammering and his breathing gradually slow. “That was amazing,” he said quietly. “Really, really amazing.”

She turned to switch off the light then pressed closer. “Mmm,” was all she said, not trusting herself to speak.

I came thinking about making another man climax, him making me climax too. While you were going down on me. While you were trying to make me feel good. I let myself orgasm to the memory of someone else who I should never have done anything with in the first place.

She’d known that the guilt would stay with her, had accepted that she’d carry what happened with Brad for a long time, maybe forever. But she hadn’t expected this, hadn’t expected her own mind to betray her in the middle of intimacy with the man she loved, hadn’t expected the memories to have this kind of power over her, two months later, to pop up unwanted and unannounced in the middle of what should have been a perfect night.

What did it mean? Did some part of her want Brad? No… she searched herself honestly and knew that wasn’t it. She didn’t want Brad. She’d never wanted Brad, not really. What had happened between them had been about loneliness and proximity and too much alcohol, not attraction and certainly not desire.

But her body didn’t seem to know the difference. Her body had stored those memories alongside all her other sexual memories, and apparently it could access them without her permission, summon them up at the worst possible moments, use them to fuel arousal she hadn’t asked for.

She felt dirty. Used by her own subconscious. And so, so guilty… not just for what she’d done with Brad, but for what had just happened here, in this bed, with Zach drifting off to sleep peacefully beside her with no idea that she’d been somewhere else entirely when she came.

I did this, Harriet thought. I made this mess, and now I have to live with it.

She rolled over and the tears came silently, soaking into her pillow while Zach slept next to her. He didn’t stir, didn’t know, would never know.

And she lay there, awake in the dark, for hours, hating herself and loving him and wondering how on earth she could live with carrying this for the next three days, let alone the rest of her life.

***

Harriet woke to sunlight and the smell of coffee, but her body was heavy with exhaustion, her eyes red from a night of not much sleep and frequent tears.

Zach was on the balcony, shirtless, two cups of what she knew would be instant coffee steaming on the small table next to him. He turned when he heard her sit up and smiled, but there was a hint of caution in his expression.

“Morning, beautiful. Coffee’s ready.”

She reached for the dress that she’d discarded next to the bed and slipped it on before padding out to join him, taking the cup that he offered her. It wasn’t exactly busy down below, she suspected it was never really busy, but a few boats were moving around out on the water and a few people were visible down on the beach. The day promised to be another scorcher, hot already despite still being mid-morning.

“How did you sleep?” he asked.

“Ok.” She sipped her coffee, not meeting his eyes. It was a lie, and she knew from the way he’d asked that he’d sensed her restlessness in the night… she must have slept for at most a couple of hours, the rest of the night spent staring at the ceiling between crying silently, feeling the warmth of his body next to her and the cold knowledge of her betrayal sitting heavily between them.

My betrayal, she thought. Not something that was done to me, not something that happened to me… I could pretend I was taken advantage of but that would be the coward’s way out, and I’d know deep down it wasn’t true. I chose it… I have to own the consequences.

“What do you want to do today?”

She thought for a few moments. “There’s a beach I read about, in a village with a few cafes and shops around it. It’s supposed to be even hotter today but there’s shade… we could do that, take a picnic?”

“Sounds perfect.” He paused. “You ok?”

Harriet forced a smile and went to stand behind Zach’s seat, putting a hand on his shoulder. “Yeah. I guess, I didn’t sleep too well. A chill day by the water will fix me.”

They spent most of the day there, alternating between swimming, sunbathing, having a drink in one of the cafes. Harriet lay for a while with her eyes closed while Zach read his book, trying not to think, failing not to think, thinking anyway. But it wasn’t the night with Brad that haunted her, not precisely… it was what had happened last night, the worry that it would happen again, that one of her favourite things in the world, intimacy with Zach, would be tainted again and again by those memories flooding back when she least needed them.

And also it was the knowledge that those memories had been what pushed her over the edge, that if they’d repulsed her as she thought they should she’d have never climaxed last night, whatever Zach had been doing… what the hell is wrong with me that I find the memory of fucking another man so arousing that it can make me orgasm?

By late afternoon her stomach was churning. Nerves, guilt, shame. When they got back to town and Zach suggested they get dinner somewhere near where they’d gone the night before, she shook her head.

"I'm not feeling great, actually. I think maybe I got too much sun."

He put his hand to her forehead, concern on his face. “You do feel a bit warm. Let’s get you back to the room.”

She let him fuss over her, fetching refrigerated water from the nearest store and closing the shutters before tucking her into bed even though it wasn’t long after seven. When he asked whether she wanted him to stay with her or go and get himself some food she told him to go, that she probably just needed to sleep whatever it was off.

“You sure?”

“I’m sure. If there’s something light in the store, like some fruit, can you bring some back?”

“Done.” He leaned down and kissed her forehead. “Feel better, ok? I love you.”

“I love you too.”

She waited until the door closed then curled up on her side to face the balcony doors.

She needed to figure out how to fix this, how to reclaim intimacy with Zach without her mind betraying her. She needed to figure out how to find herself, her true self, to not let one mistake start to define her, to close that box properly and bury it where, if it did open again, she could contain it and not allow it to poison what she had with Zach.

She’d created this mess. It was her job to fix it.

***

The next day was easier, after a fashion.

She woke that morning feeling genuinely fragile, broken sleep, emotional exhaustion, an unpleasant adrenaline buzz from her fears twisting around and around inside her head… she didn’t need to pretend that she was feeling under the weather, because she genuinely was.

Zach fetched her coffee and breakfast from a bakery in the town, and didn’t push when she said she might take the morning slowly. He could tell, clearly, that she wasn’t one hundred percent.

“I’ll go and do a bit of exploring,” he said when she said she might take the morning slowly. “Find somewhere we can go for a cheap lunch. You rest.”

“Thank you.” She grabbed his hand as he turned to go. “I’m sorry for being rubbish.”

“You’re not rubbish, you’re just human.” He squeezed her hand and smiled. “Everyone’s allowed to feel under the weather. Just message me if you need anything.”

Harriet spent the morning on the balcony, watching the view, thinking. Not spiralling, she wouldn’t let herself do that, just thinking practically, the same way she approached difficult problems in her studies. Here is the situation, here are the variables, here is what I can control, here’s what I can’t.

She couldn’t undo what she’d done with Brad, much as she wished she could. She forced herself to say it to herself, to confront it head on. I slept with him. I chose to sleep with him that night. I enjoyed it and my body remembers that I did even if my mind would like to think otherwise. Those were facts. She couldn’t unmake the decisions she’d made that night. That was fixed. Permanent. Out of her control.

But what she could control was what happened next… she could choose how to carry it, and refuse to let one terrible night, one night that she had chosen, that she had walked into with her eyes open even if her judgement was clouded by alcohol and loneliness, define the rest of her relationship with Zach. One of her tutors often talked about letting the tail wag the dog, and this was one of those situations: one night out of many, one night where she had made an awful decision, must not come to define all the other nights and days where she hadn’t.

The question was how to take control.

By midday she felt sufficiently strong to join Zach for lunch at a cafe in a square they’d not come across before, shaded by a large tree, simple and cheap and good.

“Feeling better?” he asked.

“A bit. Still a bit fragile.”

“We can take it easy. There’s no agenda. Our ferry isn’t until the day after tomorrow.”

She nodded, managing a smile, and kept one ear on him talking while her mind kept on working on the problem.

That night, in bed, cuddled up against each other, his hand started to wander… as their hands started to wander pretty much every night they were together. Nothing overt, but his hand on her hip, his body pressing a little closer, the question implicit.

She put her hand on his and held it still. “I’m still not feeling right,” she said. “Sorry.”

“Don’t apologise.” He kissed her shoulder. “You never have to apologise.”

“I know. I just…” She rolled to face him, needing him to see that this wasn’t her rejecting him, that this was about her. “I want to. I do.” She smiled. “I always do. I’m just not… I need another night. Is that ok?”

“Of course it’s ok.” His arm tightened around her, her head against his chest. “This is enough. After a year of long distance, I’ll take being here, cuddled up, right now.”

Harriet pressed against him and let herself be held.

In her head she had a solution, or at least the kernel of a solution… tomorrow was going to be better.

***

The next morning she woke at dawn with a clarity she hadn’t felt in days.

She’d been slow to go to sleep last night, the pieces of her idea slotting into place, but when she’d slept she’d slept like the dead.

The sky outside was a pale blue, the sun on the verge of climbing above the low mountains she could see to the east. Zach was asleep beside her, his breath slow, his face peaceful. Harriet watched him for a long time, thinking about precisely how she was going to fix this.

The problem wasn’t the guilt. The guilt would be with her forever, and one of her key learnings from the day before was that she needed to accept that. The problem was what had happened two nights ago, when she’d let herself drift and the memories surface and her body respond to the wrong thing. She’d lost control of her own mind and then compounded it by allowing her pleasure to be contaminated with the memory of her wrongdoing.

She couldn’t let that happen again, but she also couldn’t avoid intimacy forever. Zach would notice, obviously, and then he’d worry. More than that, though, she wanted to be intimate with him, it was such a core part of how they connected with each other, and she needed to prove to herself that what she had with him was so much stronger than one stupid, drunken mistake.

So… the plan.

The memories had intruded because she’d let her mind wander, her eyes closed and the sensation carrying her somewhere she didn’t want to go. The solution, then, was to stay present… aggressively, intentionally present. No closing her eyes, no drifting, no silence.

Harriet from a year ago wouldn’t have known where to start with that. But, thankfully, Harriet had had her summer fling with Matt last summer, a fling that was so aggressively, intentionally present that the two of them had never been anywhere else but in the moment. She needed to channel that later, adapt that for her and Zach, create something where the intensity was off the scale but something that was their own, not simply replicating what she’d done with an ex. Harriet was comfortable with that… her and Matt had been a thing, a good thing, and realistically wasn’t everyone’s approach in bed simply an amalgamation of their sexual experiences up to that point? She was simply being entirely conscious in what she took from those experiences to mold it to her specific situation.

She could do that and she would do that tonight.

But first… Harriet wasn’t so naive as to assume that she could simply solve her problem through sex. She wanted to give Zach a good day, the best day, entirely about him and about them, about being completely present together long before she tried to be present in bed.

She shook his shoulder gently. “Wake up.”

He stirred and blinked, coming out of a deep sleep. “What time is it?”

“Early. I have an idea.”

He smiled. “Someone’s back…”

“Yeah,” Harriet nodded. “I am.” She swung her legs out of bed and walked over to Zach’s bag, picking up his swimming shorts and tossing them to him. “Now, get dressed.”

***

The bike ride was precisely what Harriet needed. The road wound through olive groves and vineyards, climbing towards the island’s spine before dropping down towards the southern coast. The morning was warm but not too hot, the air smelling of pine and the distant sea, the dappled shade providing relief from the Adriatic summer sun. They cycled in companionable silence on the whole, stopping from time to time to catch their breath or take photos of views that seemed almost impossibly beautiful.

Harriet felt herself coming back to life with each mile. There was something about exercise like this, focusing on unfamiliar and in some cases not the smoothest roads, that left no room for anything else… simply the burn in her legs, the wind on her face, and the next twenty metres in front of them.

And, of course, Zach was there, experiencing it all too, always either just ahead or just behind, grinning when they paused, pointing out things he’d seen. “This is amazing,” he said as they stopped at the crest of the final hill to see the coast laid out below them. “How did you know about this?”

“I asked.” She pulled up beside him, both of them straddling their bikes, catching their breath. “I wanted to do something today that was more than sunbathing and eating.”

“Missing accomplished.” He looked at her for a long few moments, and she held his gaze, then he smiled. “You seem better. More yourself.”

“I feel a thousand times better.” She kept holding his gaze, and realised that this was the first time in a couple of days that she’d been able to. “I’m sorry about the last few days. I don’t know what it was, I just felt…” She shrugged. “Under the weather. But I’m here now. I’m back.”

“You don’t have to apologise…”

“I know, but I want to.” She reached out and took his hand. “I love you, and I don’t want to waste any more of this trip being anywhere but doing fun things with you. Ok?”

“Ok.” He lifted her hand to his mouth and pressed his lips to it. “I’m glad you’re feeling better.”

Harriet smiled, and leaned over to kiss him, losing her balance and taking Zach down with her, leaving the two of them laughing in a sweaty heap by the side of the road.

***

The cove they’d been aiming for was everything that the woman in the tourist office had promised. Small but not too small, accessible only by a rocky path, the water so clear that you could see the bottom still a long way from shore, and best of all they had it all to themselves.

They swam out to a tiny island and stretched out on the sun-baked rocks to dry before swimming back to shore again, then they ate the picnic that Harriet had hastily assembled… bread, cheese, fruit, washed down by a bottle of the local wine.

“I could stay here forever,” Zach said, looking out to sea.

“If you keep saying things like that I might start believing you…” she teased.

“This beach… I might actually mean it this time.”

She laughed, then looked around the beach. “It’s really very deserted here, we haven’t seen a soul.”

He looked at her, his head cocked, reading the tone in her voice. “And…?”

“And I don’t like having tan lines…” She looked at him intently. “Would you mind if I sunbathed for a bit,” she lowered her voice to a dramatic whisper, “au naturel?”

Zach looked at her for a long few moments and she was pleased to see his cheeks redden. Eventually, he said, “I wouldn’t mind that at all.” Then he smiled. “Tell me if you need some help with your sun cream…”

“Oh, I think I might.”

Just a bit of fun, but it was nice actually taking off her bikini and lying on her front next to him… she didn’t quite have the bravado to sunbathe nude on her back.

After a while she looked across at Zach to see him looking at her. “Like what you see?”

She saw him redden again. “Yes…”

“Stand up.” She was grinning.

“I’d… rather not.”

“Why not?”

“You know why not!”

“Nobody would see except me.” Her grin broadened. “You think I should do this more often then?” Zach nodded. “Why? What do you like about it?”

“Jeez, Harriet… you’re stunning anyway. But seeing you like that… your back, your ass, your legs. You do something to me.”

“Do I?”

Zach shook his head, laughing. “You’re such a tease. You know you do.”

She leaned across, a little closer, and whispered, “You do something to me too…”

A little later they went for a swim again, and she thought it best to wear her bikini for that.

“Imagine getting washed out to sea and being rescued with no clothes on,” Zach joked.

“Or seeing some people come down to the beach while we’re in there…”

That made Zach laugh. “I’d have to decide whether to come and get your bikini or leave you in there.”

“You wouldn’t dare leave me in the sea with no clothes.”

“You’ll never know…”

When, late in the afternoon, they got dry and changed to ride back to town Zach turned to face her, putting his hands on her hips.

“Thank you for this… it’s been the perfect day.”

Harriet put her arms around him and pulled him in for a kiss. “It’s not over yet.”

“Oh no?”

“Oh no. I want to take you to dinner tonight," she said. "Somewhere nice. My treat."

"You don't have to…"

"I want to. Please." She pouted playfully. "Let me spoil you. I have plans."

He raised an eyebrow. "Plans?"

"Plans. Big plans." She smiled, and felt the shape of the evening ahead. Dinner. Back to their room. Romantic. And then a conversation she’d been rehearsing in her head all day… about what she needed from him to make them both totally and utterly present. “Trust me.”

"Always," he grinned.

***

She found a restaurant up in the old town, tucked into a medieval building with thick stone walls and a delightful terrace overlooking the sea. Expensive by their backpacker standards, but for Harriet’s purposes absolutely worth it.

They took their time over the meal, easy conversation to go with the good food and wine. By the time they walked back to their accommodation, hand-in-hand through the quiet streets, Harriet felt ready. Not confident, exactly, she knew that this could still go wrong, but prepared… she had a plan, and she knew what she needed to do.

In the apartment she lit the two side lamps but left the main overhead light off, and opened the balcony doors to let the sound of the waves breaking on the beach across the road in. Small touches, but they changed the space to make it feel intimate and intentional.

Zach watched her. “The plans?”

“I wanted tonight to be special.” She turned to look at him. “Our last night here. I want it to matter.”

He walked over and put his arms around her. “It already matters.”

She kissed him, gently at first, then more passionately, and felt his hands on her back, his lips and tongue against hers… that wonderful familiarity of him.

When she leaned back she took his hands in hers and looked up at him intently. “I need to try something tonight,” she said. “Will you trust me?”

“Always,” he replied without hesitation. “What is it?”

“The other night I… I struggled to be completely present. I’ve been thinking about how to fix that and be completely here, present, with you.”

He nodded slowly, and she could see him thinking about what she was saying and understanding the meaning of her words… she wasn’t going to say where her mind had been if not there with him, of course, but if he understood that her mind had wandered he would know why she needed what she needed tonight.

“I would like us to do something that will make us both completely present. I want that. For you and me to be completely there. I want you to trust me that I know why this will work, and to go along with it, even if it feels a bit strange at first.”

“Ok.” He nodded again. “Tell me what you need.”

Harriet thought about Matt then, briefly, about the talking and the communication and, yes, the mirror. She wanted to capture the intensity, the way they’d talked through everything and watched everything, leaving no space for the mind to drift. That was what she needed now. Not the playfulness, this wasn’t play, but the presence, that mechanism to stay anchored in each other.

Then, she put Matt out of her mind, this wasn’t about remembering sex with him, nowhere near, and instead she took Zach’s hand and led him to the foot of the bed, facing the large floor-to-ceiling mirror that sat on the opposite wall a couple of metres away. It was ideal, the soft lighting from the lamps illuminating them perfectly.

“I want to watch us,” she said, meeting his eye in their reflection. “I want you to watch me watching you, and vice versa. And I want us to talk the whole time. We tell each other everything. Everything. What we’re feeling, what we want, what feels good, what feels bad. No silence. No space for anything but us.”

He looked at her reflection for a moment, nodding slowly. “Ok. I can do that.”

“Thank you.” She turned to kiss him briefly, then looked at his reflection again. “Undress me. Slowly. And tell me what you see and feel.”

Zach moved to stand behind her, and his hands went to the hem of her dress, his touch light against her thighs. Slowly, wonderfully slowly, he slid the hem up, always keeping his hands on her, up her thighs, over her hips, her abdomen, her chest, her collarbone, and as he did he talked, all with his gaze constantly on hers in the reflection.

“I see you,” he said quietly. “I see the woman I love… I feel your legs, your wonderful thighs… I see your underwear, the set you know I love… I feel your hip, God I love your hips… I see your breasts under their bra…”

Harriet watched and listened, seeing how he started off tentatively but then grew into it, his descriptions getting more confident and more direct, and she revelled in it. She reached back to undo her bra, letting it fall away. In the mirror his eyes feasted on her body and she loved it, watching him watching her.

“Your turn,” she said. “I want to see you too.”

“Tell me what you see.”

“I will.” She stood behind him, off to one side, and unbuttoned his shirt, using the mirror to guide her hands. “I see your muscular body… I love your body, I can never get enough…” She pulled the shirt off once the buttons were all undone, running her fingers over his torso. “The feel of your muscles… I want to touch each and every one…” Her hands moved to his trousers, undoing his belt, then the button on the waist and unzipping them, helping them to slip down. “I can see your excitement,” she said, looking very obviously at the erection inside his boxer shorts, “and I love it, I absolutely love it, that you get like that for me.” She dropped her voice to a whisper. “Were you that excited on the beach earlier, when I was sunbathing?”

“Yes.”

“To see me naked?”

“Yes.”

“I love that so much.” She put her fingers inside the waist of his boxers and slid them down, leaving him naked, keeping her gaze fixed on his in the reflection. “You look so, so good naked. And you feel so, so good.” She paused as she straightened up again. “And I love you so, so much.”

“I love you so, so much too.” She turned and took his hand, leaning up to kiss him briefly. “Lie back on the bed, against the pillows. I want to lie against you.”

He did as she asked, settling back against the headboard, the pillows propped up behind him, and she followed, positioning herself between his legs, her back against his chest, both of them facing the mirror on the far wall. They were further from their reflection now, but not too far… certainly close enough. Zach wrapped his arms around her, his chin resting on her shoulder.

“I can see us,” Harriet whispered. “Both of us. Together.”

“So can I.” His hands roamed her body slowly, over her stomach, tracing her ribs one by one, up towards her breasts. “Tell me what you want.”

“Touch me and tell me how it feels.”

His hands went to her breasts first, gentle to start with, stroking and teasing, firmer when she pushed against him. “You feel amazing,” he murmured. “Soft, sexy as hell, I’d touch you there all day if you let me.”

She could see it all in the mirror, his hands on hers, toying with her, teasing her, and how her skin was flushed in the gentle light, her breath catching when his thumb brushed her hard nipple. She focused on what she could see, marrying it to what she could feel, anchoring herself in the moment.

“Lower,” she said. “Slowly.”

One hand trailed down her stomach while the other stayed on her breast, his thumb gently playing with her nipple. She watched and felt, arching her back into him, as his fingers slid beneath the waistband of her underwear, and then she saw herself move her hips, part her legs further, giving him access.

“You’re so wet,” he whispered, kissing her neck. “God, Harriet…” His voice trailed off and she saw and heard herself gasp as his fingers played with her.

“Tell me what you’re feeling.” She kept her eyes on the mirror. “Don’t stop talking.”

“I’m feeling you. How ready you are, how much you want me.” His fingers started to move in a rhythm that was so, so familiar to her, felt so good. “I love how much you want me. And I’m watching you, your face in the mirror, the way your cheeks have gone pink, the way your mouth parts when I touch you down there, how bright your eyes are… God, I’ll never get tired of how bright your eyes are when you’re like this.”

She could feel the pleasure building, and it was building right… just Zach’s voice in her ear, Zach’s hands on her body, their reflection in the mirror keeping her entirely grounded in the present.

“That feels so good,” she gasped. “Keep going. Keep talking to me.”

"I love making you feel like this. I love watching you respond. I love that I know exactly how to touch you." His fingers moved faster. "I can feel you getting close. I can feel your body telling me."

"I am. I'm close. Don't stop." She was gripping his thighs, her body arching back against him. "Tell me you love me."

"I love you. I love you so much. I want to watch you cum. I want to feel it."

She kept her eyes on the mirror as the orgasm built, watching his hand between her legs, watching her own expression shift with her pleasure, marvelling at how completely undone she looked, and when it hit, wave after wave rolling through her, she cried out Zach’s name, only his name, and there was nothing else in her head, nothing else at all, only him.

Harriet was still trembling slightly when she turned in his arms to kiss him, deeply.

“Fuck Zach,” she grinned between kisses. “You are too good at that.”

“You enjoyed?” he asked back, feigning ignorance.

“Yeah,” she nodded. “I enjoyed.”

She reached down between them and found him hard, taking him in her hand. “I want more. I want to feel you inside me.”

“Already?”

“Already.” Normally she’d need some time to recover. Normally. Not tonight. Tonight she was desperate to have as much Zach as she could take.

“How do you want me?”

She thought for a moment, then pulled away and positioned herself on her hands and knees, facing the mirror. “Like this. You behind me.” This one was for Zach as much as her, she knew it was one of his favourites. “But one condition… you have to watch me in the mirror and I have to watch you.”

Zach was trying not to grin and failing miserably as he knelt behind her, his hands on her hips, and she watching in the mirror as he positioned himself, watched his face as he slid into her slowly.

“Oh God,” she gasped. “I can see you. I can see us.”

“So can I.” His voice was breathless with barely concealed excitement. “You’re so beautiful like this. Watching you take me…”

He set the pace, steady, not too hard, and she found a rhythm that worked with him, pushing back against him when he slid into her, sliding forward a little when he pulled back. They both kept their eyes locked on the reflection and every thrust, every expression, every moment was visible… nowhere for either of their minds to go but right there, right then. No darkness for the mind to wander in, just the lamps and the mirrors and Zach, only Zach.

“Talk to me,” she moaned. “Keep telling me.”

“I love being inside you. I love how tight you are, how you move against me. I love watching your face when I push deeper…” He matched his actions to his words and she cried out in pleasure. “God, that sound… I love that sound.”

“Harder now… I want to feel you completely.”

His grip on her hips tightened and he started to move faster, and she watched them in the mirror, the way their bodies pressed together, seeing the pleasure obvious on his face, watching herself be loved by this man who deserved every single ounce of love she could give him, this man who had all of her, could have anything she had to give.

“I’m getting close,” he warned. “Harriet…”

“Wait.” She leaned forward, letting him slip out of her, and turned around. “Lie down. I want to finish on top of you, looking at you… the real you, not your reflection.”

She pushed him onto his back and straddled him, sinking down onto him slowly. His hands went to her hips and she braced herself against his chest, looking down into his eyes.

“There you are,” she smiled. “Right where you need to be.”

Harriet started to move her hips, slow at first then building quickly. No mirror now… she had his face, his eyes, his mouth right there, his voice telling her he loved her, that she felt incredible, that he was so, so close…

“Let yourself go,” she whispered. “I want to watch you.”

“I’m… Harriet…”

She felt his hard cock pulse inside her and watched his face as his climax hit, watched the pleasure overtake him, heard the sounds he made and saw the struggle that he had to keep his eyes on her as his body lost control, and then she felt her own body respond, a second orgasm surprising her… more sudden than the first, smaller, but rippling through her and making her gasp as she collapsed against his chest.

They lay together for an age, breathing hard, skin against skin.

“Jesus, Harriet…” he whispered eventually. “That was one for the ages.”

She chuckled against his chest. “Wasn’t it just?”

“The mirror thing. The talking.” He stroked her hair. “That was intense. Insanely intense.”

“Was it ok? It wasn’t too…”

“It was amazing.” She looked up at him and he continued. “I felt like we were together, as one, even more than usual. I don’t know…” He shook his head. “Like we were doing more than… sex.”

“I felt the same.” She leaned up to kiss him. “One for the ages, without a doubt.”

He kissed her back. “We should do that again sometime.”

“Yeah.” She settled against his chest, listening to his heartbeat slow. “We really should.”

“Not sometime. Every time… wow.”

They lay in comfortable silence, and Harriet let herself feel it… the quiet satisfaction and the immense relief of having found a way through. It wasn’t absolution, and she knew there might be other nights like the one a few nights before, but then there was this… she’d proven to herself that it could still work, and work even better than before.

She wasn't naive about what lay ahead. Tonight had been a victory, but it was one battle, not the war. There would be other moments when the guilt came rushing out of its box to haunt her, other nights when staying present would be hard. What had happened with Brad wasn’t going to fade away quietly, she understood that now. It would be with her for months to come, maybe years, maybe forever.

But she’d proven to herself that she could do this… she could love him, be present with him, she had a way to make this work and knew there would be other ways too without her stupid mistake destroying everything. It would take work, and sometimes it would be hard. The thought of confessing, that was buried for now… carrying this alone was the price she had to pay. It wouldn’t be effortless like it had been before, but she could do it, and she would do it.

Harriet felt like herself again. Their relationship felt like it was their relationship again. That was enough for now.

“I love you,” Zach whispered sleepily, and she could feel him starting to drift off.

“I love you too. So, so much,” she replied, putting her arm over his chest and settling in his arms.


Twenty Two


June
Eleven Months Later


The shower wasn’t really big enough for one person, let alone two, but they made it work… Harriet stood closest to the shower head, her back warm against Zach’s chest, the water streaming over them both.

“We’re going to be late,” she said over her shoulder, not moving an inch.

“You always tell me it’s good to be fashionably late,” Zach replied, knowing that Harriet didn’t really care if they were late or not. “So… whatever.” His hands slid around her waist, pulling her even closer.

“The queue starts at six and it’s five already.”

“Then we’d better be quick.”

He moved his hand lower, between her legs, and she stopped protesting. They’d been together long enough now, nearly three years in total, that he knew exactly how to touch her, exactly what she needed. He felt her head fall back against his shoulder as his fingers found a rhythm, the hot water cascading on them both, steam filling the tiny bathroom of her Oxford room.

“Zach…” A gasp more than anything, one hand reaching back for his head as the other braced herself against the wall, her hips moving now to match his movements… he could tell she was close and he loved that, loved the way she melted against him, loved the way she moved with him, loved making her feel good.

“Sssh… let me.”

She came hard and fast, shuddering against him, and he held her through it, one arm wrapped around her, keeping her steady as he felt her stagger slightly. She turned to face him in the tight space, very close, her eyes bright, her cheeks flushed, and she reached for him.

Zach was hard, had been since she’d first pressed back against him under the water, and when she wrapped her hand around him he moaned, louder than he’d meant to. The walls were thin, and her flatmates were home, all getting ready for the ball too, but he couldn’t bring himself to care… hearing your neighbours was all part and parcel of living in student accommodation, after all.

She stroked him slowly at first, grinning, then faster, the water making everything slick. He braced himself with one hand against the tiles, the other in her wet hair, watching her face… the concentration, the smile, the way she looked right into his eyes.

“I love you,” he said, the words coming out barely controlled.

“I love you too.” She started to twist her wrist in that way that did wonderful, magical things to him. “Now shut up.”

He came with a loud moan that the flatmates definitely heard, onto her hand, the water washing the evidence away down the drain. They stood for a moment, pressed tight in the confined space, both breathing hard.

“Now get out of my shower,” she said, kissing him gently. “I need to do my hair or we’ll never make it to the ball.”

***

Her room wasn’t the largest, really just a bed, a desk, a chair and the bathroom leading off it, but Zach loved it regardless. His own room for the year had been in college, great location, character in spades, but Harriet was in one of the college shared apartments out in Cowley along with most fourth years and Zach loved the sense of community. Each apartment had a large shared kitchen and living room and, after all, most of the people she was living with were his friends as much as hers… Will and Fergus were still around doing the final year of their integrated masters, Nathalie was hanging around doing a masters because, she claimed, she had nothing better to do, then others seemed to have various excuses to put off adulting for another year… Lucy starting a doctorate that she had no intention of finishing, Amy doing her law conversion up the hill at Brooks and so on.

Zach stood at the bathroom mirror shaving while Harriet sat at her desk doing her makeup, the door open between them. Through the window he could see the spires of Oxford in the distance, the city that had changed his life though he hadn’t known it would when he’d arrived three years ago, jet-lagged, overawed, and utterly unprepared for any of it.

“Nervous?” he asked, catching Harriet’s eye in the mirror.

“About the ball? No. Why would I be?”

He smiled. “End of an era. Everyone’s going to be graduated and out in the big scary world after tonight.” He paused. “Except you, and Pete doing his doctorate. And even you’re basically working next year.”

She paused, mascara wand in hand, and he saw her expression shift. She felt it too, he knew.

“I’m not nervous,” she said. “I’m… nostalgic, maybe. In advance.”

“Pre-emptive nostalgia. Very you.”

Harriet laughed. “Very. Now shut up and shave or we really will be late.”

He grinned and went back to his razor, but his mind was elsewhere. Pre-emptive nostalgia was actually a pretty good term for what he was feeling. His last night as a student in Oxford, his masters done, exams finished, dissertation submitted. He had a month off and then he was starting a graduate job in consulting down in London. Harriet still had another year finishing her clinical rotations, but he’d be commuting from Oxford daily and she’d be working hard… they’d thought about him living in London but even that distance filled them both with terror. A year of ten thousand miles apart had been tough, tough but they’d made it one piece, the many pitfalls successfully avoided, and he’d gladly do an hour or so each way on the train daily to go to sleep next to Harriet every night.

The past year had been great, worth every sacrifice they’d made to get through their year of long distance that had come before it, but not without its challenges. The start, once he’d begun his masters and Harriet her clinical rotations, had been a little rocky at times if he was being honest… there’d been a distance between them that he’d not expected, almost as if they’d both got so used to having their own space that it was a shock to be so near to each other again. It had been both of them, he knew, and it didn’t take them long to work through it, but there’d been once or twice where he’d actually worried that he’d moved all the way to Oxford for the year and maybe Harriet didn’t really want him there. Just a little, not much, but it had been there.

After that, though… great. He’d played college rugby again, slotting in at inside centre as they had discovered a fly half in the year between who was a cut above, and he’d enjoyed the mix of slipping back into his old friendships and getting to know some of the newer faces.

And now… Oxford was ending, and part of him didn’t really feel ready to let it go.

He finished shaving and started to put on his dinner jacket, watching Harriet put the finishing touches to her makeup. She was going for dramatic that night, smoky eyes, red lips, and she looked amazing, even before the dress.

She stood and slipped off her dressing gown, reaching for her underwear.

“What?” she asked, catching him staring.

“Nothing. Just looking.”

“You’ve seen me naked, what, ten thousand times.”

“And I appreciate it every single time.”

She rolled her eyes, but her grin gave her away. “Pervert.”

“Absolutely.” The memory of her sunbathing naked on a Croatian beach, her skin golden under the summer sun, did funny things to him even a year later.

“Don’t get any ideas…”

“What do you mean?”

“You’ve got that look…”

“Who? Me? Never.”

He watched her step into her dress, shimmering gold effect with a halter-neck, floor length, with a slit up one side that he knew would drive him crazy later on. She’d been saving it for tonight, the last proper Oxford party. She turned her back to him.

“It looks ok?”

He crossed to her and ran his hand slowly up her bare back, then rested his hands on her shoulders and looked at their reflection in the mirror propped up against the wall, her in her gold dress, him in his dinner jacket and black tie.

“We look good.”

“We look amazing,” she replied, smiling at their reflection.

“Modest as ever.”

“False modesty is dull.” She turned to face him, straightening his bow tie. “Now, put your shoes on. We’re already late.”

***

The queue for the ball stretched halfway down Broad Street by the time they arrived, a river of black tie and ball gowns flowing slowly towards the college gates. The evening was one of those glorious June evenings that Zach loved about England, warm without being too hot, blue sky dotted with clouds above, the sun still well clear of the horizon, and he could see various bottles of what looked like champagne being drunk in the queue. Clearly, people didn’t hold back at college balls.

Harriet spotted their friends first. Nathalie was there looking stunning in a red silk dress, Pete was looking as out of place as Zach would have expected wearing anything more than his usual shorts and t-shirt, Lucy was dressed in purple, and all the others from their little corner of Oxford life. “Harriet! Zach! We saved you a spot!”

They eased their way through the queue, apologising as they went, until they reached the group and Nathalie immediately thrust plastic cups full of champagne in their direction.

“You’re playing catch up, we’ve been here since six. I’m already half a bottle down and I need to pace myself, so drink up.”

“We got… delayed,” Harriet said, glancing at Zach.

“Delayed.” Nathalie raised an eyebrow. “Is that what you’re calling it now?”

“Shut up.”

Pete clapped Zach on the shoulder. “Good to see you, mate. Ready for a big night?”

“Born ready.” He looked Pete up and down. “Dinner jacket suits you.”

“No it doesn’t. I’m going to lose the tie and the jacket first chance I get.”

Zach took a sip of the champagne. It was warm and a bit too sweet, served in a plastic cup stood on the pavement, and it was perfect. “Who’s headlining? I’ve heard rumours but nothing confirmed.”

“I'm sworn to secrecy, but they rhyme with Moo-a Pee-pa,” Lucy said. “It was supposed to be a secret but when your supervisor is the fellow in charge of the ball committee…”

Zach laughed. “Seriously? That’s insane.” He paused. "And also not a very subtle clue."

“This whole thing is insane.” Nathalie gestured at the queue, the college gates, the evening sun. “We’re queueing in black tie to spend the night in a medieval college listening to one of the biggest up and coming acts in the world. How is this our life?”

“Best enjoy it while it lasts,” Pete said. “This time next year you’ll all be in offices being yelled at by middle managers.”

“Not me,” Harriet grinned. “I’ll be getting yelled at by doctors.”

“Oh, that’s much better…”

The queue inched forward and they inched with it, passing the champagne around, catching up on gossip, speculating excitedly about the night ahead. Zach kept his arm around Harriet’s waist, hyperaware of how she was leaning into him, both still buzzing from what they’d done in the shower earlier.

Two years now he’d spent in this country, one as an exchange student, the second for his masters, and now it was ending, this strange extended adolescence, and within a few weeks Harriet and him would be adulting properly… they’d be renting an apartment of their own, paying bills, doing the boring adult stuff. He couldn’t wait.

But he wouldn’t think about that tonight. Tonight was for champagne and dancing, not to mention holding the woman he loved while a thousand people in formal wear lost their minds to a surprisingly sweary brand of catchy pop music.

When they finally reached the gates, he paused for a moment on the threshold. Through the archway, he could see the quad had been transformed… lights strung between the buildings, a string quartet playing on the grass, people drifting around with drinks, laughing and chatting.

This was it. It really did feel like the end of an era.

Harriet took his hand. “Ready?”

“Ready.”

They walked in together.

***

The next few hours were a blur of champagne, music, cocktails, food and, bizarrely, laser tag. The ball committee had outdone themselves, every public area of college pressed into service and transformed for the night. There was a comedy stage in the chapel, a casino in the seminar room, a stage hosting student bands in the common room. The main stage was in the college gardens, a massive structure rising up between the ancient trees, and every time they walked past the crew were doing another sound check, each burst of music a promise of what was to come.

They ate what was claimed to be lobster rolls from a stall in the back quad (Zach was dubious), drank more champagne, more cocktails, endless alcohol. They tried to dance to a swing band in a marquee, Zach’s attempt to spin Harriet nearly taking out half the other dancers, both of them laughing so hard they had to go back outside for air. They found Nathalie and Will making out behind the chapel and pretended not to notice, and Pete trying to convince the vodka luge staff to just give him the bottle.

At some point after eleven they found themselves alone at the edge of the garden, the main stage looming over everything, the crowd starting to thicken in anticipation of the headline act.

“I need to sit down,” Harriet said, dragging Zach towards a bench tucked away beneath an oak tree. “My feet feel like they’re about to fall off.”

“You’re the one who insisted on heels.”

“Fashion requires sacrifice.” She sat and pulled him down beside her, then swung her legs up onto his lap. “Rub my feet.”

“So romantic.”

“You love it.”

It was actually true. He rubbed her feet, working the ache out and focusing on her arches while they watched the crowd flow past, saying hello to everyone they knew. They were all beautiful tonight, happy, the air electric with the magic of a summer evening where exams were done and nobody was worrying about what came next.

“What are you thinking about?” he asked.

“Pre-emptive nostalgia,” she replied, grinning. “It won’t be the same next year… I’ll barely be in college, you’ll be working, most of our friends will have gone. This place is special. It’s been my whole adult life, and now it’s… ending.”

“It’s not ending, just changing.”

“I know, but still…” She turned to look at him. “Everything’s going to be different after this.”

“Good different though.”

“Yeah. And we’re us.” She paused. “We’ve always got each other.”

“Exactly. We survived a whole year of long distance. Everything else is easy.”

Harriet looked over towards the stage, nodding slowly. “Yeah, we did. It wasn’t easy, was it?”

“No.”

“No. I think it might have been the hardest thing I ever did.” She turned back to look at him and he could see tears in her eyes.

He took hold of her hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “Yeah. Same. Worth it though?”

Harriet nodded, taking a deep breath. “Completely.” She took another breath. “Enough of this sentimentality… we need to go and get a good spot, the music’ll start in a minute.”

Zach stood and held out his hand to help her up too. “One thing first.”

“What?”

“This.” He leaned over and kissed her, slow and deep, and she melted into him like she always seemed to. “I love you so much,” he whispered.”

“I love you so, so much too.”

“Come on.” He took her hand as the stage lights dimmed, an anticipatory hush descending on the crowd. “Time to dance.”

***

By 2am the ball had reached that point of wonderful chaos where anything seemed possible. The music had lasted for an hour and a half, the crowd a single pulsing creature, and now a DJ had taken over and the dancing had fragmented, people spreading back through the college grounds to make the most of the last three hours of entertainment. Zach himself was sweaty and exhilarated, not to mention the absolute optimum amount of drunk to feel invincible.

He was at the cocktail bar, fetching drinks for Harriet, Nathalie and Will (who were absolutely pretending that nothing was happening at all between them, not in the slightest), when Harriet came up next to him and grabbed his hand.

“Come with me.”

“Where are we going?”

“Somewhere.”

“What about the drinks?”

“They’ll still be serving when we come back.”

She led him away from the crowds, out towards the bar quad and then, sneaking a look to make sure that no one was watching, down towards the toilets and past them, through the door to the squash court. Zach had a pretty good feel for the warren of tunnels under college, but nowhere near Harriet’s knowledge… from what she’d told him in her first year she’d got up to some adventures down there.

“Harriet…” He was laughing, stumbling slightly as she pulled him along. “Where are you taking me?”

“You’ll see. I knew they’d forget to lock these tonight.”

They went through a tunnel that Zach had never been down before, then emerged through a door into the back of the college’s old music room, a centuries old concert hall with tiered seats in a U-shape around a stage.

It was, of course, deserted, the moonlight shining in through the windows up above, the faint sound of the DJ set just about audible in the distance. The room smelled of old wood and dust, and it was completely, perfectly private.

“We shouldn’t be here,” Zach said, grinning.

“Definitely not.” Harriet pushed him against the wall next to the stage and kissed him. “That’s rather the point.”

His hands found her waist, then lower, finding the slit down the side of her dress and sliding beneath it. The stone wall was rough against his back, and he could feel the cold seeping through his shirt, but he didn’t care… all he could feel was her mouth on his, her body pressed against him, the desperate desire for each other.

“I want you,” she said against his mouth. “Right here. Right now.”

“Anyone could come in…”

“No one’s coming in. Everyone’s at the ball.”

“We’re at the ball.”

“We’re having our own ball.” She reached for his belt, fumbling with the buckle. “Unless you’d rather go back and dance?”

He answered her by spinning them around, pressing her back against the wall instead, lifting her up so that her legs wrapped around his waist. The dress made it easy, the slit making it simple to hike it up round her hips, and he wondered for a moment whether she’d been planning this all along as his hands found her underwear, already damp, easily pushed aside.

“God, you want this,” he whispered against her neck.

“I’ve been thinking about this all night.”

He positioned himself and pushed into her, and she gasped, clinging to his shoulders. The angle was intense… deeper than usual, the wall giving him leverage, gravity doing half the work. He paused for a moment, watching her face, making sure.

“Ok?” he asked.

“Don’t stop. For the love of God don’t stop now.”

He didn’t. He thrust into her hard and fast, his hands gripping her thighs, her back against the ancient stone. She buried her face in his neck to muffle the sounds she was making, and he could feel her breath against his skin, could feel her nails digging into his shoulders through his shirt.

“Zach…” His name, gasped against his throat. “God, Zach…”

She came first and fast, clenching around him, biting down on his shoulder to keep from crying out. The feeling of her, the sound of her, the knowledge that he could make her feel this way… it pushed him over the edge, and he followed moments later, moaning her name, holding himself deep inside her as his hips shook against hers.

They stayed like that for a long moment, both breathing hard, her legs still wrapped around him, foreheads pressed together.

“Wow,” he managed to whisper eventually.

Harriet laughed quietly, still breathless. “Yeah.”

“We should sneak into more forbidden concert halls.”

“Noted for future reference.” She kissed him. “Now put me down before your legs give way.”

He lowered her carefully, both of them adjusting their clothing in the moonlight. Her hair had mostly fallen out of place, and her makeup looked exactly like she’d just had sex up against a wall, but she’d never looked more beautiful to him.

“Ready to go back?” he asked.

“Not yet.” She took his hand. “Let’s just stay here for a minute. Just us.”

They sat on the steps to the stage, her head on his shoulder, his arm around her waist. Through the windows the distant thump of bass kept going, punctuated by the occasional shriek of laughter… the ball carrying on without them.

“I’m glad we came tonight,” Harriet said quietly. She sat up straight and started to sort her hair out, opting to wear it down… presumably deciding it was too hard to style after what they’d just done.

“Me too.”

“And I’m glad we snuck off.”

“Me too.” He looked at her and smiled. “Though I think we might need to sneak back in. I have no idea how to retrace our steps.”

“Don’t worry. I know this college like the back of my hand.” She stood and pulled him up. “Come on. I think it’s nearly bacon roll time.”

***

The bacon rolls were served in the back quad at 4am, along with endless cups of tea and coffee for those who needed it and champagne for those who really felt the need to still drink more. The crowd had thinned a little, the lightweights who’d gone home, the sensible ones who didn’t want to write off their whole weekend, but those who remained had the wild, red-eyed look of people who’d fully committed to seeing in the dawn.

They found Nathalie at one of the tables, her dress looking like it had seen better days but still going strong, bacon roll in one hand and champagne in the other.

“There you are!” She beckoned them over. “Where have you two been? We looked everywhere.”

“Around.” Harriet sat down and took a bite of her own bacon roll. “Exploring.”

“Exploring.” Nathalie’s eyes narrowed. “Exploring the same college you’ve been at for four years now.”

“Yep.”

“Exploring that involves your hair do changing and Zach’s collar getting your lipstick on it.”

Harriet grinned and winked at Zach. “Yep.”

Nathalie laughed. “Never change.”

Their group reassembled gradually, Pete looking more than a little worse for wear, Lucy quite the opposite, Will still going strong on the cocktails. Looking around there were a good number of people they knew as dawn started to arrive, the grey-blue light starting to lighten the quad and the first hints of pale pink and yellow towards the horizon.

“What do we do now?” Lucy asked after a while. “I’m not ready for bed quite yet.”

They all looked at each other, all feeling the same… because going to bed would mark the end of something special to most of them, that and the start of their proper adult lives, so why not delay it just that little bit longer.

Pete raised his hand. “I have an idea. We’ll need champagne though.”

***

The scaled the fence into Christ Church Meadow at 5am, slipping past the locked gate like thousands of students must have done over the years. It didn’t feel like they were technically breaking in, the gates would be open soon enough anyway, but there was something deliciously transgressive about being where they shouldn’t, the empty peace of the meadows only broken by the odd group in the distance dressed the same and with clearly the same idea.

“Let’s go to the boathouse,” Pete said, leading them towards the river. “The terrace upstairs… we can watch the dawn.”

Pete, it seemed, had had it all planned, right down to having had the foresight to ‘borrow’ the boathouse key the day before and forget to return it.

“How did you know?” Nathalie asked.

Pete laughed. “Because I did this all two years ago when I finished at Cambridge. And as I’m clearly the most intelligent one here simply by virtue of doing a doctorate to put off the real world for as long as I can.” Lucy play-punched him on the arm. “And,” he looked around at them all, “if it had looked like you were just going to go to bed I’d have made you all come down here anyway.”

“It’s perfect,” Harriet said as they gathered some chairs and laid them out in a loose array, looking down at the river and across at the playing fields beyond. Zach couldn’t help but agree… the other boat houses either side stood empty, silent, and apart from a couple of swans down on the water below and someone cycling along the towpath on the opposite side of the river it was just them.

Someone opened the champagne and it got passed around. Zach took a swig and passed it to Harriet, then leaned back and looked at the river.

Two years. He’d been in this country for two years, yes with a whole year back home in between but still… it had changed him completely. He’d arrived as a kid, really, nineteen years old, fresh off a plane from Sydney, so jet-lagged and overwhelmed that he’d just had to let himself get caught up in it all and go with the flow.

And now, here he was, sitting by a river at dawn with a group of friends that he loved, a degree under his belt and a job waiting for him in London, the woman he knew he was going to spend the rest of his life with cuddled up against him.

“I’m going to miss this,” Lucy said quietly. “All of this.”

“We’ll come back,” Will said. “It’s not that far from London.”

“It won’t be the same though. We won’t be students anymore. We’ll just be… visitors.”

“Maybe,” Zach added, surprising himself, “the college isn’t the place, it’s the people. Let’s make sure we keep that.”

A round of heads nodded to that, and Harriet leaned over and planted a gentle kiss on his cheek. They sat in silence for a while, watching the light change, passing the champagne back and forth.

“Ok,” Pete said eventually. “Moment of sentimentality. Everyone say one thing they’ll remember from tonight.”

“The music,” Will said. “When she’s playing to stadiums of fifty thousand people we’ll know we saw her there, in our college. That’s special.”

“The fireworks,” Lucy added. “Though I’ll bet the neighbours didn’t appreciate them much…”

“The champagne,” Nathalie said. She lifted up the bottle and grinned. “Obviously.”

“All seventeen bottles you seemed to drink,” Pete added.

“Something like that.”

They went round the circle, each saying something new when their turn came again. The dancing. The lobster rolls. The silent disco which had apparently descended into chaos around 3am. Small moments, large moments, the kind of details that would stay in their memory and last forever.

When it came back to Zach again he was quiet for a moment, looking at Harriet next to him… she looked exactly like she’d been out at a ball now for the last twelve hours. And she was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. Then he looked around the group.

“This,” he said eventually. “Sydney will always be home. But so is this, right now, right here. I feel so lucky to have found all of this.”

“There’s always one…” Pete said, but his smile said that he understood.

“What about you, Harriet?” Nathalie asked.

She pretended to think about it, then looked deep into Zach’s eyes. “The bacon rolls.”

Everyone laughed, and Zach pulled her closer, pushing a kiss to the top of her head. He knew what she really meant. He always knew.

The sun was warm on his face now, burning off the hints of early morning mist. Somewhere a bird was singing. His friends were laughing around him, and Harriet was solid and real against his side, and the future was waiting for them, jobs, commuting to London, but not yet. Not quite yet.

For now, there was just this: the river, the light, some of the people he loved most in the world spread out on the grass beside him.

He closed his eyes and let himself feel it.


Twenty Four


December
Eighteen Months Later


Harriet had been to Sydney quite a few times now, but she wasn’t sure she’d ever get used to the shock of the bright, bright summer morning light that hit them when they walked out of the terminal. That and the heat were an assault on the senses. She squinted against the glare, fumbling for her sunglasses while Zach grinned… she knew that for him this felt utterly normal, but her body was telling her it’s December, it’s supposed to be dark and wet and grey.

“I always forget,” she said, sunglasses safely on. “How much sun there is.”

“You say that every time.”

“Because it’s true.”

Zach smiled as he pushed their luggage trolley towards the car park where his mum was waiting, Harriet walking alongside. This was her fourth time in Sydney and she figured it was probably time to stop counting… either that or she’d work out that that meant more than a week of her life already spent squeezed into the purgatory that was economy class and transiting in either Singapore or Dubai.

The first trip had been the mad one, the desperate following of her heart to try to stop them making a stupid mistake… that had been a crazy whirlwind. Then Christmas later that same year, Easter earlier this year, and now Christmas again although Harriet’s mum had struggled this time to hide her disappointment that her and Zach weren’t going back to Bath for this Christmas (“But it’d be so much easier for you both…”).

This trip was a little different to those that had come before though. Zach had been working for a little over a year already down in London, and Harriet had joined him, a fully-fledged doctor for all of five months now working in one of the big London hospitals and discovering that if there was any glamour to being a doctor it didn’t come when you were right at the bottom of the ladder. This was the first time, then, that they were travelling having both taken leave from work, having packed their bags in their tiny, rented south London flat and wrestled with luggage on the Tube to get to Heathrow… it felt different, like they had to make the most of the time off in a way they’d never needed to before.

What was nice though, really nice, was that with each trip it felt more and more like visiting family and friends, rather than visiting his family and friends. Zach’s parents had been incredibly welcoming right from that first visit, and Harriet could still do no wrong in his mum’s eyes having flown all that way to ask him to get back together, but it was more than that… she knew Zach’s broader family well now, and got on great with his mates, some of whom had come to visit them in Oxford and then London. Sydney felt like a natural second home now, and it made each visit more and more exciting.

Zach’s mum Sarah was waiting by the car, waving frantically despite only being twenty feet away with the broadest grin in the world. Zach was quickly enveloped in a fierce hug and then it was Harriet’s turn.

“Look at you both. Exhausted, I can tell. Have you eaten? There’s food at home, I’ve been cooking all week, your dad’s already started on the ham…”

“They gave us breakfast on the plane, mum.”

“That’s not real food. We need to feed you properly. Get in the car, both of you.”

Harriet caught Zach's eye over his mum’s head and smiled. Some things never changed.

***

The drive north was familiar now… the glimpses of the iconic skyline, then the quieter suburbs and finally along the coast with the Pacific glittering to one side. Harriet watched it all from the front passenger seat, insistent as she had been that she’d try to stay awake to beat the jet lag while Zach snoozed in the back.

“How’s the flat?” Zach’s mum asked from next to her. “Zach said you finally got furniture.”

“We’ve got a corner sofa now and an actual bed frame.” Harriet smiled. “It’s starting to feel like a real home.”

“And you’re settling in alright? London must be strange after Oxford.”

“It’s good. Busier.” She glanced back at Zach who was sound asleep in the back. “And Zach doesn’t have to do that commute any more, that’s a big plus. He was trying to pretend it was ok but I think a year commuting from Oxford nearly broke him.”

“He works too hard,” his mum said with the tone reserved for mothers still worrying over their adult children. “All those late nights. I told him he’ll burn out before he’s thirty.”

“Consulting,” Harriet agreed. “It’s brutal.”

“You’d know. Being a junior doctor is worse from what I hear?”

“Different kind of brutal.” She thought of the baptism of fire she’d had so far… actual patients that she was now responsible for, long hours, some weeks where her and Zach barely overlapped. Adulting was proving to be a full-on gear shift for both of them, and they were gradually adapting to it. Harriet wasn’t going to tell Sarah that though, because right now was about two weeks of sunshine and not doing night shifts, with nothing more demanding to do than eat too much and sleep as late as they wanted.

They pulled into the drive and Zach jerked awake, blinking in the bright light. "We're here?"

"We're here."

The house looked exactly as it had that first time that Harriet had pulled up in a taxi with nothing but a hastily packed shoulder bag for luggage, except that the sun was bright and the sky deep blue. It was a lovely family home that you could almost feel the happy memories emanating from, and whereas that first time she’d been desperate, jet-lagged and terrified that Zach had moved on, now it just felt like their home-away-from-home.

“Right,” Sarah said, unlocking the front door. “Bed. Both of you. I’ll wake you up in a couple of hours.”

“We’re fine really…”

“You’re dead on your feet and we’re lighting up the barbecue later. Your dad’s doing prawns,” she added, looking at Zach.

Harriet had learned that Zach’s mum was a woman with a lot of common sense. The two of them headed up to Zach’s childhood bedroom, their bedroom whenever they visited and now thankfully equipped with a good-sized double bed, and were asleep within minutes of their heads hitting the pillows.

***

Harriet woke up early afternoon to the sound of birdsong and the bright light of Australia summer clear through the curtains. Zach was deep asleep next to her, sprawled on his stomach, one arm flung out towards where she’d been lying.

She watched him for a long few moments, this man she’d chosen again and again and again, and who’d chosen her back, across all of the distance and the messiness of becoming who they were.

Sometimes she still couldn’t quite believe they’d made it.

She tiptoed across the room, careful not to disturb Zach, and pulled a skirt and top out of her bag… it was funny, but the excitement for a trip Down Under really only got going when she packed and could get all of her hot weather clothes out.

Changed, she went downstairs, following the smell of cooking. Zach’s dad was at the barbecue on the deck, prodding at a large piece of meat that looked and smelled delicious.

“Sleeping beauty emerges. Tea?”

“Please.”

He gestured to the outdoor table, where a pot sat under a cosy. "Help yourself. Sarah's gone to pick up a few things, back in an hour. She insisted we needed to have tea ready for you.”

Harriet smiled gratefully and poured herself a cup before settling back down to watch him work. He’d always been quieter than Zach’s mum, steady, solid, contained, but she liked him. He had a way of making her feel welcome without making any fuss about it.

"Good flight?"

"Long. But fine."

"They always are."

He turned the meat on the grill and the smell made her stomach growl. “That smells amazing.”

“It’ll be a few hours until it’s ready, I need to slow cook it. I’m going to do my prawns as well.”

“I love your prawns,” Harriet replied, pleased to see him blush slightly at the compliment. It was true, though. His prawns in their marinade were incredible.

“You hungry now?”

“A little.”

“I need someone to do a taste test. Let me chuck a couple on now and you can tell me if they’re good.”

Harriet smiled. This was how Zach’s dad showed affection, not through words but through actions.

“Zach said you’re working long hours at the moment.” He had to raise his voice slightly over the sizzling sound that the prawns made as their marinade hit the hot grill.

“All part of the deal. We both are.”

He laughed. “Worth it in the long run.”

“So I’m told.” She smiled ruefully. “I’m not sure it feels like it when I get home from a night shift just as Zach heads out to work though.”

They sat in companionable silence for a while once the prawns were ready, Harriet finding them just as delicious as she knew they’d be. She was glad of the shade over the veranda, it was so different from England… brighter, hotter, everything more vivid somehow. Christmas shouldn’t feel like this, she thought, it should be dark by now and cold.

But there was a lot to be said for sunshine, for eating outside and swimming in the afternoon, the simplicity of a life lived significantly outdoors. She thought about back home, about her experiences as a junior doctor so far and those who’d been in the system longer, working eighty hour weeks for barely more than minimum wage, grey faced and exhausted, running on caffeine and willpower. And she thought about what she’d heard about the life of doctors here, better paid, better hours, better able to have an actual life outside of the hospital.

She hadn’t mentioned it to Zach yet, but the thought was there, growing day by day and week by week. What if they didn’t stay in England forever? What if, someday, they built a life here instead?

“Penny for your thoughts.”

Harriet blinked and smiled. “Sorry, miles away.”

“You looked serious.”

“Just thinking about the future. Work, mostly.” She paused. “Nothing interesting.”

He looked at her for a long moment then nodded and went back to the barbecue. “Future’s important. You only live once.” He looked down at the meat. “But so is the present. And right now, the present involves barbecue.”

Harriet laughed. “I can live with that.”

***

Christmas Day came with the chaos of a house full of family. Zach’s grandparents arrived first, Sarah’s parents, both in their seventies, opinionated as ever and delighted to see their grandson. Then an aunt and uncle arrived with three kids under ten who rapidly disappeared into the pool at the end of the garden, joined by Zach shortly afterwards… it didn’t take much, it seemed, to bring out his inner child at times like that. One of Zach’s sisters was due to pop in during the afternoon with her new boyfriend. It was that sort of day.

Harriet helped wherever she could, setting the table, ferrying dishes, fetching drinks, and found herself folded into the chaos in a way that felt entirely natural. The first Christmas here she'd been anxious, desperate to make a good impression, hyperaware of being the English girlfriend. Now she was just Harriet, part of the furniture in the very best way.

“Thank you,” Zach said as the two of them loaded the dishwasher after lunch, leaving everyone else outside lingering over dessert.

“For what?”

“For… fitting in.” He leaned against the counter, watching her. “Mum says you’re officially family now, and that I’d better not do anything to mess it up.”

“Your mum’s being nice.”

Zach shook his head, grinning. “I reckon if it came down to it she’d disown me first. She adores you, everyone does.” He reached out as she straightened to face him and pushed her hair away from her face. His touch felt electric, just as it always did. “I adore you.”

“You’re biased though.”

“One hundred percent.” He leaned over and kissed her. “Happy Christmas by the way. I don’t think I said it yet.”

Her hand went to the necklace, his first Christmas present to her that she wore every day. “Happy Christmas.” She leaned into him, letting his arms wrap around her, enjoying the feel of him. The noise of the festivities filtered in from outside, the cousins shrieking, adults laughing, a game of cricket about to start from the sound of it. “I like it here. Christmas, I mean. It’s different, but I like it.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” She looked at him. “I’ve been thinking actually, about the future.”

“Sounds ominous…”

“Not ominous, just…” She hesitated, searching for the right words. “You moved for me. Your masters, starting work in London, you left all of your family and friends to come to England for me.”

“I’ve got friends in England too.”

“Yeah, but not in the same way, not friends you’ve known since you could barely walk.”

“I came to England for both of us.”

"I know. But still. You made the sacrifice. And I've been thinking... maybe someday I should do the same."

Zach went still. "What do you mean?"

"I mean maybe, eventually, we don't have to stay in England. Maybe we could build a life here instead." She watched his face carefully. "The working conditions are better. The pay's better. The weather's definitely better. And your family's here, your friends…”

"Your family's in England. Your friends…”

"I know. I'm not saying we do it tomorrow. I'm not even saying soon. But..." She took his hand. "You gave up a lot to be with me. I want you to know I'd do the same if that's what we decided, if that's what made sense for us."

He went quiet, looking intently into her eyes. Then he pulled her into a tight hug. “We should talk about it. We’ve got time, years… but the thought of you and me, here someday. I like that.”

“I like that too. I wanted you to know that it’s on the table.”

“I love you.” He pulled back again and looked at her. “You know that, right? Wherever we are, I love you.”

“I love you too.”

They stood there for a moment, wrapped in each other, then one of the cousins came running in demanding that they both come and join the cricket game and the moment broke, and they went back to being part of the family.

***

Three days after Christmas, they drove up the coast. Thommo had organised it, two nights camping near a beach that he swore was the best in the world, a reunion of Zach’s old crowd before everyone scattered back to their real lives after New Year. Harriet had been looking forward to it for weeks. She’d met them all before, on previous visits and when some of them had come over to England, and she liked them… the banter was easy and they all included her without making a fuss, treating her as if she’d always been one of them.

They were picking up Thommo and Steph on the way, while Callum and Jacko were heading up separately and driving Megan and her new girlfriend Ella up with them. Harriet knew the history of Megan with Zach, of course, and she also knew he had a slight sore spot about Megan having a girlfriend now, not out of jealousy but rather from the gentle ribbing that came from his mates that he’d obviously done something to put her off men.

Thommo was larger than life in every respect, and him and Steph made a couple that was odd on paper but somehow worked. She was sensible where he played the fool, she had a dry wit to counterbalance his louder sense of humour, and while Steph was tall herself she looked tiny next to Thommo’s physical presence.

By the time they hit the highway, the car was full of noise and laughter, old jokes and new gossip, an excited energy.

"So, Harriet," Thommo said from the front seat, twisting around to look at her. "When are you giving him back? It's been a couple of years now. We're starting to take it personally."

"Never. He's mine now. Sorry."

"See, this is what I've been saying." Thommo shook his head mournfully, looking at Steph who was sat next to Harriet in the back. "She steals him away to the other side of the world, makes him get a job, probably makes him do laundry and everything…”

"I do make him do laundry,” Harriet confirmed.

"Tragic. Absolutely tragic. The man used to be fun."

"I'm still fun," Zach protested.

“You wear suits and have a commute. I’ll bet you have opinions about mortgage rates and all of that boring adult stuff.”

“I absolutely do.”

"See? It's worse than we thought." Thommo reached back and patted Harriet's knee. "Don't worry, we don't blame you. Much. He was always going to end up boring eventually."

"Thanks for that."

"Any time, mate. Any time."

The campsite was basic, really just a series of clearings in the bush with a wash block and a rudimentary store. Their group had got the pitches down at the far end, out of the way of the others and right next to the beach, and Harriet wondered whether that was what Thommo had requested or whether the owner had taken one look at him and decided they might get a little rowdy and needed to be kept away from the rest of the pitches. Either way it was perfect.

The other four arrived not long after, and they soon had their four tents up, a fire pit dug, and by late afternoon they were all settled in camp chairs with cold beers, watching the sun start its leisurely descent towards the low hills visible inland.

“Right,” Thommo announced, cracking open the esky. “Who’s swimming?”

“Looks cold.” Steph said.

“It’s summer. At worst it’ll be refreshing. There’s a difference.”

“The difference is you’re a lunatic.”

“Love you,” he mouthed at her, and Steph blushed and grinned, shaking her head.

“Still no.”

"Harriet?" Thommo turned to her with a grin. "You in? Show these soft southern hemisphere types how it's done?"

"I'm from Bath. We don't swim, we complain about the weather."

"Come on." Zach was already pulling off his shirt. "Live a little."

"You're as bad as him."

“I’m worse. You just never see it.” He held out his hand, his eyes bright with excitement. “Unless you’re chicken?”

Harriet pursed her lips as she looked back at him… she knew exactly what he was doing, but dammit it always worked. Of course she wasn’t going to back down now.

"Fine." She took his hand and let him pull her up. "But if I get hypothermia, you're explaining it to my parents."

The water was cold at first, but Zach was right there with her, both of them shrieking and laughing as they waded in. Thommo crashed past them in a graceless dive, surfacing with a whoop, and then Callum was there, and Megan and Ella, then Jacko and even, eventually, Steph gingerly picked her way in, cursing good naturedly the whole time.

“See?” Her and Zach had swum a little way out and were treading water. “Not bad once you’re in.”

“I’m glad I’m moving.”

He grinned. “I’d come over there and kiss you if it wouldn’t make us drown.”

“You’d have to catch me first,” she replied, laughing as she splashed him and swam off, Zach in hot pursuit.

They swam until the sun started to get close to the horizon, then staggered back up the beach to towels and fresh beers. Jacko lit the fire and got it going quickly, everyone settling around it, all buzzing from the cold of the sea and exhilarated from the exercise.

“So Thommo,” Callum said, once people who wanted had had time to change and arrange themselves back around the fire. “You still pretending to work in finance?”

“How dare you,” Thommo replied in mock outrage. “I have a desk and everything.”

“You survived that whole sleeping under your desk thing?”

Steph stifled a laugh and Callum grinned, but Harriet could see that everyone else was oblivious.

Thommo looked around the circle. “I might have decided at the end of a night out that it was easier to sleep under my desk than get a taxi home.”

“Your desk?” Steph’s arched eyebrow told Harriet that there was more to it.

“Well, a desk.”

“Whose?” Megan asked.

“My managing director’s. It’s bigger.”

“The managing director who then discovered you under there at seven thirty the next morning…” Steph was enjoying keeping Thommo honest, Harriet could see. They had a nice dynamic the two of them. Zach had told her that even though they’d only got together a year ago everyone knew it was on the cards for ages before.

They were soon into comparing their adult lives, not quite going round the circle but each of them contributing. Jacko had headed into law and was wondering if he regretted it already, Megan was coaching a pro netball team and loving it, Ella it turned out was a player on that team, and so on… a real mix of professions and hopes and regrets.

“How about you two?” Steph asked, looking at Harriet and Zach. “Are you still living the romantic dream in Oxford?”

“We’re in London now, with its romantic rain and romantic wind and, I’m sorry to say, romantic mould in the corner of our bathroom.” Harriet grimaced slightly.

“She’s exaggerating,” Zach added. “It’s only a bit of mould.”

"Oh, well, that's fine then."

"See, this is what I don't understand." Thommo leaned forward, gesturing with his beer. "You've got this one…” he pointed at Zach "…who grew up with beaches and sunshine. You know, actual quality of life. And he moves to England. Voluntarily. For weather and mould."

"He moved for love," Steph said. "It's romantic."

"It's stupid is what it is."

"It's both," Zach said, grinning. "Romantically stupid." He paused. “And totally worth it.”

Harriet felt her cheeks going red. Even after all this time, give or take four years together depending on how you counted, he could still make her feel like that… he’d chosen her, and come all that way for her. She reached out her hand and he took it, squeezing tight.

The evening deepened and more beers appeared. They cooked some food over the fire, and then the marshmallows came out. The conversation wandered around, through shared memories and old jokes, but the six of them who’d known each other seemingly forever were always careful to include both Harriet and Ella in everything. Harriet found herself listening though, more than she talked, content to be part of it without feeling the need to drive it.

“Oh, speaking of drama,” Callum said. “Did you hear about Rob?”

“Which Rob? Melbourne Rob?”

“Yeah. That girl he was seeing… remember he met her in the gym? She was cheating on him the whole time. He only found out last month.”

“Shit.” Jacko shook his head. “Poor bastard. How long were they together?”

“Three months maybe? He was gutted. Really liked her.”

“What a bitch,” Steph said. “Seriously. If you want to see other people, just say so. Don’t string someone along.”

“How did he find out?” Megan asked.

“One of his mates saw them and told him.”

"I don't understand people who do that," Thommo said. "The sneaking around. Just break up first, it's not hard. Just be honest. It’s not that hard to say no.”

"Some people get off on it, I reckon," Jacko said. "The secrecy. The thrill."

"That's fucked up though. How do people live with themselves? You're supposed to be able to trust your partner.”

“I don’t know… once a cheater, always a cheater if you ask me.”

Harriet resisted the urge to shift in her seat, going completely still instead, those words hitting hard: once a cheater, always a cheater. She kept her face neutral, nodded along with everyone else.

"What do you think, Harriet?" Steph asked. "Would you ever forgive it? If someone cheated on you?"

"No," she said, and she forced herself to say it calmly despite the churning she suddenly felt inside. “I don't think so. Once the trust is gone, it's gone."

"Exactly." Steph nodded firmly. “Trust is everything. Zach, you've got a good one."

"Don't I know it." Zach squeezed her hand, and she smiled at him, and the moment passed.

"Right," Thommo announced, slapping his thighs. "Enough depressing chat. Who wants to see if I can still do a backflip?"

"Absolutely not," Steph said. "You'll break your neck."

“Yeah, but I’ll do it impressively. Isn’t that what matters?”

“You are an idiot.”

Too late though. Thommo was already up, heading for the water and losing his t-shirt on the way. Most of the others followed, laughter floating back from the waterline as he attempted something that might, technically, have been a backflip but lacked a certain elegance from what Harriet could see in the mix of moonlight and the orange flicker from the fire.

“Glad we’ve got a doctor here,” Megan said as Callum now tried to do one himself.

“I just hope they know I’m not that type of doctor.”

Megan smiled. It was just the two of them left in the camping chairs, Ella having excused herself to go to the wash block and the others watching the increasingly hazardous backflip attempts.

They sat in silence for a few moments, then Megan took a deep breath as if she was going to say something, then stopped herself, then took another deep breath.

“What?” Harriet asked.

“I… I just wanted to say, with no one else listening, how glad I am that Zach has you.”

Harriet was taken aback. “Really?”

“Yeah, really. You know me and him dated for a while?”

“A year, right? Then a little more when he got back from Oxford?”

Megan nodded. “There’s another world where…” She shrugged. “Where he didn’t go to Oxford and me and him never split up. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t wish anything different. I’m not jealous or anything like that.”

Harriet nodded her understanding, giving her time to speak. Clearly she’d been wanting to say something, to get it off her chest.

“His year abroad changed him, for the better. But I’ll always have a special place in my heart for him, you know?” She looked intently at Harriet. “And I want the best for him and, I guess what I mean is, you’re the best for him. I can see it… you guys are so in love. It’s brilliant to see.”

“I…” Harriet hesitated, not sure what to reply. “Thank you?”

Megan laughed. “You’re welcome. I just wanted to tell you that, because, you know, we’re all mates and just in case you’d ever thought there was something weird there… or whatever.”

“I get it, don’t worry.” Harriet smiled back. “Tell me about Ella. How’d you guys meet?”

Megan was soon into the story of a team social and some mixed messaging on how people were getting home after, and then Ella came back and embellished the telling, and before long the backflippers were back too, no necks broken mercifully, and the night went on… beers and stories on a warm evening under the stars.

***

Later, when the fire had burned low and Thommo’s snoring was just about audible from his and Steph’s tent next door, Harriet and Zach crawled under their blankets, the weather too warm for sleeping bags, exhausted from the sun and sea, and simply from spending such a good time with such a good group of people.

They curled up on their sides, Harriet backed into Zach, heads on pillow, his arm around her waist. “Today was good,” he whispered sleepily.

“It really was.”

“I’m glad you’re here. You get on well with everyone.”

“They make it easy.” She put her hand on his, holding tight, feeling that familiar warmth of his skin. “Your friends are good people.”

“Our friends.”

She smiled in the dark. “Our friends.”

He kissed her neck and she felt his body relax into sleep quickly, a deep, easy sleep. She closed her eyes and let herself drift too, listening to the sound of the waves and of his breathing, steady and slow, relaxing…

***

Harriet surfaced slowly, not quite awake and not quite asleep.

Something was wrong. She could feel it before she could put a name to it… her mind was racing with fragments of the evening.

Once a cheater, always a cheater.

Trust is everything.

How do people live with themselves.

She tried to go back to sleep but the words wouldn’t go away, circling, dragging her in the other direction. Zach’s arm was still around her, his breath on her neck, but she couldn’t settle.

Would you ever forgive it?

No. Once the trust is gone, it’s gone.

Her own voice saying the right thing. She couldn’t have said anything else, not without sounding suspicious, but the worst part was that she did genuinely believe it herself. Trust was everything. Cheating was unforgivable.

And yet she’d done it anyway. Two and a half years of distance didn't change that fact.

She was drifting towards being awake now, her eyes half open in the darkness, just able to see the outline of everything in the moonlight. The tent felt suddenly airless, the blankets too hot. She wanted to move, to go outside, to walk, but Zach was right there, oblivious, and she couldn’t work out how to disturb him without him wondering why.

Harriet reached carefully for her phone, shielding the screen so as not to wake Zach up. 2.27am.

Of course it was. It was always in the dark, lonely hours of the night that the thoughts came now. Never in the light.

Her thoughts were swirling, not quite coherent yet… Callum bringing up Rob, everyone piling on, the certainty of their judgments. They had no idea that the woman nodding her agreement was exactly what they were condemning.

Hypocrite, she thought. Fraud.

She couldn’t quite get her thoughts straight, it was like her mind kept sliding sideways, catching the fragments. The half-awake spiralling never helped, it just made everything worse, turned manageable guilt into something monstrous and all-consuming.

Wake up properly, she told herself. You know how to deal with this, so deal with this right.

She took a slow breath, then another, feeling herself surface fully into consciousness. The swirling thoughts began to settle, arranging themselves into something she could actually work with.

Right. She knew how to handle this. She’d learned, over the past two and a half years, what worked and what didn’t.

Fighting the memories only made them stronger. Trying to push them away, to refuse them entry, only gave them more power. The only way through was to let them come… to open the box deliberately, on her own terms, and let her mind process what it needed to process.

Six months it had been since the box last opened. Six months of it staying shut, the memories buried so deep that she’d almost forgotten they were there. She’d been doing well. Life had been busy… work, the flat, London. There hadn’t been space for remembering, and she’d let herself believe that maybe she was past it.

And yet, here it was again. Triggered about a bit of gossip about someone she’d never met. But then, that was all it took.

Ok, she thought. Let’s do this.

She started where she’d learned to always start: the decision. Not the act itself, that had followed, but the moment she’d chosen wrong and Brad had chosen wrong. The dance floor at The Bridge, the brief kiss that shouldn’t have happened, and then the words that had sealed it: not here.

Not no. Not stop. Not even this is wrong and we can’t.

Just not here.

She’d known, she realised now, even then, even drunk and lonely and desperate to be touched. She’d known exactly what she was doing when she led him off the dance floor, when she found that dark corner, when she let him press her against the wall. Every step had been a choice. Every moment had been a decision she’d made with her eyes open.

That was what she couldn’t forgive herself for.

Not the sex itself… that had been almost inevitable once they’d started, two drunk and desperately lonely people with no one and nothing to stop them. But the decisions that led them there, the series of small and wrong choices, each one taking her further from who she wanted to be, those were unforgivable.

I could have stopped, she thought. At any point I could have stopped. I chose not to.

She made herself feel that, the weight of her choice, didn’t let herself swerve it… the shame of her own weakness. The knowledge that when it mattered most, when her integrity was on the line, she’d failed.

The memories came then, as they always did when she stopped fighting them. Brad’s room. The desperation of it. The way they’d fallen onto his bed, too far gone to think about consequences. She let them play out, not resisting, watching like a film she’d seen too many times.

The guilt was there, familiar and heavy, the pleasure too because that was part of it, the part she hated most. She’d enjoyed it. Not after, not remotely, but there and then she had.

What she really needed, when this happened, was to be completely present with Zach… the talking, the eye contact, the techniques she’d developed to keep herself anchored that she’d first used in Croatia. She couldn’t do that in a tent with their friends sleeping ten feet away though… near pitch black and the need for silence didn’t tend to lend themselves to the kind of insane connection that worked. Better to wait and let the process run its course and find Zach properly later, when they were home, when she could give him her full attention.

The memories kept coming, but they were losing their power now. She’d been through this too many times, she knew how it played out… the walk of shame the morning after, the coffee with Brad and the blessed relief that both of them saw it as a terrible mistake, the weeks of guilt and confusion that followed, the test results.

I made a terrible decision. A series of terrible decisions, and I can never undo them.

But that was the thing about decisions. You made them once, and then they were made. You couldn’t go back. You could only go forward, choosing better, being better, proving through a thousand small daily choices that you were so much more than your worst moment.

I will never make that decision again.

That was the promise she’d learned to make to herself every time this happened. Not just I won’t cheat, that was too abstract and easy to say. It was a specific, concrete commitment: I will never again choose what feels good in the moment over what I know is right. I will never again let loneliness or desire override my integrity. I will never again be the person who says “not here” instead of “no”.

She realised that the tent was starting to lighten, and that she’d been thinking for several hours, but the process had worked. The memories were back in their box, the guilt was present but quiet, a weight she could carry rather than one that risked crushing her.

She thought about Zach, really thought about him, not as a contrast to Brad. His kindness, his decency, the way he’d moved across the world for her.

She told herself she deserved him, despite that one terrible night. She hoped it was true, though she was never so sure. But at the very least she could spend the rest of her life trying to be worthy of him, and that was what she intended to do.

I made a bad decision once, she told herself, a mantra that she repeated to herself each time. I will never make it again. And I will spend every day proving that I’m so much more than that one night.

Her eyes were getting heavy now and she let them, the exhaustion catching up with her. She let them close, felt herself starting to drift.

The box was shut, the demons were quiet, and tomorrow she would wake up and she knew she would be ok.

***

Harriet slept late, the morning sun bright through the canvas by the time she woke. Zach was awake, dressed, propped up on one elbow, smiling at her.

“There she is,” he teased. “I was starting to think you’d sleep through the whole day.”

She blinked, disoriented for a brief moment, then checked in with herself the way she’d learned to after those nights wrestling the memories. How do I feel? Am I ok?

The answer came back: Tired, but ok. The box is closed.

She let herself relax.

“What time is it?” she asked, her throat dry.

“Just gone ten. You were out cold, I didn’t want to wake you.”

“Sorry. I didn’t sleep well in the middle of the night. Ground was hard.”

“Thommo’s snoring probably didn’t help.”

“That either.”

He leaned down and kissed her forehead, gentle and loving. “The others are just hanging out, come and join whenever you’re ready.”

“Give me ten minutes to feel human.”

“Take twenty. I’ll make you coffee.”

He unzipped the tent and climbed out, and she heard voices greeting him, someone cracked a joke, the sounds of a lazy morning camping. She lay there for a moment longer, letting the normality wash over her.

I’m ok. We’re ok.

She sat up, running a brush through tangled hair, and reached for her clothes. She could see through a gap in the door that Zach was crouching by the camping stove, coaxing it into life. Thommo was holding court, as usual, Steph rolling her eyes, also as usual. Megan and Ella were curled up on a bean bag they’d brought, looking the very picture of contented bliss. It was normal.

Harriet climbed out of the tent and went to stand next to Zach, her hand on his shoulder.

“Morning, sleepyhead,” Thommo called out. “We thought you’d died in there.”

“Just resting. Some of us need more than four hours of sleep.”

“Weakness. Pure weakness.”

“Probably.” She smiled, and it was genuine. The day stretched ahead with the promise of sunshine and friends and the man she loved, and another night round the fire to follow it.

Last night had been hard, but it was over and it had been necessary. This was now.

She was going to be ok.

***

They saw in the New Year on the beach, surrounded by crowds and fireworks. Harriet stood with Zach behind her, arms wrapped around, watching the show in the distance over Sydney Harbour Bridge, boats packed with revellers sounding their horns as the clock struck midnight.

“Happy New Year,” Zach said.

She turned in his arms. “Happy New Year.”

Around them strangers were hugging, people were cheering, the joy of a fresh start spreading through the crowd. Harriet felt it too… the sense of possibility and of a blank page waiting to be written. This year would be one to enjoy, another step towards the future they were building.

“I’ve been thinking,” Zach said, when the noise had died down enough to talk.

“About?”

“What you said at Christmas, about maybe coming here someday.”

Harriet felt her pulse quicken. “And?”

“And I want you to know… I’d never ask you to do that. Leave everything, move to the other side of the world. It’s too much.”

“You did it.”

“That was different.”

“How?”

He was quiet for a few moments, the sounds of celebration carrying on around them. “Because… I had a year in Oxford, making friends, feeling at home, that would have happened without you. So making the big move for my Masters I was moving to a community. With you, yes you know my friends well now but you haven’t lived with them in the same way. You’d need to build your community.”

“You’re not asking. I’m offering.” She took his face in her hands, made him look at her. “I love my life in England. But I love you more. And if being here is what makes sense for us, eventually… then that’s what I want too. You made your community when you came to Oxford as a nineteen year old. So can I in my twenties.”

“You really mean that.”

“I really mean it.” She kissed him. “Not tomorrow. Not this year. But someday, when we’re ready and it’s right.”

He pulled her tight. “I don’t deserve you,” he said quietly. “You know that, right?”

The words hit her hard in a way they always did and that he never knew. But she’d made her peace with them in a way. He didn’t know her secret, she wasn’t sure if he ever would. And maybe that meant his love was based on incomplete information, but it was still real.

“You deserve everything,” she said. “And I’m going to spend the rest of my life making sure you know it.”

Making good decisions. Every day, every choice, making sure that save for that one terrible mistake I am the person he thinks I am.

Zach held her tight and she let herself be held.

***

The flight home was long… so, so long. Harriet slept for most of the final leg, her dreams mercifully empty.

When they landed at Heathrow the cold hit them like a slap… grey sky, grey terminal, grey everywhere. England in January doing its level best to crush the spirits.

“Home,” Zach said, grinning.

“Home,” she agreed.

Their flat was cold inside, the heating having been set low while they were away, and smaller than she remembered after a fortnight in Zach’s family home. But it was theirs… their books on the shelves, their photos on the walls, their life building together in this small space.

“I’ll put the kettle on,” Zach said.

“I’ll turn the heating up.”

This. This is what makes it all worth it.

She crossed the kitchen and wrapped her arms around him from behind, pressing her face into his back.

“What’s this for?” he asked, amused.

“Nothing. Just wanted to.”

He turned in her arms and looked down at her, his expression kind. “You ok?”

“Yeah.” She smiled up at him. “I’m good. Really good.”

“The holiday was nice, wasn’t it? Despite the jet lag.” He laughed. “And despite Thommo.”

“It was perfect.” She reached up to touch his face. “I love your family. I love your friends. I love…” She paused, suddenly serious. “I love the life we’re building. You know that, right?”

“I know.” He kissed her forehead. “I love it too.”

The kettle clicked off. Neither of them moved.

“Let it wait,” Harriet said. “Five more minutes of this first.”

“Deal.”

They stood there in their cold kitchen, holding each other, and Harriet let herself believe that good decisions, made day after day, could build something stronger than one bad decision could destroy.

She’d made a mistake once. She would spend the rest of her life making better choices.

Every. Single. Day.


Twenty Five


April
Sixteen Months Later


The tube was busy for eleven on a Friday night, the usual mix of workers coming back late from after work drinks and people heading to the next venue on their nights out. But then Zach had learned over the last two and a half years of experiencing the joys of the world of work that the tube seemed never to be quiet, at least not whenever he wanted to use it.

Zach found a seat and slumped into it, resting his laptop bag on his lap and feeling the exhaustion of yet another week of late nights desperately trying to turn around whatever the client wanted, this time capped by “quick drinks” that had somehow turned into a four hour session.

He pulled out his phone and scrolled through his messages, Harriet first.

Harriet: Shattered. Going to bed early. Don’t wake me! xx

Zach: Promise I won’t. You want me to head back now? x

Harriet: No, important you do work drinks. Have fun xx

That had been three hours ago, and he hoped she was sound asleep by now because if he thought his job was tiring it didn’t remotely compare to hers… life as a junior doctor was, so far as he could see, brutal. At least in consulting the long hours came centred around something that approximated the working day. Harriet on the other hand was working shifts at various ungodly hours, coming home sometimes exhausted at 8am just as he was heading to work. Those weeks weren’t great, the two of them barely seeing each other.

Next message was from his mum asking about Christmas plans. He’d not replied yet because, well, first of all it was only April, and second he wasn’t mentally ready to tiptoe through that minefield. Maternal jealousy was a real thing, and wherever they did Christmas this year would piss off either his mum or Harriet’s so they needed to discuss it properly before committing either way. Zach knew it might be weeks until they could have that chat.

Then, the Sydney group chat that had been pinging for the last couple of hours as his mates woke up on their Saturday mornings. He loved being on it, but God did it make him feel homesick sometimes.

Thommo: Beach cricket later, who’s in?

Callum: Obviously

Jacko: Can’t, seeing Isla’s parents

Thommo: Whipped

Jacko: Can’t deny it

Megan: Ella and I are in

Steph: Me too

Thommo: Always need numbers but all three of you are shit at cricket

Megan: Charming as ever. Boys vs girls then?

Steph: Let’s do it.

He scrolled through the rest of the messages, feeling the familiar pang of homesickness. He could picture it perfectly: the stretch of sand, the makeshift wickets, the cold beers on a warm Sydney afternoon. He also knew that for all the banter the girls team would probably win… Ella was an actual professional sportswoman and both Steph and Megan had got close. The boys could find their way around a rugby pitch, yes, but that wouldn’t make up for the superior hand eye coordination of the girls.

Thommo: @Zach wish you were here mate

Zach: Me too. @Megan @Steph smash them for me.

Megan: Will be our pleasure.

He put his phone in his pocket and stared at the dark tunnel sliding past the windows, his own weary reflection looking back at him. More than three years now since he’d come to England for his Masters and to be with Harriet. They’d built a good life, and he’d choose it again in a heartbeat. But some nights, trudging back home on the Northern Line watching his friends plan things he couldn’t be part of, he felt every single one of the ten thousand miles.

The train pulled into his station and he hauled himself to his feet, riding the escalator up to ground level and walking the familiar route home. Harriet had left the living room light on but the other lights were off which meant she’d very definitely gone to bed. Good, he thought. She needs her rest. Tomorrow was Nathalie’s birthday brunch, a weekend off for Harriet, and she’d been looking forward to it all week… no, not looking forward to it, more relying on it as a crutch to get her through her shifts.

He stood in the hallway for a moment, weighing his options. He could slip into bed beside her, try not to disturb her. But he knew himself after a few drinks too many… he’d fumble in the dark, knock something over, and she needed the sleep more than he needed to not spend the night on the sofa.

Decision made, he grabbed a blanket from the cupboard and settled on the sofa, the fish tank glowing blue in the corner. Fish had been Harriet’s idea, her thinking that having some life in the flat when one of them came home and the other was at work would make it all easier. He’d been sceptical but, as ever, she’d been right.

He watched the tetras drifting around the tank in their endless circuits and then closed his eyes, his mind thinking about cricket on the beach and sunshine.

***

Zach knew this already, but his night on the sofa confirmed it for him… sofas were not intended for sleeping.

He woke at eight with a crick in his neck and a dull headache behind his eyes. Not a full blown hangover, but not far off. Why didn’t I drink more water before bed? Four pints and a couple of whiskies combined with bad sleep and, he realised, no dinner had left him feeling roughly fifty percent human.

Harriet was already up. He could hear her in the kitchen, very much not being quiet as he heard a pan clatter. I’m in the doghouse, he thought. He dragged himself upright and shuffled through in his boxer shorts from yesterday, finding her at the kitchen table in leggings and an old t-shirt, scrolling through her phone.

“Morning,” she said, glancing up. “There’s coffee in the pot.”

“Thanks.” He poured himself a cup and took a long sip, willing the caffeine to do what it needed to do. “Sorry I was late back. Drinks ran on longer than I thought.”

“I figured.” She didn’t sound annoyed exactly, but there was something in her tone. “How was it?”

“Fine. The usual. Mark and Jeremy telling war stories and all of us juniors trying to keep up.” He sat down across from her. “I slept on the sofa. Didn’t want to wake you.”

“Thanks. I could hear you snoring when I got up.” She looked at him properly and he could see her taking in the state of him, the bloodshot eyes, the rumpled hair. “You look rough.”

“Is that a medical opinion?” he asked, flashing a grin and immediately regretting it when she didn’t grin back. He must be in the doghouse for the grin not to work, it usually did.

“It’s my opinion.”

“I feel rough. But I’m fine for brunch, don’t worry.”

“Are you? Because you’ve got that look you get when you’re trying to power through.”

“What look?”

“That one.”

“I’m fine. Really. I’ll have another coffee and a shower and I’ll be good as new.”

She didn’t say anything but her expression said plenty. They both knew that he’d power through, of course he would, but weekends were precious when you both worked, particularly when on some weekends one of you was on shift, and Zach could feel the clock ticking as their Saturday morning passed them by.

Harriet stood up and took her mug over to the sink. “I’m going to go and do Parkrun in a minute.”

Zach started to stand. “I’ll come too.”

She shook her head. “No. I need to clear my head and, in the nicest way possible, I don’t want to be keeping one eye out for my hungover boyfriend wheezing his way around the course.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I should have left earlier. I didn’t mean to…”

“You don’t have to apologise for work drinks, Zach. You’ve got to be there.”

“I know, but you’ve been looking forward to today and I’m…”

“It’s fine.” She started to head for the door through to their bedroom. “I just, I’d like to get you for all of my Saturday, not spend half of it with a hungover ghost. But it’s fine.”

It wasn’t fine, obviously, but Zach didn’t own a time machine so he just nodded. “How about if I meet you with a coffee at the finish line?”

“No, I’ll need to get back here to get ready for brunch.”

“Ok.” Zach knew when it was best to stop talking, so he just drank his coffee and hoped a shower would help.

It did, marginally. When Harriet got back from her run she actually brought him coffee, which he accepted as the peace offering that he knew she meant it to be, and he was feeling human again by the time they left for brunch save for a small headache lurking in the background. She even slipped her hand into his as they walked to the Tube… not a full thaw, but the start of one at least.

***

Nathalie’s birthday brunch was at a place in Battersea that did bottomless prosecco, not something that Zach thought he could stomach quite yet but then Harriet pressed a mimosa into his hand and it slipped down remarkably well.

“Hair of the dog,” she whispered, and her smile told him that he was definitely on the path to forgiveness.

There was a whole crowd of them there from uni. Nathalie of course, Lucy with a new boyfriend who seemed nice but was clearly not going to last, Naomi, Amy and her boyfriend James, Will, Fergus, Pete and the rest. Fourteen in total, it was a mini-reunion as much as anything, and Harriet was soon in her element catching up on gossip.

“You alright mate?” Will asked quietly, leaning over. “You look like death warmed up.”

“Work drinks that ran on late.”

“Ah.” Will laughed. “The curse of being in the city. My team were out on Thursday and I’m still feeling it today.”

“Harriet’s a little pissed at me.”

“She’ll be fine.”

Zach listened as the conversations moved around him and the food came and went. With each glass of prosecco he felt better, and he could see Harriet visibly relaxing too… he knew that her reaction that morning wasn’t really annoyance at him, it was annoyance at the situation that meant their life together had to squeeze in around the edges of work and all that came with it.

“How’s the hospital?” Pete asked Harriet. “Still saving lives and all that?”

“Still saving lives.” She smiled. “Still being paid a pittance to do it, but sure.”

“The NHS dream.”

“Living it every day.”

Zach watched her from across the table, loving how easy her warmth was with every interaction. She was such a natural in social situations like this, it reminded him of the very first time they’d met, how she’d made him feel like he was the most interesting person in the room. She caught his eye, and for a moment they just looked at each other. He tried to communicate an apology with his expression. She gave him a small smile that said I know, I’m not really angry, but you’re mine for the rest of the weekend.

He nodded slightly. Try stopping me.

By the time brunch wound down mid-afternoon he felt human again and, judging by how Harriet was sitting close to him now, all was forgiven. They said their goodbyes, deciding that it wasn’t wise to join the group decamping to the pub for the rest of the day, and walked home the long way round through the park, the April sun warm on their faces, Harriet’s arm looped around his.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “Genuinely.”

“I know.” She leaned in close and gave him a peck on the cheek. “I’m not being fair either, you need to do those drinks for your career. It’s just… some weeks we barely see each other as it is. When we do get time I want you to actually be there. You know?”

“I know. I could have left an hour earlier.”

“You could but it’s fine. Lesson learned.” Harriet sighed. “I’m not trying to make you feel guilty. I just miss you, even when you’re right here. Does that make sense?”

He felt it too, sometimes. The way their schedules kept them apart and then exhaustion stole the hours they should have together. Some weeks it felt like they were flatmates who shared a bed and occasionally kissed, and he didn’t like that at all.

“Yeah,” he said. “It makes sense.”

“Ok.” She looked at him and smiled. “We’ve got each other until Monday morning. Let’s not waste it.”

“Deal.”

By the time they got home all the tension was gone, and what was left was simply the ordinary comfort of two people who’ve been together long enough to ride the small bumps that come up and let them go.

***

Harriet made dinner, nothing fancy, just a simple recipe she often made involving chickpeas, tomato and kale… it had no right to taste as good as it did, but then she insisted on frying a copious amount of garlic as part of it and that, with the paprika, took it to another level. It smelled and tasted amazing.

They ate at their small dining table and talked about not a lot: the brunch, Lucy’s new boyfriend who definitely wasn’t going to last, some of Zach’s gossip from Down Under, whether Pete would drag his doctoral thesis on and on so he’d never need to leave uni, not to mention the eternal question of whether their landlord would ever fix the dripping tap in the bathroom.

“I saw a flat online the other day,” Zach said. “Two bedrooms, little garden, still in the area. Bit more than we’re paying now, but not insane.”

“Show me after dinner?”

“Yeah. I mean, it’s probably already gone, everything goes so fast, but…”

“But it’s nice to look.” She smiled at him over her water glass and he knew for sure that there were no lingering hard feelings now.

After dinner, they migrated to the sofa, Harriet’s legs across his lap, his laptop open between them. The flat was nice, but then again what flat didn’t look nice in the photos, and when they worked out how the monthly payments would look Harriet grimaced.

“Maybe in a year,” she said. “When we’re both the next level up and we’re not quite so…”

“Broke?”

“I was going to say stretched.” She laughed. “But yeah… broke.”

He closed the laptop and put it to one side, resting his hand on her knees. “I heard a good term at work yesterday. We’re not broke, we’re just strategically under-resourced.”

“Consultant speak for broke?”

“Consultant speak for not quite yet but give it time.”

She nestled into him, her head on his shoulder, and they sat in peaceful silence, the fish tank glowing blue in the corner, the sounds of the city muffled through the windows.

***

“Bed?” Harriet asked eventually, stifling a yawn. “I know it’s only ten but I’m still exhausted from that week.”

“You don’t have to ask me twice.”

They got ready in their usual pattern, taking it in turns for one to shower while the other was at the sink in their one bathroom. By the time they were in bed the flat was dark save for the ambient glow of the city through the curtains.

“Come here,” Harriet said, and Zach rolled her way. They met somewhere near the middle of the bed, their mouths finding each other in the dark. The kiss started slow, almost tentative, both testing the water with the other, neither wanting to pressure the other to do more than their tiredness might allow, but somehow the kiss deepened anyway, getting more urgent.

“I thought you were exhausted,” Zach murmured.

“I am. But also…” She kissed him. “I wanted to lure you into bed in good enough time…” Another kiss.

“I feel used…” he teased, before kissing her back.

“Desperately, I’m sure,” she joked. “It’s been more than a week since we… you know. We should.”

“We should what?” Zach knew, of course he knew, but he couldn’t resist playing a game.

“This.”

He saw Harriet sit up and peel off her pyjama top, then quickly slip off her pyjama bottoms too.

“Oh, that…” Zach joked, seeing her eyes bright with excitement in the dim light. “I’d better just…”

“No you don’t,” she replied putting her hand on his chest. “You owe me something for this morning.” She straddled him, and Zach couldn’t help noticing that where she’d sat on him was precisely where his rapidly growing arousal would be very, very obvious.

“I guess I do. What do you want?” He loved it when she said what she wanted, such a huge turn on.

“This.” She moved up his body until she was straddling his face, looking down at him from above in the darkened room. “You’re ok with this?”

“Do I have much choice?”

Harriet laughed. “Not really.” She lowered herself gradually until his tongue found her, his hands gripping her thighs, her hand braced against the wall at the head of the bed, and let out a long, shuddering gasp as he gave a little flick. “Oh, that’s what I’ve missed…” she breathed. “More of that please.”

As it turned out, neither of them was all that exhausted after all.

***

Afterwards they lay in a sweaty, naked heap, both utterly spent but also utterly happy… it turned out that more than a week without, well, that simply made the release of all that pent up energy all the better. It had been Zach’s turn to receive after Harriet, and then, that first frantic reconnection achieved, they’d spent a good part of the hour since making slow, passionate love.

“Worth the wait?” Zach asked, still catching his breath.

“We should do that more often,” Harriet said, and he could hear her smile in her voice.

“We should quit our jobs and do nothing but that.”

“Very tempting. How do we pay rent?”

“OnlyFans.”

She laughed, a wonderful, relaxed laugh and playfully thumped him. “You’re disgusting.”

“I’m half-serious… people would pay to watch what we just did.”

“No you’re not.” She paused. “But they would, you’re right. English rose claimed by Aussie brute.”

“Kinky.”

“Very.”

“I’d prefer Handsome Aussie stud shows English beauty what she needs.”

“I’d need to find myself a handsome Aussie stud first…”

They lay there for a long few moments.

“I’ve been thinking,” Harriet said quietly after a while. “About Australia.”

He felt his heart rate jump when she said that, but forced himself to stay calm. They’d talked about Australia before, relatively often since Harriet had first mentioned it on Christmas Day more than a year ago, but there was something different in her tone tonight. He didn’t want to push too hard though.

“Yeah?”

“I read another article the other day. About the NHS versus Australian healthcare. The pay, the hours, the working conditions.” She moved so that she could look at him. “And I keep thinking… we’ve been saying someday for, what, sixteen months now. And maybe it’s time to stop saying someday and start saying when.”

He was careful not to react too quickly, not to let the hope show too obviously on his face or in his posture. He’d never wanted to push her, never wanted her to feel like this was something she was doing for him rather than something she wanted for herself.

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying my foundation years end in August, and we’re both exhausted and broke and, I reckon, ground down by London and the weather and we can barely afford somewhere to live and…” She took a deep breath. “I’m saying let’s do it. Actually make a plan, set a date, find work in Sydney.”

“Harriet…”

“I know it’s huge and that I’d be leaving all my support network here… my parents, Laura, Nathalie, all our friends. But I’d be leaving it with you, and you’ve spent years now missing your own family and friends. I’ve watched you when you get a message on your group chat… I want to have the chance to build something with your friends like you built with mine. It’s our life together, and we’re only living half of it if we simply stay in England forever.”

“I never wanted you to feel…”

He caught a flash of her teeth as she smiled at him in the darkness. “We’ve talked about this enough. I don’t want to keep talking about it, let’s do it.”

He took her hand in his, looking into her eyes.

“You’re sure? I mean, really sure?”

“I’m sure that I love you, and I’m sure that we’d have a better life there than we do here, and I’m sure that if we don’t do it now we’ll keep finding reasons to put it off.” She looked at him intently. “So yes, I’m sure. Are you?”

“I’ve been sure since you first mentioned it that Christmas Day. I just didn’t want to…”

“Push me. I know. You’ve been very noble about it.” She leaned over and kissed him. “Stop being noble. Tell me you want what you want.”

Zach smiled to himself. This was the Harriet who’d flown to Australia to ask him to get back together with her again, the one who he’d found had changed and loved all the more for how she’d grown and become more sure of what she wanted.

“I want this.” It felt good to say it. “God, Harriet. I want this so much.”

“Then let’s do it. Let’s set a deadline, no later than a year from now. Give ourselves the time to save a bit more, for me to find a sponsor and get a visa.”

“We could…” Zach had been about to suggest getting married, but stopped himself. Yes, it would be easier for her to live and work there if they were married, but no, he didn’t want to make a proposal out of a life admin challenge… he knew he’d marry her one day, but he’d do that properly when they had the money for him to get her a good engagement ring and all of that, not like this. “…I mean, yes, let’s actually commit.”

“Good.” She lay back down and cuddled up against him, her head on his chest. “I’ll start a spreadsheet tomorrow.”

He laughed. “Of course you will.”

“Visa requirements for me, job applications, shipping costs, timeline. The whole thing. Maybe you can transfer with your company. And we’d need a second bedroom because I want lots of visitors there. We’re doing this properly.”

“I love you.” The words felt somehow inadequate for what he was feeling: gratitude, excitement, joy. “You know that, right?”

“I know.” She kissed his shoulder. “I love you too. Now go to sleep. We’ve got a lot of planning to do, starting tomorrow.”

She was asleep within minutes, her breath slowing. Zach stayed awake a little longer, listening to the city, watching the pattern the city lights made on the ceiling.

They were actually going to do this. And his heart sang with joy at the thought.


Twenty Six


January
Nine Months Later


The house was so much quieter than Harriet remembered. Growing up it had always seemed full of noise, the radio on in the kitchen, her dad’s latest DIY project using some sort of power tool somewhere downstairs, the creak of the old pipes, the reliable groan that the third step up to the top floor made. Now, at nearly midnight, with her parents asleep on the floor below, it almost felt too silent.

She lay in her childhood bedroom and stared up at the ceiling, the same ceiling she’d stared at so many times over the years she’d lost count. Her mum had wanted to redecorate, turn it into a guest room, but Harriet had resisted… she was back often enough that it made sense for her to still have her own space. Harriet knew that she was fighting a losing battle though, that once she’d moved to the other side of the world there wouldn’t be the same frequent visits, and that it made sense for it to be used for others as well as herself. Still, she’d miss the décor, though at least the view from window that looked out over the garden would remain the same.

Tomorrow, Zach would fly to Sydney. Five days later Harriet would follow. And this life, her life in England, this bedroom in the house she’d spent more nights of her life sleeping than she could count, would become something she visited rather than something she inhabited.

Her phone buzzed. A message from Zach, in the guest room as usual two floors below.

You awake? x

She smiled in the dark.

Obviously. Can’t sleep xx

A moment then his reply.

Me neither. Can I come up to you? x

She hesitated for all of about two microseconds…

Door’s unlocked. Be quiet xx

The floorboards in the landing creaked and she held her breath, listening for any sound from her parents’ room. Nothing. Then her door was opening, a sliver of light from the landing, and Zach was slipping inside, closing it gently behind him.

“Your parents would kill us,” he whispered, climbing into the narrow single bed next to her.

“You know the rules.” She kept her whisper light, but they both knew it wasn’t really a joke. Her parents were old-fashioned when it came to that sort of thing, properly old-fashioned. Even after six years together they still weren’t allowed to share a room under her parents’ roof. Not until marriage. That was the rule, stated plainly by her mum that first Christmas when Zach stayed and kindly but firmly restated every visit since.

“I know the rules.” She saw him grin in the low light. “I’m breaking them anyway.”

“Rebel.”

“Aren’t I just?”

They lay there for a moment, pressed close like they had been in college beds when they’d first got together, and Harriet felt something deep inside. Six years they’d been together now, through long distance and the dumbest break-up imaginable and reconciliations and everything. And here they were, on the verge of moving to the other side of the world together.

“I can’t believe we’re actually doing this,” she whispered.

“Your parents won’t hear.”

“That’s not what I mean and you know it.”

“I know… having second thoughts?”

“Only about a million, but none of them right ones.” She leaned closer. “Not even close.”

In the darkness she could just make out the shape of his face, the face she’d loved since she was just turning twenty. She kissed him, gently at first, then deeper, and felt him respond, his hand sliding down her back.

“We shouldn’t,” she whispered against his lips. “My parents…”

“We’ll be quiet.”

“Zach…”

But she was already pulling at his t-shirt, already letting his hands wander under her pyjamas, because this felt like a momentous night, their last night living in England together, and she wanted him, needed that physical connection in the most fundamental way.

Their clothes mostly stayed on, hampered by the narrow bed and the need for silence. Every rustle sounded deafening, and when Zach’s lips found her nipple she had to bite her lip to stop herself gasping out loud.

“Shhh…” he whispered, and just the vibration of that drove her wild. “Quiet, remember?”

“I’m trying,” she grinned back.

He slid his hand down, inside the waistband of her pyjama bottoms, and she had to bury her face in his shoulder to muffle the sounds that she made when his fingers started to play against her. He knew her body so well after all this time, knew exactly how to touch her and how she responded, she wanted him so badly, her hips gently rocking against his hand.

“Good?” he whispered, before kissing her.

She nodded, not trusting herself to speak, but through the haze she knew that fair was fair and Zach needed attention too, reaching her hand down to find him hard, straining against his own pyjama bottoms, and she wrapped her hand around him, starting to stroke him slowly, going for a rhythm she knew he liked.

They touched each other slowly, drawing it out, and Harriet half clung to Zach and Zach half clung to her, both of their breath coming in shallow gasps that they were desperately trying to suppress. The bed frame creaked slightly with every movement, not much, but she was past the point of caring.

As they both got close, Harriet whispered, “Inside me. Now.”

“Clothes?”

“Easy.” She rolled away, backing into him in a spooning position, her legs parted, and guided him to her. Zach wasted no time sliding inside, and Harriet had to bite the pillow, literally, to stop herself crying out. They moved against each other slowly, the pace dictated by the need for silence. Every thrust made the bed shift slightly… the need to be slow was both maddening and exquisite, the intensity amplified to insane levels by the constraint, every sensation heightened because they couldn’t express it.

“I love you,” Zach whispered right next to her ear. “So, so much.”

“I love you too.” She took his hand and put it between her legs. Zach got the hint and started to stroke her while he thrust into her. “Don’t stop.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

The slow, deliberate rhythm was insanely good, the orgasm hurtling towards her like a wave, unstoppable but in its own time, building oh so slowly and then suddenly it was on her and she buried her face in the pillow again, letting out a little moan, her body shaking, feeling Zach climax too, his hips ragged against her as he thrust deeper.

They lay in silence for a long while afterwards, both catching their breath in the quietest way they could. The house was still silent around them, which meant that either her parents hadn’t heard or, if they had, they were choosing not to acknowledge it.

“I should probably head back down.”

“Stay.” She rolled to cuddle up against him. “Just for a bit. I want to fall asleep with you.”

“If your dad finds us…”

“He won’t.” She kissed him. “Just stay. For me.”

He stayed.

***

She woke at eight to find the bed empty, Zach having presumably crept back down to the guest room at some point in the night. The light through the curtains was that weak, pale sunlight that comes with January in England… a welcome respite from the grey, but nothing compared to full sunshine in the summertime.

The day was a blur of final preparations. Zach’s suitcase had a final pack and re-pack, crammed as it was to the top with as much as they could carry as they’d have to get by for two months while their possessions shipped by sea.

Harriet’s mum made a Sunday roast, pulling out all the stops… three kinds of vegetables, her legendary roast potatoes, homemade gravy and two types of stuffing. Her dad opened a bottle of wine that Harriet suspected had been saved for something more than a random Sunday in January.

“To Zach,” he said, raising his glass. “Thank you for making our daughter so happy. Even if you are taking her to the other side of the world.”

“I’ll take good care of her.”

“I know you will.” Her dad cleared his throat, his eyes bright with emotion, and Harriet saw him blink rapidly. “I know you will.”

Her parents had insisted on paying for Zach to get a taxi to Heathrow, and when it came it felt like it came too soon. They said their goodbyes and then left Harriet and Zach alone at the front door.

“So… see you in Sydney.” Harriet wasn’t sure what to say so she stuck with the obvious.

“Five days’ time. Easy.”

“I know.”

“And then you’ll be there. It’s so exciting.”

“I know.” She started crying, but she didn’t know why. “I’m sorry, I’m excited, it’s just…”

Zach held her tight. “It’s ok. This is big. You’re allowed to feel it.”

“I’m going to miss them.” She wasn’t even sure if she was talking about her parents, or her friends, or just England. Probably all of the above. “I’m going to miss everything.”

“We can always come back. I mean it. So long as we’re together I’d live anywhere with you.”

She pulled back to look at him. “What if we love it there and never come back?”

“Then we’ll love it there and never come back.” He wiped her tears with his thumb. “As long as we’re together, I don’t care where we are.”

She kissed him and then he was putting his suitcase in the taxi and waving goodbye. She watched as he drove off down the road, round a corner, and he was gone… phase one of their move to Australia was really, genuinely happening.

Well, phase ten if you really counted, she realised, but this felt like the big one… bigger than sorting out her visa and finding a job and quitting her current job and arranging shipping and moving out of their flat and… a thousand other things.

As she walked back inside her dad put his arm around her.

“He’s a good man,” he said quietly.

“He is.”

“Your mother and I… we’re going to miss you terribly. But we’re glad you have him.”

“I just hope I deserve him.”

“Oh, you do, darling. Don’t worry about that.”

Harriet leaned into her father’s shoulder and let the tears come.

***

The house didn’t settle into silence until close to midnight, her parents wanting to talk and talk, particularly her mum, as if they could somehow delay Harriet’s departure to London the next morning through the medium of conversation. Harriet didn’t mind, of course, and it wasn’t like she had anything else to do… the twenty-four hours since Zach had climbed into the taxi had felt a little like being sat in a waiting room, and it being a normal working Monday for the few of her childhood friends who still lived in Bath it wasn’t as if there was anyone else to spend the time with.

When, finally, she’d said goodnight at the foot of the stairs up to the top floor, still what she could think of as her top floor for a few more hours at least, the hug from her mum had been fiercer than usual and her dad had struggled to find words, a simple, “Sleep well, darling,” sufficing.

She changed into her pyjamas and climbed into her bed, the same bed she’d been so excited to get as a twelve-year-old, and tried to read but she couldn’t get the words to come into focus on the page. The streetlight outside cast the same patterns against the curtains, the desk, the comfy chair, the wardrobe, all these familiar shapes that had accompanied her through so many years… on nights before exams, on nights when her heart was broken, and on nights when she was so happy she couldn’t sleep.

The nostalgia came in waves, and she let it.

She thought about being seven, running up to this room with wet hair after swimming lessons, her mum calling after her to please use a towel and don’t get her bedding wet.

She thought about being thirteen, lying exactly where she was right now, the exact same pose in fact, listening to music on her headphones and feeling desperately misunderstood by everyone.

She thought about the night before A-Levels when exam terror had gripped her and her dad had brought her warm milk to help get her to sleep.

She thought about the night in that room right before she started at Oxford, an almost giddy excitement tempered by fear of the unknown, and it gave her strength because that night had felt like it was the end of something and it wasn’t, far from it… it was simply the start of something better, her friends, the joy of learning and the freedom of being away from home in an environment where she could learn to adult safely.

She thought about a year later, Fresher’s Week bop, being introduced to a wonderfully entertaining not to mention stunningly handsome Australian exchange student, the only person in her whole life where the sparks she’d felt from their first few words to each other could almost have been visible… it still sent a thrill through her to remember it now all these years later.

She thought about the stupid break up, Matt and that summer of discovery that taught her things for which she’d always be grateful, booking herself flights to Sydney in this very room, and the year of long-distance, the ups and downs, the soaring joy and the desolate loneliness.

And then, at the edge of her thoughts, she felt it approaching… the other memory. The one she’d learned to skirt around, like a patch of ice on the pavement. Aware of it, careful not to step on it, but not touching it directly.

Brad.

She felt her mind doing what she’d learned to do over the past five years… acknowledge it but don’t engage, note the presence and move past it. It had been more than a year since she’d last needed to confront it directly, to think about it, so long had passed. She’d got good at steering her mind past it, usually to Zach and the promise she’d renewed to herself so many times it was like a well-worn smooth pebble in her pocket.

Harriet was doing it now, moving on, thinking ahead to Sydney, about the apartment in Bondi that they were going to rent to start with off some of Zach’s parents’ friends to find their feet…

And then she stopped.

Something felt different tonight.

She lay very still in the darkness, trying to make sense of what it was that had grabbed her attention. She’d done this countless times before, it was how she survived. Why did it feel wrong now?

And then she realised: it was the shadow.

Even when that night wasn’t in her conscious mind, even when she was entirely focused on the present, there was still something there. A darkness at the edge of her vision that coloured everything, so familiar that she’d nearly stopped noticing it was even there.

She’d been living with the shadow for nearly five years now. It was a part of her in the way that a scar becomes a part of you… you stop seeing it but it’s still there, still marking a difference in you between before and after.

And she was about to take it with her to Sydney.

It hit her hard, and took her by surprise. In five days’ time she’d be landing on the other side of the world, starting a new life with Zach, building something fresh and hopeful in a place where her history didn’t matter. And she’d carry this shadow with her, into their new flat, their new jobs, their new friendships, and into whatever came next… marriage, she hoped, children maybe one day, a whole life stretching ahead.

Do I want to take this with me?

The question was so simple, and yet she'd never asked it before. She'd asked herself how to manage the guilt, how to live with the secret, how to be present with Zach despite what she'd done. But she'd never asked whether she wanted to keep carrying it the way she'd been carrying it, whether there might be another way.

She made a decision… no more skirting around it.

For the first time in probably a couple of years she turned towards the memory instead of away from it. She made herself look at it directly… not the little glimpses that she’d allowed herself over the years, but a full, deliberate confrontation.

The dinner, the wine and port, too much of it, The Bridge, the loneliness, the pounding music.

Brad’s hand on her back, the stumble, the thrill of a real touch for the first time in weeks, then the kiss and the words that sealed it… not here.

His room, the frantic, desperate urgency, the pleasure she’d felt, God help her, even as she was risking everything.

She made herself stay with it, not flinching, not moving on, not reaching the familiar comfort of self-condemnation of her younger self. Just… looking. Seeing it clearly, maybe for the first time since it happened.

And in the clarity of those thoughts a question came to the surface, one that she’d never thought to ask before.

Is it fair to judge twenty-one year old me?

Not was it wrong? She knew it was wrong, had known the moment she woke up naked in Brad’s bed, and had never pretended otherwise. But was it fair, after nearly five years of punishing herself, to keep holding twenty-one-year-old Harriet accountable? To keep treating her like a convict who could never be released for committing a crime that could never be paid for?

She thought about that young woman.

Twenty-one.

Halfway into an eighty-something day separation.

So lonely, so desperately lonely.

The young woman who’d been strong for so long, who’d held herself together through week after week of missing Zach so much it actually hurt, and watching everyone around her slip in and out of relationships, being physically there for each other and to share each other’s lives.

The young woman who, on one night, had broken.

Harriet had spent five years condemning her twenty-one-year-old self, vilifying her. But tonight she asked herself a new question.

In that exact situation, with the same context, the same loneliness, the same desperation to be with who I loved, would I make a different choice?

She made herself think about it honestly… not imagining the version of herself where she was strong and honourable, where she walked away, where she said and did the right thing. Imagining that version was too easy and was a cop out. She thought about the real her… the her where she’d been so lonely she could barely breathe, where the slightest touch of another person on her back had felt like oxygen when you’re drowning, where the stress of Finals was all consuming with no release, where Brad had been there and safe and wanting her while Zach was ten thousand miles away.

She thought about what she’d said on the dance floor. Not here.

Would she, genuinely, have said anything different, right there, right then?

The answer, when it came, was certain and entirely surprising.

No. She would not.

In that moment, with everything that was true about her life right then and what the evening had involved up to that point, she would make the same choice. Not because it was right or good, because it was neither of those things, but simply because it was necessary in a way that she was only now letting herself understand.

Twenty-one-year-old Harriet had needed something that night, something that a relationship over ten thousand miles couldn’t give her with its video calls and text messages… she’d needed to feel that connection with another human, and it could have been anyone that night. Brad, while she’d liked him, had simply been the person standing there.

It didn’t make it ok, or erase the betrayal. But it made it understandable. Human. Forgivable, even, by herself.

Harriet had been so busy flagellating the memory of her twenty-one-year-old self over the years that she’d never stopped to consider whether that young woman deserved compassion instead.

She felt the tears come then, but they weren’t the tears of shame that she’d gone to sleep to in the weeks following that night. These were tears of relief and release, the understanding that she’d been so, so hard on her previous self and that she’d been too hard.

I forgive you, she thought, talking to the young woman stood too numb to even cry yet in her college bedroom at 5am wearing her dress from the night before, reeling from the knowledge that she’d just made the worst decision of her life. I understand why you did it. I would have done it too. And I’m not going to punish you anymore.

Harriet could feel it… the shadow that she’d been dragging in her wake for the last five years change into something that was still there, yes, of course it always would be, but weightless now, easy to carry with her. Part of her history, but not something that defined her.

She lay in the darkness for a long time, the silence of the house all encompassing. She almost felt euphoric, like she was floating.

With the euphoria came clarity…

She needed to tell someone.

Not Zach. Not yet, and maybe not ever. Him knowing or not knowing was a different question and one she wasn’t ready to tackle, even after five years. But she needed to say this all out loud to someone, to make it real in a way that thinking alone in her head couldn’t achieve. She needed someone to hear her, to help her understand whether what she’d discovered tonight was real or just another way of hiding from herself.

Not her parents either. They would never look at her the same way, and she couldn't bear that… not now, not when she was leaving them for the other side of the world.

Not Nathalie. Too close to Oxford, too tangled in those years, guaranteed to remember Brad's face when Harriet said his name. Not any of her university friends for the same reason. They'd all been there. They'd all known him. Telling them would send ripples through a community she still cared about.

But Laura.

Laura had known her since forever. Long before Oxford, long before Zach, long before any of it. Laura had seen her at her worst… the teenage meltdowns, the exam panics, the night she'd cried for three hours at a party over a boy whose name she couldn't even remember now. Laura had never judged her. Not once.

And Laura was far enough from Oxford that the story would stay contained. She'd met Brad once at her birthday but that was it. Telling Laura would be safe, and the two of them trusted each other with anything and everything.

She had three nights coming up in Laura’s spare room in London before the flight to Sydney. Three nights with her oldest and most trusted friend.

It was time to tell someone.

The thought of telling even Laura was terrifying… she’d kept this secret for five years, buried so deep that in recent times she’d almost forgotten it existed. Opening her mouth and actually saying the words I cheated on Zach made her stomach turn in fear. But the alternative was carrying it alone forever and tonight, for the first time, that felt like too heavy a price. She needed to share it with someone who could hold the secret with her and tell her whether her new understanding was real.

Laura would tell her the truth, too, not just what she wanted to hear, and that was precisely what Harriet needed.

***

Laura and Hugo’s place was in Finsbury Park, a narrow Victorian townhouse that they’d bought the year before. Three floors, original features, the tiniest garden imaginable, and a mortgage that they both freely admitted was based on their hoped for future income, not their present employment. Harriet had been staying in the spare room on the middle floor since she caught the train from Bath on Tuesday, living out of the one large suitcase that hadn’t been put in the shipping container bound for Sydney.

It was strange, this liminal week. She’d said goodbye to a lot of her old life, her and Zach’s London flat was emptied and, she suspected, already occupied by new tenants, her London job was finished and, most obvious of all, Zach was already in Sydney. They hadn’t been sure whether him flying ahead had made sense, but in hindsight it was perfect… they’d had a big going away party the week before where they’d said goodbye to their friends with many-a-promise of holidays to Australia to come and see them. So now, it gave Harriet the space for some more private goodbyes, not just to friends and family but to the country she’d called home for twenty-six years now.

Laura had taken a couple of days off work to spend hanging out and it had been lovely. A last shopping trip to Oxford Street, a bit of culture at the Tate Modern, lunch in Borough Market, she’d been hitting all the nostalgic highlights.

They’d been friends since before Harriet could really remember and, despite ending up at different universities, their friendship had survived as strong as ever. Laura had been there for everything in Harriet’s life, whether in person or at the end of a phone, and Harriet for Laura. Much as Harriet had had her relationship journey with Zach, so Laura had had with Hugo… they’d stayed together after their summer back in Bath at the end of the first year of uni and had made a life together down in London after graduating.

“How are you feeling?” Laura asked on the Wednesday evening. They were curled up on the sofa with wine, Hugo making dinner in the kitchen. “Really feeling, I mean… not the version you’re telling everyone when they say ‘isn’t this exciting!!’.”

Harriet smiled and thought. “Terrified,” she admitted. “Excited, but sad also. Ready I think. More ready than I thought I would be.”

“Sad about what?”

“Leaving everyone. My parents… I could tell it was hard for them. They’re putting on a brave face but I know they’re devastated.”

“They’ll be fine. Knowing your mum she’s already booked her flights to come and see you.”

“Probably,” Harriet conceded. “No… definitely. It’s just, it feels like I’m abandoning them.”

“You’re not abandoning anyone, you’re simply choosing your life.” Laura reached out and squeezed her hand. “That’s what you’re supposed to do.”

Hugo appeared in the doorway. “Dinner’s ready, if you two can tear yourself away from the emotional processing.”

“We’re bonding,” Laura replied. “It’s important.”

“Bond over this nice piece of lamb before it gets cold.”

They ate at the kitchen table, talking about what had happened at Hugo’s work that day, both women firmly skirting around the fact that tomorrow was going to be Harriet’s last full day in the country.

***

The bar was in Shoreditch, the sort of place with exposed brick and exposed lightbulbs, and with cocktails made from ingredients that Harriet assumed must be high quality by simply virtue of the fact that she’d never heard of most of them.

They’d taken over a booth down one side, a kind of impromptu second leaving drinks for Harriet and any well-wishers who found themselves at a loose end on a Thursday night and fancied swinging by. Laura was there, of course, and as the evening wore on there was a steady stream of friends popping in on their way home from work. Nathalie was there, and Lucy. Pete had made the pilgrimage down from Oxford, acting most perturbed at the lack of draft beer, Naomi and Amy made a brief appearance on their way to some other drinks, Will too albeit half-drunk already and on a promise to return to his work drinks.

By ten pm it was four of them left: Harriet, Laura, Nathalie and Pete.

Pete raised his beer in a toast. “To Harriet! May Australia appreciate how lucky they are to have you.”

“And may there be no pigeons to terrify you,” Nathalie added, grinning.

Laura laughed. “I think H will be busy enough with the snakes and spiders.”

“Them and the drop bears…” Harriet said. “Zach had me convinced for a few minutes back when I first met him that they were real.”

They got another round of drinks, swapping stories, some that Harriet remembered, and some that had definitely grown in the telling over the years. The night in their first year at uni that her and Nathalie had gone on a double date with a couple of guys from Balliol, engineering their escape when it turned out that they were part of one of those upper class drinking societies. Laura’s twenty third birthday camping trip where it had rained all weekend and they’d all ended up warm and a little damp in the local pub. Too soon, Nathalie made her excuses as she was heading over to her boyfriend’s place, and Pete needed to get the bus back to Oxford.

“One more?” Laura asked.

Harriet shook her head. “I think I’m done. Let’s go home.”

They walked to the bus stop arm in arm, the night air cold after the warmth of the bar. London went on around them, a standard Thursday night, sirens in the distance, laughing banter from a kebab shop they walked past.

“I’m going to miss this,” Harriet said.

Laura looked around them. “Really? Drunk people walking along dark streets in the cold?”

“All of it. Yeah.” She gestured around her. “I know how this all works. It’s home.”

“You’ll learn how it all works down there, too.”

“You reckon?”

“I know.”

The bus came and they rode it in silence, top deck, seats at the front, watching the city lights go past the windows.

***

The basement snug was probably Harriet’s favourite room in Laura’s house… it had once, apparently, been a coal cellar but had been converted to what was now a cosy space with sofas, a speaker system and some nice artwork on the walls. Hugo called it The Cave, but Laura called it her sanctuary.

“I don’t know about you, but it feels criminal to just head to bed on your last night,” Laura said, pouring two large glasses of red wine and handing one to Harriet. “Hugo’s up early so we’re banished down here if we want to keep on talking. You can hear everything in the bedroom that anyone says in the kitchen and living room, and Hugo’s a light sleeper.”

“I remember.”

“But down here…” Laura gestured at the thick walls and the heavy door at the top of the stairs. “We could have a big party and a live band, and he wouldn’t hear a thing.”

She tapped her phone and the speakers came to life. “Right, special occasion, I’m putting on our playlist.”

Harriet groaned, but she was smiling. “Oh God, the playlist.”

“Don’t pretend you don’t love it.”

The opening notes of a song from when they were fifteen filled the room, all angst and lyrics that had felt profound at the time. They’d made the playlist together years ago, adding to it whenever they found something that spoke to them both. It was both ridiculous and sentimental, and their little private thing.

“Teenagers would think this is old people music,” Laura said, folding her legs under her on the sofa, half-turned to look at Harriet.

“We are old… mid-twenties, that’s fully grown up.”

“Speak for yourself, I don’t feel a day older than eighteen.”

Harriet laughed. “I hate to break it to you, but…” She cradled her wine. The room felt warm, safe, cocooned from the rest of the house and the rest of the world. They sat for a while, letting the playlist wash over them. Next up was a song about heartbreak from when Laura had broken up with her first boyfriend.

"So," Laura said eventually, her voice gentle beneath the music. "Are you going to tell me what's going on?"

Harriet looked at her. "What do you mean?"

“I mean, I know you, and you’ve been somewhere else all evening. Even at the bar, when everyone was getting all sentimental, I could see something was going on and I know you well enough to know it isn’t just nerves about moving. There’s something else.”

Harriet took a long drink of wine. Eventually, she looked at Laura again. “Can I tell you something? Something I’ve never told anyone?”

Laura put her glass down on the coffee table, her full attention on Harriet. “Of course.”

“I mean it. This is one of those things you can never tell a soul. Not even Hugo.”

“Harriet.” Laura shifted closer, her expression serious. “Whatever it is, you can tell me and I’ll keep it entirely to myself. You know that.”

Harriet nodded. She did know that, and she knew that Laura knew that what she was really saying was this is big, and I need to tell someone, and I can only tell you.

“Third year,” Harriet said. “Trinity term… that’s summer term. Do you remember me talking about the big rowing dinner celebration.”

“Vaguely, you coxed the men’s eight, right?”

“The men’s first eight. We’d won blades, best result in years. Everyone was celebrating. Kind of a last hurrah before Finals.” Harriet stared into her wine. “There was this guy on the crew. Brad, American, from California. He was doing a masters, just there for the year.”

“I remember meeting him at your twenty-first. Nice guy.”

“Yeah, he was.” Harriet paused, trying to find the right words. “He was good looking, in that kind of all-American way. I remember when he started a few of my friends were interested, but he had a long distance girlfriend, Julia, back home. Similar situation to me and Zach, so me and him got on well… we were both in the same boat, it was safe, we could both be friends.”

Laura nodded her understanding but kept silent.

“And we were just friends, genuinely just friends, for the whole year. We’d talk about missing our partners, joke about our time differences, complain about how hard it was. He was easy to be around. I never thought of him as anything other than a mate.”

“Until the dinner?” Laura was watching her closely, giving her the room to say what she needed to say.

“Until the dinner.” Harriet took another drink, a large one. “We made this stupid pact at the start of the evening. Said we’d look out for each other as everyone got drunk, we’d be the sensible ones, make sure nobody did anything they regretted because we were the only ones in proper long-distance relationships.”

She sat silent for a moment. The playlist moved on to something upbeat from when they were in the sixth form, a song Harriet could remember dancing to on A-Level results night all those years ago.

“The dinner went on forever. Speeches, toasts, more and more port, more than anyone should sensibly drink. And Brad and I kept catching each other’s eye, just as friends, making faces during the boring bits. It felt conspiratorial and fun. And safe, because we had our pact.”

“What happened?”

“After dinner we all went to The Bridge… remember it? We went there on my twenty-first.” Laura nodded and Harriet continued. “It was packed, everyone out for one last night before they knuckled down to the serious revision for exams. We were all dancing, then at some point I ended up alone on the dance floor, everyone seemed to be pairing off, then I saw Brad and he was alone too so we started dancing together. Close… closer than we probably should, but we were drunk and it was safe because we had our pact.”

Harriet could feel her stomach turning, the old familiar shame rising up. The act of telling was proving harder than she’d thought.

“Someone bumped into me from behind, hard, but just the normal sort of thing that happens on a dance floor. It knocked me off balance and he caught me, and… we were just there, his arms around me, my face inches from his and I could smell him and I thought…” She stopped and shook her head. “I don’t know what I thought. I don’t think I was thinking at all.”

She looked at Laura and smiled weakly. Laura took her hands and gave them a comforting squeeze, returning the smile. It was a look that said it’s ok, take all the time you need.

“I kissed him. Or he kissed me. Probably both. Right there on the dance floor. And it was…” Harriet pressed her hand to her mouth for a moment, composing herself. “It was electric. Intoxicating.”

“What happened then?”

“I pulled back quickly, remembering where we were, that there were tons of people that me and Zach knew in the club. And I…” She hesitated. “I said not here. I didn’t say no. I led him to a dark corner behind a pillar and we kissed properly, for ages. His hands were everywhere, so were mine, and I wanted him so much I could barely think straight.”

The tears came, sliding down her cheeks, but she made herself continue.

“We ended up leaving the club together and walked back to college. Halfway back he pushed me against a wall and we were all over each other. I could feel how much he wanted me, and I wanted him too, so badly it scared me.”

“H…”

“We went to his room. It happened so fast, neither of us stopped to think. We ended up in his bed and…”

She stopped, the words catching.

“You don’t have to…” Laura started to say.

“I need to say it, I’ve never said it out loud, not once in nearly five years, and I need to say it.” Harriet took a deep, shaky breath. “We had sex. Frantic and desperate, I wanted it so badly. We didn’t use protection. All while Zach was asleep on the other side of the world.”

Her words hung in the air, the playlist filling the silence.

“And then after, I didn’t leave. We were all over each other again, I had sex with him again. I…” She hesitated. “I can’t remember all of it, I was drunk, but that’s no excuse… I remember the second time.”

“You… were a willing participant?”

Harriet nodded. “Yes, it was entirely consensual. It wasn’t… there wasn’t anything where he treated me badly. The opposite in fact. But when I woke up next to him the next morning… I had the walk of shame, praying nobody would see me. And then… talking to Zach, he woke me up with a call at lunchtime, it was horrible. I’d betrayed him and he didn’t know.”

“What happened after that?”

“Brad and I skirted around each other. It didn’t seem like anyone else knew, or maybe if someone saw something they ignored it, I don’t know to this day. But nothing was ever said. We met for coffee a couple of days later… Brad felt as bad as me, we both knew it was a terrible mistake and swore never to tell a soul.” Harriet forced a smile. “You don’t count. We had to get tested because we’d not used, well, you know… and we spoke before he moved home and there was nothing between us. It really was just a drunken, one night mistake. I’ve had no contact with him since, not in five years. I don’t even know if him and Julia are still together.”

Laura was quiet for a long moment, then she simply pulled Harriet in for a tight hug.

“Five years” she said quietly. “You’ve carried this for nearly five years.”

“Every day, to start with.” Harriet wiped her eyes as she leaned back. “Every single day, at least at the beginning. It got easier over time, but it never went away. Every now and then it would spring back up and surprise me, and I’d have to deal with it again. This thing I'd done. This person I apparently am underneath."

"Does anyone else know? Anyone at all?"

"No one. Brad and I never spoke about it again after that coffee. There's no evidence, no witnesses, nothing. It's just… inside me. This thing I've never been able to get rid of."

Laura squeezed her hand. "Tell me what you're feeling. Right now, tonight, having said it out loud."

Harriet thought for a long moment. Something felt different.

“Lighter,” she said tentatively. “Which feels weird, seeing as I’ve just told you the worst thing I’ve ever done.”

“That makes complete sense.”

“And… I guess, I was thinking about this all the other night, at home in Bath. I was thinking about everything really, and when what I’d done came up I did what I’ve learned to do, skirt past it, move on quickly. But then I stopped myself, because I’ve spent five years judging and blaming twenty-one-year-old me and I didn’t want to feel that. Not then.”

"What did you do?"

"I made myself look at it. Really look at it, properly, for the first time since it happened, dispassionately, almost like I was seeing it for the first time. And I asked myself this question I'd never asked before." Harriet took a breath. "I asked myself: would I have done anything different? If I was back there, twenty-one years old, that lonely, that drunk, that desperate… would I have made a different choice?"

"What was the answer?"

"No, I wouldn't. And that surprised me. Because I'd spent years telling myself it was the worst decision I'd ever made, that I should have been stronger, that there was no excuse. But when I really put myself back in that moment… I understood why I did it."

"Tell me why."

"I was so lonely." Harriet's voice was quiet. "So far from Zach, so desperate for connection. Weeks and weeks of video calls and text messages, watching everyone around me be with each other, while the person I love was on the other side of the planet. And Brad was there, and he was lonely too, and for one night we both just… broke."

She wiped her eyes again. The playlist had shifted to something gentle, a song from the summer before university, full of hope and uncertainty.

"It wasn't about Brad. It could have been anyone. It was about needing to feel something other than absence. Needing to be touched by someone real, someone who was actually there."

"That makes sense, H."

"Does it? Because I spent years telling myself it didn't. That I was weak and selfish, that I'd betrayed everything that mattered like a spoilt teenager.”

“You can understand why you made a decision and still wish you hadn’t.” Laura was looking into her eyes, emphasising the point. “Those are different things.”

“That’s what I’ve finally realised.” Harriet looked at her oldest friend, who was looking back at her entirely without judgement. “I’ve been so angry at my younger self and so determined to punish her, but she was just… just a person, young, lonely, imperfect who broke under pressure.” She shrugged. “I think maybe I’m done with being angry at her.”

“Good.” Laura looked like she was near tears herself. “You should be done. Five years is long enough.”

“In Bath, the other night, I sort of… I forgave her. Myself I mean. I told her I understood why she did it, and that I’d have done it too, and that I wasn’t going to punish her anymore.” Harriet laughed despite the tears. “It sounds insane when I say it out loud.”

“It doesn’t sound insane at all. Completely the opposite.”

They sat for a moment, the music playing on around them. Harriet felt drained, but also completely present. The secret was out, finally, spoken aloud to another person and it was almost a surprise to see that the world hadn’t ended.

“Can I ask you some things?” Laura said. “Not to judge, just to help you understand.”

“Of course.”

“That night with Brad… the sex itself. Was it good?”

Harriet sat back in surprise. She’d not expected that, and it was something she’d very definitely skirted around in her head. She remembered the physical pleasure, yes, but had it been good?

“Yes,” she admitted eventually. “It was. That’s part of what made it so awful. If it had been terrible maybe I could have written if off as a drunken disaster. But it was quite the opposite. It was intense and desperate and…” She shook her head. “I… enjoyed myself. Twice.” She winced. “It may have been more, my memory is hazy…”

“Would you rather, honestly, have done that that night and it be bad?” Harriet shook her head reluctantly. “No, far better that it was something that you enjoyed at the time. And look, bodies respond to pleasure and minds respond to situations. That’s not some kind of moral failing… once you were there, in that situation, that’s far better than any of the alternatives.”

“I know. Intellectually I know that. But it felt like another betrayal, like I wasn't even allowed to have had a bad time.”

Laura nodded slowly. “And since then? In the five years since? Have you ever done anything like it again?”

“No. God, no. Never.”

“Have you been tempted?”

“No. I mean… I’ve noticed when other men are attractive, maybe flirted a little from time to time, but who doesn’t? But I’ve never felt anything like what I felt that night, and never come close to acting on anything.”

“So it was an isolated incident. One night, one mistake, in years of complete and utter fidelity.”

“One night is all it takes, though.”

“Yes, one night is all it takes to do something you regret.” Laura squeezed her hand again. “But one night isn’t all it takes to define who you are. You’ve been with Zach for six years. You’ve loved him, supported him, you’re flying to the other side of the world for him. Does one night cancel all of that out?”

“It doesn’t cancel it, but it…” Harriet hesitated, trying to find the right word. “Complicates it, doesn’t it?”

“Maybe. Or maybe it just makes you human.” Laura paused. “Can I ask you something else?”

“Yes.”

“Why are you telling me now? Tonight, specifically. You’ve gone five years already, why not five more?”

Harriet thought about the question for a few moments. “Because I’m about to move to the other side of the world, and I realised the other night in Bath and in the days since that I’ve had enough of carrying it alone. Not the secret as such, but the weight of it… or maybe I could say the shadow of it following me around.”

“And?”

“And I needed someone to know me, all of me, including this. Before I go.” Harriet met Laura’s eyes. “I’ve felt like a fraud for years, like all of you only like me because of the version of me that didn’t do what I did. But you know now, and you’re still here. And that means…” She felt her voice catching. “That means the real me isn’t as unlovable as I thought.”

Laura reached across and pulled her into a fierce, tight hug. “You are not unlovable,” she whispered. “You’re not a fraud. You’re my best friend who made a mistake once, a mistake that any of us could have made, probably would have made, and you’ve spent years being far harder on yourself than you deserved. I love all of you, including the parts you’re ashamed of.”

Harriet clung on for dear life, the tears flowing properly now.

When they finally pulled apart, both women wiping their eyes, the playlist had moved on to something almost embarrassingly earnest… a song from when they were fourteen that hadn’t stood the test of time.

“God, this song,” Laura laughed. “We had terrible taste.”

“The worst.”

“Pass the wine. We’re not done yet.”

Harriet reached for the bottle and refilled both their glasses. She felt calmer now, she’d said it and it was out there and she couldn’t unsay it any more.

“There’s one other angle to this,” Harriet said, settling back onto the sofa. “Something I really need your help to think through.”

“Ok.”

“Should I tell Zach?”

The question hung in the air.

“I’ve asked myself a thousand times,” Harriet continued. “And I’ve always said no, telling myself it was to protect him, or to protect me, but really because I couldn’t face doing it. But now, with this move, with everything changing… it feels like I’m at a crossroads. Like if I’m ever going to tell him it should be now, before we get fully settled in our new lives. Or if I’m not going to tell him, I need to make that decision now and stick with it. Properly. Make it something I never consider again.”

She could see that Laura was thinking hard. “Can I tell you about some people I know?” she said eventually. “Not to tell you one way or the other, because I don’t think there is a right answer, just to offer some perspective.”

“Please.”

“My friend Anna, from Edinburgh.” Laura took a sip of her wine. “She was in a similar situation, not exactly the same but close enough. She was going through a rough patch with her boyfriend, there was another guy who liked her, she went for a drink with him one night and… let’s just say, it was similar though more deliberate on her part than your situation. She decided to tell her boyfriend, she thought she owed him that and that absolute honesty was the foundation of everything.”

“What happened?”

“He tried to forgive her, he really did. He loved her and wanted to make it work.” Laura shook her head sadly. “But he couldn’t stop asking questions… who was it, when exactly, what precisely did you do, did you enjoy it, did you think about me? Every answer made it worse and led to more questions. He’d say he was over it and then something would trigger him and they’d be back at it again, him needing details, her apologising.”

“God.”

“They lasted a while, six months I think, but Anna said it was like he was always looking to her for something… reassurance, evidence, she could never quite tell. The next holidays when they were both apart were a nightmare, she said it was eating him inside and he admitted he was terrified she’d do something again. Eventually he ended it, he couldn’t deal with the pictures in his head of her with someone else.”

Harriet felt a chill run through her. “That’s awful.”

“It was and it still is. She still thinks about it. She thought she was being honest, but she wonders if she was just offloading her guilt onto him. Making her problem his problem.” Laura paused. “But then I know someone else too, I won’t name names for obvious reasons, different situation and she never told. It’s been, what, seven years now, happily married with kids. I know she carries it, she told me one time not too long ago after a few too many wines, but it’s part of her history. She made a choice and she’s at peace with it.”

“Do you think she made the right choice?”

“I think she made a choice she can live with. Whether it's right…” Laura shrugged. “I don't know if there is a right. There's just different kinds of wrong, and you pick the one you can bear.”

“I mean, it seems obvious from those doesn’t it?”

Laura shook her head. “No, far from it. It’s a sample size of two, and neither identical to yours. Anna, this was something that built over time, I think there was a period of emotional infidelity that contributed. The other person, there wasn’t the emotional triggers you had… if I was to judge I’d say that hers was worse, without going into details.” She paused. “If you did tell Zach, what do you think would happen?”

Harriet made herself really think about it properly. “He’d be devastated, and he’d ask questions… why, did I have feelings for Brad, was there something that built up to it. And I’d have to answer.”

“Would he leave you?”

“I don’t know. Not straight away, Zach isn’t the impulsive type. He’d take time to process, but the thought of him not looking at me in the same way again… that breaks my heart.”

“And if you don’t tell him?”

“Then I carry it, the way I have been, and it’s getting lighter all the time. It’s part of my story for ever, though now I’ve realised I shouldn’t be so hard on myself it does get better.”

Laura was nodding slowly. “So… if you’re confident you can carry on carrying it, then the only question really is would telling him make anything better? For him, I mean. Not for you.”

“That’s the thing.” Harriet hesitated. “No, it wouldn’t make it better for him. He’d feel terrible and I’d be transferring my pain to him, to make myself feel marginally better.”

“The total amount of pain stays the same,” Laura said. “It’s just distributed differently.”

“Yes, exactly.” Harriet looked at her. “And he’d be suffering for something that happened nearly five years ago, that was over as soon as it started. One night of weakness.”

“You’ve been faithful every day before and every day since, never even really tempted. One night doesn’t define you and your relationship, it can’t. None of us are defined by our worst, we’re defined by everything we’ve done and everything we do. One night doesn’t undo six years of love.”

“No, it doesn’t.”

“So the question isn’t whether Zach deserves to know. It’s whether knowing would help him, or hurt him.”

“Hurt him… there’s no way it doesn’t hurt him.”

“Then maybe…” She could see Laura choosing her words carefully. “Maybe the kindest thing you can do is carry this yourself. It’s not for self-flagellation or any nonsense like that, you’ve done enough of that from the sounds of it, but simply your penance. Without wanting to sound brutal, you did a thing you shouldn’t have, you understand why, but this is how you make it up to him… it’s your gift to him, I guess, now that you’ve forgiven yourself. It’s yours to carry so that he doesn’t have to.”

“You’re saying I shouldn’t tell him?”

“I’m saying you’re the only one who can make that choice. But I’m also saying that telling isn’t automatically the brave or sensible thing to do. Sometimes keeping something to yourself is its own form of courage.”

“Protecting him from something that would only cause him pain.”

“Yes.” Laura looked at her, holding her gaze. “If it had been more, say if you’d been emotionally involved with Brad or having an affair or anything like that, then that would be different. I’d say Zach would need to understand it because it would be something fundamental about you and him. But a one off thing when you were drunk and lonely that you regretted immediately… that’s not the real you.”

They sat in silence while they sipped their wine. It was getting late now, long past midnight, but in the bubble of the basement snug time didn’t have much meaning.

“I’ve already decided, haven’t I?” Harriet said eventually. “I made that decision five years ago and I’ve just been too scared to own it.”

“What decision is that?”

“Not to tell him. Because, deep down, I’ve always known that telling him would hurt him and I love him too much to do that. I think… I just needed you to give me the perspective, how one night doesn’t define me.”

“Can you live with that decision?”

“Yes,” Harriet said after a moment’s thought. “I think so. I’ll carry it but I don’t have to let it crush me and I can stop punishing myself. It’s just… part of my story. The part that only I know.”

“The part that taught you what matters.”

“Exactly. In a strange way, that night, as awful as it was in the cold light of day, clarified everything. It showed me what I could lose, and I’ve spent every single day since knowing exactly how much Zach means to me.”

“Silver linings.”

“I suppose so.”

Laura pulled her into a gentler hug. “H, I’m so glad you told me. I wish you’d told me sooner.”

“I should have done it years ago. I just… I didn’t want you to see that version of me.”

“I’ve seen the version of you that vomited in my handbag outside a nightclub when we were seventeen. There’s no version of you I could be disappointed in after that.”

Harriet smiled and leaned into the hug more, the music playing on around them. This was just one more thing, Harriet realised, to go with the secrets and jokes and heartbreaks over the years. One more layer to a friendship that had held everything else.

When they pulled apart Laura was smiling. “You know what I think?”

“What?”

“I think you’ve spent so long hating that twenty-one-year-old you, that you forgot to notice everything else. You’re everything to each other. One mistake doesn’t cancel all of that. It never did.”

“I’m starting to see that.”

“Good.” Laura squeezed her hand. “Because you deserve to be happy, H. Not in spite of that one night, simply full stop.”

Just then, the playlist moved to a ridiculous song from when they were eighteen, one of those horrendous pop tunes that becomes popular for reasons no-one can comprehend only to disappear weeks later. They both burst out laughing.

“God, this one,” Harriet said. “What were we thinking?”

“God knows, we were idiots. Complete idiots.” Laura grinned. “Good taste in friends though.”

“The best.”

They stayed up for another hour, letting the playlist run and moving the conversation on to easier things… including, very importantly, Laura and Hugo coming out to visit towards the end of the year. That was going to be special, and precisely what Harriet needed to have locked in. Both women needed some light relief rather than going straight to bed after such a heavy conversation.

Eventually, Harriet stood. “I should sleep. I don’t want to miss my flight in the morning.”

“You’re right.” Laura stood too and hugged her one more time at the foot of the stairs. “I love you. You know that, right? Including everything you told me tonight.”

“I love you too.”

“And I’m proud of you, really proud. It can’t have been easy to tell me, nor to forgive yourself.”

“Thank you, for listening and not judging.”

“Always.” Laura paused. “Now go to sleep, and when you land in Sydney and see Zach… don’t think about any of this. Just be with him, just love him. That’s all that matters.”

Harriet changed into her pyjamas and lay down under her duvet, looking up at the ceiling in the dark.

She thought about everything… the confession, the questions, the decision that she’d finally made. She thought about twenty-one-year-old Harriet, alone in her college room, terrified of what she’d just done, and she sent her the greatest gift she could over the years… understanding, compassion, love.

You were so young, she thought. You were so lonely, and you did the best you could. I’m not angry at you anymore. I forgive you. I forgive us.

I should have told Laura years ago. I should have let someone in sooner.

But she’d done it now, said the words out loud and the sky hadn’t fallen, the world had kept turning.

What it had left her with was something she realised she’d not felt in a long time… simple hope for the future.

***

The journey went on and on… the first leg to Dubai not too bad, but then her body clock was all out of sync. A few hours’ sleep at Laura’s house, a 9am flight from Heathrow, Dubai at 8pm. She’d slept for most of the flight and she was wide awake when her senses told her it was dark outside and she should be sleeping again. Disorienting didn’t start to describe it.

The second leg was long. Fourteen hours in the air, watching movie after movie to while away the time, interspersed with food and sleep and reading. She spent the final couple of hours looking out of the window at the Australian outback passing by below, endless, red, and, with a thrill, she realised part of her new home.

The descent into Sydney was spectacular, the harbour glittering below in the late afternoon light, she was perfectly placed to see it all. Harriet pushed herself up against the window like a little kid, taking it all in, her heart hammering with excitement and nerves.

“First time visiting?” the elderly lady sat next to her asked. She’d gleaned early on that the woman had been to Europe to visit her grandson and was on her way home, but they’d never quite got on to Harriet’s own journey.

“No, my boyfriend is here. I’m moving here.”

The lady grinned. “Welcome home then.”

Immigration took forever, coming into the country on a sponsored work visa. Baggage claim took longer, and then the biosecurity channel was the worst of all… lots of people who didn’t want to queue after fourteen hours on a plane being told very definitely that yes, they did indeed need to queue with everyone else. She’d been travelling for more than twenty four hours now since leaving Laura’s house, and wanted nothing more than a shower and a bed.

As she came through she scanned the crowd for Zach’s face, expecting to see him somewhere near the back, probably on his phone, probably…

And then she saw the sign and she dropped, literally dropped, her suitcase.

Handwritten, on a large piece of white cardboard, the letters charmingly uneven but with two different coloured pens which was about as artistic as Zach got.

WELCOME TO AUSTRALIA HARRIET

WILL YOU MARRY ME?

She stopped walking, actually stopped, in the middle of the arrivals hall, her suitcase clattering to the ground.

Zach was holding the sign, grinning at her, looking ever so slightly terrified behind it. He was wearing a t-shirt and shorts, looking handsome as ever, and he’d had a haircut, and he was holding a sign asking her to marry him in the middle of the airport.

“Oh my God,” she said. Or, in hindsight, she wondered if she screamed it. She was never entirely sure.

People were looking… people who’d been waiting near Zach and had picked up on the excitement, people who’d been walking through near Harriet and had seen her reaction then clocked the sign. Of course people were looking… a man with a proposal sign and a woman frozen in the middle of the walkway, her hand over her mouth, tears streaming down her face.

“Zach…”

“Is that a yes?” he called across the gap between them.

“Yes!” She was laughing and crying at the same time, her voice something close to a shriek. “Yes, of course yes, you absolute idiot, yes…”

She was moving before she’d made the conscious decision to move, forgetting her suitcase, closing the gap, but before she could throw herself into his arms he lowered the sign, reached into his pocket, and dropped to one knee.

“Wait,” he said, grinning up at her, tears in his eyes as she stood there with her hands to her mouth. “Let me do this properly.”

The crowd around them were all watching, but Harriet didn’t care. She couldn’t see anything except Zach, kneeling on the floor of Sydney Airport arrivals, holding open a small velvet box.

“Harriet,” he said, his voice steady even though she could see his hands shaking. “I’ve loved you since the moment I met you. Literally. I moved across the world for you, and I’d do it again in a heartbeat. You’re my best friend, my favourite person, and the only one I want to spend the rest of my life with.” He held up the ring, a simple diamond on a silver band, elegant and absolutely perfect. “Will you marry me?”

“I already said yes,” she managed to say, laughing through her tears.

“Say it again.” He looked around, laughing too. “We’ve got an audience.”

“Yes.” She pulled him to his feet and kissed him, right there in arrivals, with strangers grinning around them. “Yes, a thousand times yes.”

He slid the ring onto her finger, a little loose but nothing that couldn’t be fixed, and then she kissed him again and they held each other. When they parted, a man she recognised from the flight came over. “Your suitcase,” he said, then grinned. “And congratulations.”

“Thanks,” Zach said, and then rapidly it was the two of them again, everyone who’d been nearby getting on with their day.

“I can’t believe you did this,” she said. “I look like death, I’m filthy and smelly.”

“You’re beautiful.” He was grinning with a grin so wide it looked like it hurt. “You’re the most beautiful sight I’ve ever seen.”

“I’m a disaster.”

“You’re my fiancée disaster. If that makes sense.”

“Fiancée.” She looked at the ring on her finger, still not quite believing it. “Oh my God. We're engaged.” Her mind was racing. “I need to tell my parents. Laura. Nathalie.”

“We’re engaged.” He put a hand on her suitcase, the other firmly on her waist. “Your parents know… I asked your dad’s permission before I left.”

“Oh, very old fashioned of you. No wonder they were telling me how great you are!”

“Before anything else though, let’s show you our new place. You need to get settled in, I need to stop shaking, and tomorrow night I’m taking you out to celebrate properly.”

“Tomorrow night?”

“Tonight I need to feed you, then you’re going to pass out from jet lag and I’m going to watch you sleep like a creep because, it turns out, even five days is too long nowadays.” He hugged her and kissed her hair. “Tomorrow we celebrate. Deal?”

“Deal.”

They walked out of the airport together, Zach pulling her suitcase, into the Sydney evening light and Harriet thought, this is really happening, this is my life now. And I’m engaged!

She couldn’t stop smiling.

***

The apartment was small but perfect as somewhere to help them find their feet, a one bedroom in Bondi, borrowed from friends of Zach’s parents while they started their jobs and found somewhere longer term. It had a kitchen, a living room, a small balcony that, at a stretch, could be said to have a side view of the ocean between neighbouring buildings. Furniture was sparse, a few comfy chairs that Zach’s parents had lent to them, a mattress on the bedroom floor, a kitchen table with a couple of chairs. The rest they could shop for over the next few weeks.

“I know it’s not much,” he said, carrying her suitcase through the door. “But it’s ours for now, and…”

“It’s perfect.” She meant it, too. The sky was darkening outside towards dusk and she could hear the distant sound of the sea. “It’s absolutely perfect.”

She showered and put on her pyjamas, finding time to tell her parents her good news, smiling to herself when they feigned ignorance and thrilling at their genuine delight, and when she went back to the living room Zach had come back with Thai takeaway from a place down the street. She made it through half her meal and a cup of tea before the jet lag steamrolled her. Zach saw and steered her towards bed, pulling the covers over her, and she was asleep before he’d even said goodnight.

She woke once, disoriented, in the middle of the night. Zach was next to her, his arm across her waist, and through the gap in the curtains she could see the stars high above.

Sydney, she thought. I live in Sydney now. And I’m engaged.

She looked at the ring on her finger in the faint light from the street outside, feeling the unfamiliar texture, and felt something settle deep inside. Peace, maybe, or belonging, or simply the sense that after everything she was exactly where she was supposed to be.

She closed her eyes and slept again.

***

Harriet woke properly the next morning before Zach, enjoying the peace of lying next to him as sunlight streamed through the curtains and the sounds of Bondi waking up floated through the open window.

She got up eventually and, tiptoeing around so as not to wake Zach, she got dressed and went out to source breakfast. When she got back with pastries from a place a couple of streets over, via sending messages to break her good news to her friends back home, she arranged them on a plate and presented them to him with a flourish when he emerged from the bedroom, bleary eyed but with a grin when he saw her.

“Breakfast for my future husband.”

“I can get used to that.”

“Breakfast or future husband?”

“Both.”

They ate with their chairs pulled up to the balcony door, feet on the railings, watching the street below come to life and talking about everything… although they both agreed that wedding planning could wait for a little while. It felt surreal, being here, on the other side of the world, coming from winter to summer, but also curiously normal, and they had time to get used to it. Zach’s work started in a fortnight and Harriet’s a week after, plenty of time to find their feet and, possibly, start looking for the bigger place that they’d need when the visitors from the UK started rolling in.

“We’ve got today to ourselves, I thought we should spend it getting to know the area as I guess we’ll be here for a few months at least. And then dinner tonight, of course,” Zach said.

“A coffee shop first, I think. Maybe check out a few pubs and bars too? Speaking of which…” Her phone buzzed, then buzzed again. She glanced at it and laughed.

“What?”

“Megan and Steph.” She held up the phone so he could see the group chat. “They’ve added me to their chat. Apparently I’m being taken out for drinks next weekend, whether I like it or not.”

Megan: HARRIET! Welcome to Sydney!! We’re stealing you Saturday night, no arguments.

Steph: Non-negotiable. Zach can have you back on Sunday.

Megan: Maybe Sunday… depends how crazy we get

Steph: Bring your drinking boots.

Harriet wasted no time in replying. She liked them both anyway.

Harriet: I think I packed them…

Megan: You’re going to fit right in then.

Steph: She’s perfect. Tell Zach he’s lucky to have found you.

“You’re being claimed,” Zach said, grinning. “Good… I’m glad they’re being so welcoming.”

“Apparently so.” She was smiling. “I love them already.”

“They both think you’re awesome, everyone does.” He reached across and took her hand, his thumb going to the ring, feeling out the shape of it. “This is going to be good, Harriet. Really good. I can feel it.”

“So can I.”

***

That evening Zach had booked a restaurant nearby, with views of the ocean. Small, intimate, candlelit, very romantic. They’d both dressed up as much as they could given the limited wardrobes they’d each travelled with, and Harriet nearly felt glamorous despite being half jet-lagged still.

“To us,” Zach said, raising his glass. “To new beginnings, to Sydney, and to you saying yes even though I ambushed you in arrivals looking like you’d been dragged to Australia behind the plane.”

“I did not look like…” She saw his expression and laughed. “Ok, maybe a little…”

“But beautiful still, of course.”

“Shut up and drink your wine.”

They ordered enough food for three and ate all of it, talking and laughing and planning. She told him more about her last couple of nights in Bath and her time with Laura, the good parts, the fun parts, the catching up and reminiscing to their old playlist on the last night. The other part, the cathartic conversation that had finally freed something deep inside her, she kept to herself. That was hers, or at least her and Laura’s.

“So,” he said as they shared a dessert that neither really had room for. “Barbecue at mum and dad’s on Tuesday, the whole family’s coming. Fair warning. They want to celebrate.”

“I’m ready.” And she realised, they were becoming her family now too. “I’m looking forward to it.”

“You say that now. Wait until my uncle starts with the Ashes talk and the Pom-bashing.”

“I like cricket.”

“You like the idea of it. Him explaining why Australia didn’t deserve to lose in 2005 is something else entirely.”

She laughed, and so did he, and the meal continued… comfortable and joyful, precisely what she’d hoped their new life would feel like.

***

They walked home the long way round, along the beach, the night warm and clear, stars high above. Harriet felt pleasantly full, a little tipsy from the wine, but above all else deeply content. Zach’s hand was in hers, the ring unfamiliar in how it pressed slightly into her skin but already starting to feel like it belonged.

“Good proper first day?” Zach asked.

“The best.” She leaned into him. “Thank you, it’s been perfect… the proposal, last night, today, everything.”

“You don’t have to thank me.”

“I want to.” She stopped and turned to face him. “I know I’ve said it before, but I mean it. Thank you for saying yes to me, all those years ago when I turned up on your parents’ doorstep out of the blue. And for staying with me ever since. And for being the person I get to be with forever.”

“Harriet.” His hand went to her face, his touch gentle. “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be and no-one else I’d rather be with. You’re it, you’re everything.”

She kissed him, gently at first then deeper, more passionate.

“Take me home,” she whispered eventually.

“Yes boss.”

***

The flat was dark when they got back, the streetlights casting soft shadows through the windows. Harriet kicked off her heels and wandered into the bedroom, turning the solitary lamp on, seeing the mattress on the floor, the sheets made, looking wonderfully inviting.

She looked around the room and registered the mirror on the far wall, between the built in wardrobes… a large mirror, floor to ceiling, and when she went to stand in front of it she could see the doorway behind her, see herself standing there in her dress, Zach appearing in the doorway.

“I see you’ve found the mirror,” he joked, walking up behind her and putting his hands on her waist.

“Hard to miss.”

His eyes met hers in the reflection. “Reminds me of somewhere else we went that was hot and sunny.”

Harriet felt her pulse quicken. The mirror in Croatia, the insane connection, the way it had kept them both entirely in the present where they needed to be. Since then it had become something they’d done relatively often, and it was amazing every time, but never quite as incredible as that first time.

“You look like you’ve got an idea?” she said, eyes fixed on his reflection, seeing the way he was looking at her hungrily, seeing her own cheeks flushed.

“I was thinking…” He started to slide the zip of her dress down slowly, still watching her in the mirror. “…that we’ve got a new home, a new life. And maybe we should mark the occasion with something special.”

The dress slipped off her shoulders and she let it fall, standing there in her underwear, watching him watching her.

“I think that’s an excellent idea.”

He turned her around to face him and kissed her, long and slow, his hands running down her back. She unbuttoned his shirt as they kissed, pushing it off his shoulders, feeling his skin and the hard muscles beneath under her fingers, so familiar but still so exciting, then her hand went to his belt and undid his trousers too, letting them slip down. Zach stepped out of them.

“Turn around,” he said quietly. “I want to see you.”

She turned back to face the mirror, watching as he undid her bra, sliding the straps down her arms and letting it fall. His hands came up to her breasts, and she watched his hands on her body, watching her own face, her lips slightly parted, a gasp as his fingers teased her hard nipples.

“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered into her ear. “I love you so much.”

His hands moved lower, slipping inside her underwear, and she gasped louder as his fingers found her. She wanted him so badly, she knew she was ready and he could tell too.

“Tell me what you want,” he whispered. “Talk to me.”

“I want you inside me.” She was watching his hand moving inside her underwear, watching herself press her hips towards his hand. “And I want to watch us.”

He slid her underwear down and she stepped out of it, naked now, then he removed his boxer shorts too. When he pressed against her again she could feel how hard he was and she pushed back against him, wanting more, so much more.

Harriet moved her legs apart, widening her stance, leaning forward and bracing her hands on either side of the mirror, pushing rear back towards him. “Like this,” she said. “I want to see everything.”

She watched as he positioned himself behind her, felt him press against her, saw the exhilarating expression of sheer pleasure cross his face as he slid slowly into her, matched by the long, low moan she let out. Looking down she could see, actually see, him sliding into her in the reflection.

“Fuck, Zach, that feels incredible…” She gasped.

“Keep watching.” He started to move, sliding out then slowly back in, his hands on her hips. “Don’t close your eyes.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” she managed to say, before another gasp. She watched everything, watching him thrust into her, watching her body push back against him, watched the pleasure on both their faces. The mirror gave her everything, nothing hidden.

“Faster now.” Harriet said. “Please…”

Zach did as she asked, increasing his pace, the sound of their bodies coming together filling the silent room. She had to move her hands a little, brace herself harder against the wall, her breath starting to fog the mirror, but she kept her eyes open, fixed on Zach’s.

“Tell me how it feels,” he gasped.

“So good… you feel so good… I love watching… I love seeing…” She gasped again as he hit the right angle. “Right there… God, right there.”

“I’m not stopping.” His right hand slid round to touch her and she cried out, the dual sensation insane. “I want to see your face when you...”

“I’m close, Zach, I’m so close…”

“I know, I can feel it…” His fingers sped up, she could see how hard he was trying to slow himself down, to keep going for her. “I’m close too…”

She kept her eyes on the mirror, watching, feeling the unstoppable tsunami of her orgasm rushing towards her, feeling the first wave shudder through her, moaning loudly, knowing there was more, much more to come, and as the first wave subsided and the second started to rush through her, she caught a glint of something, swaying with each thrust. The necklace, the one that Zach had given her for their first Christmas, the tiny heart shaped pendant, two halves wound around each other… that necklace had been with her through everything, and she had a moment of wonderful, beautiful clarity…

My future husband, my Zach… my everything.
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Prologue

Zach leaned back against the wall of the board room, loosening his bow tie and taking off his black dinner jacket to get comfortable… reminding himself that he needed to breathe still, needed to stay relaxed, despite what he suspected was about to unfold in front of him.

Through the floor to ceiling windows along the opposite wall, high above the darkened Sydney streets down below, he could see the famous sights lit up, the Harbour Bridge, the Opera House, and an array of boats still ferrying passengers up and down at this late hour.

Between him and the windows, the board room table, an expanse of expensive wood, built to impress, a room that he rarely got to see… except tonight, when it was deserted, no one else around.

The handle turned on the door near where he was stood, and along with a sudden increase in the volume of music from the other end of the floor in spilled Harriet… his wife Harriet, his beautiful, amazing wife Harriet, looking incredible in her long, flowing, sparkling golden ball gown, backless and seemingly held up by little more than willpower and a thin cord tied around the back of her neck, high heels to match, her hair worn elegantly down.

Harriet wasn’t alone. Behind her, holding her hand, was Him. Tall, handsome, powerfully built, rugged in His own dinner jacket, she’d had eyes only for Him for the last few hours at Zach’s work winter ball and Him for her, and as He followed her into the room they didn’t even stop to notice Zach, all over each other the moment that He locked the door behind them.

Zach watched, enthralled, as they kissed, deeply, passionately, tongues playing against each other while their hands roamed freely. This was hours of sexual tension distilled into moments, and their hunger for each other seemed insatiable.

It didn’t take long, not long at all, for Him to back Harriet against the table, reaching His hand down and lifting her dress, revealing her long, tanned legs. She reached for his belt and undid His trousers, and Zach took a deep breath as she took His large, erect cock in her hand.

Within moments He’d pressed closer and, though Zach couldn’t see it all from where he was stood, He was soon inside her, starting to thrust as Harriet wrapped her arms and legs around Him, alternating between kissing Him frantically and crying out in pleasure.

Zach, meanwhile, might as well have been invisible for all of the attention that they were paying him... a silent spectator and nothing more.

Harriet was absolutely loving it, that much was clear… loving it more than he’d ever seen her love sex before, in fact, and he was surprised that her orgasm was taking so long to hit, her arousal so clear and obvious.

But yet… He pulled out and leaned to whisper in her ear. She nodded, biting her lip, then turned around, looking back over her shoulder as He lifted her dress from behind and roughly pulled her lingerie down to her knees, pushing her firmly down so that she was bent over the table before positioning His cock and sliding back into her.

Harriet’s hands were bracing herself on the table, her legs tensed, her high heels raising her up so that she was the perfect height for Him, and the noises she made as He started to thrust into her again, hard, were the most carnal, animalistic noises that Zach had ever heard… expressions of pure, unadulterated pleasure, as if Harriet’s new state was a permanent orgasm, never ending.

That was when Zach realised... Harriet was watching him in the reflection in the window, even as pleasure consumed her. When she saw that he'd noticed, a smile played across her features... not an embarrassed or guilty smile, but one of pure joy, almost wonder, a smiled that seemed to say 'Can you believe this? Isn't this incredible?'

Then He thrust into her again and her expression melted into ecstasy, but even as she cried out in pleasure that smile lingered, and her gaze never left Zach's in the reflection.

He reached up to untie the cord around her neck, pushing her hair out of the way, and the dress loosened and slipped down, Harriet's breasts tumbling free... beautifully proportioned, pale as cream, the tan lines from her bikini creating a stunning contrast with her bronzed skin, her nipples hard. Now she was gloriously exposed, almost naked save for her high heels and the bunched fabric of her dress around her waist like a golden belt.

His hands quickly covered her breasts, rough and demanding as He squeezed and played with her, His fingers finding her hard nipples and working them mercilessly until Harriet was writhing at His commanding touch, all while he continued to thrust into her from behind.

And then it hit… He started to moan too and suddenly the orgasm crashed through them both, shuddering in its intensity, Harriet arching backwards to press her back into His chest before He pushed her back down, both climaxing for what seemed like for ever, the sort of sex that most people can only dream of.

As the orgasm rocked through her, Harriet's eyes never left Zach's, her face as she came a picture of staggering, unbridled pleasure and breath-taking beauty. And she smiled again at him in the reflection... slowly, deliberately, not embarrassed or guilty, but radiant with satisfaction and something that looked almost like pride.

Fuck me, Zach thought, his heart pounding as he watched his wife writhing in pleasure at the touch of another man… that is the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.

Chapter 1

Amazing how things can turn out, Zach often thought to himself afterwards. That small, innocuous comment, a bit of light hearted fun in the moment, forgotten not long afterwards ninety nine times out of a hundred. But that one time, well... that one time can snowball into something extraordinary.

One sunny Sydney winter's morning Zach stirred and hit snooze on the alarm clock, instinctively cuddling up to the naked body of his wife Harriet under the covers as he desperately tried to eke out a few more minutes in bed before their days began.

"Morning beautiful," he whispered to her, kissing her gently as he felt her naked chest push closer to his bare torso, her smooth leg rub against his.

"Morning to you too," she whispered back, reaching over to stroke his cheek. "Sleep well?"

He couldn’t keep the smile out of his voice. "When you let me..." he replied.

"When you let me, more like," she laughed back. "What time do you need to be in?"

Zach worked for one of the large multinational strategy consultancies and often had to spend time at client sites, but today was a rarity, a day in the office with no meetings until the afternoon. "Not an early one for a change. I figured I might go to the gym first."

Harriet smiled lazily. "Or just stay here with me..." One of the perks of working as a doctor at one of the big hospitals in Sydney was being lucky enough to have no shift that day, so her day was looking very different to Zach's.

"Don't tempt me," he replied, leaning in to kiss her. They lay there quietly, contently together for a few more minutes, then Zach said, "I had a dream last night..."

"Oh yes...?"

"About you."

He could see from Harriet's knowing smile that she reckoned she knew precisely what sort of dream it had been. "What were we doing?"

"We weren't doing anything... you were. At my work winter ball."

"The one last week? Just me?"

Zach paused. "Not just you... you and someone else." He was smiling as he said it. "You want to know?"

She smiled and kissed him. "So long as the other woman was stunningly beautiful and incredible in bed too, you can tell me."

"It wasn't a woman..." Harriet raised an eyebrow at that, so Zach continued. "It was you and a guy, good looking, muscular, rugged in a dinner jacket but not looking like he belonged, and he was... well... you were under him, then he was behind you, and you were... you know... on the boardroom table…"

"I was what?" she whispered back, kissing Zach on the lips briefly.

"You were enjoying it. A lot. Really a lot. And I was there, in the boardroom, but only watching."

Harriet smiled and kissed him briefly again. "Was it hot?"

"Kind of..."

"Kind of?" Harriet reached her hand down to touch Zach's cock and gave him a grin that said she didn't believe him as she grazed her fingertips along his hard length. She wrapped her hand around it and gave it a little squeeze. "Feels like more than kind of..." she said smiling again.

Zach sighed as she kept her hand there. "Maybe more than kind of."

"Did I... you know... complete my enjoyment?"

"You did... loudly."

Harriet started to move her hand slowly backwards and forwards, drawing a little twitch from Zach. She leaned over him and kissed him, more passionately this time, before she asked, "It turned you on, watching me with him?"

"A little..." he whispered between kisses.

"Just a little?"

"Ok, a lot. Watching you and him was hot as hell."

"Right answer..." whispered Harriet, as she sat up, tied back her long, dark blonde hair, and then kissed her way down his chest and further.

Just before taking his cock in her mouth she looked up at him and said, with a teasing smile, "We can't have a good looking old man like you going to work surrounded by all those beautiful, ambitious twenty-somethings with MBAs without doing something about this first, can we?"

"Old? We're barely 30 and your birthday comes before mine!"

"Exactly..."

As she took him in her mouth, Zach closed his eyes and imagined it wasn't him that she was pleasuring, but instead the guy from the dream with him watching. Not a fantasy he'd ever had before, but it turned him on like nothing had in a long time.

It was a good start to the day.

***

And that would have been that. Just a silly, yet hot, dream, some fun between them but soon forgotten.

Except for Zach making a joke about it that weekend.

They'd been at a friend's birthday party, and Zach had looked over at one point to see Harriet talking to a guy. Nothing sinister, nothing in their body language to suggest anything untoward, just talking.

But... the guy was almost the spitting image of the man from his dream. He didn't know him, had never seen him before, but there he was. Tall, tanned, muscular, clearly in great shape under his tight t-shirt, Zach really wasn't into men at all, never had been, but he could tell that this guy was very good looking. He had the look of a surfer, the right muscles in the right places.

But the thing that made his heart beat a little faster, made his breath catch in his throat, made his cock start to harden, was the contrast between the guy and Harriet.

Him, tall, strong, handsome, powerful. Harriet in contrast slim, beautiful, tanned, her hair tied back and wearing a black mini dress that left very little of her stunning figure to the imagination. The image had come into his head of the two of them, stumbling through the door of a hotel room, clothes flying off, then him on top of her, fucking Harriet hard while she screamed in pleasure... that image had entered his head and refused to leave.

More than that, though, Zach had realised he didn't even want that image to leave.

As they were walking home hand in hand, long after midnight, neither anywhere close to sober and their tongues loosened as a result, Zach said in a jokey way, "That guy you were talking to, the surfer looking one... I reckon he was into you!" He was laughing as he said it, clearly not being serious.

"Well... I was tempted," Harriet teased back, giving Zach's hand a squeeze to reassure him at the same time. "Head back to his place in Bondi, let him do what he wants to me..."

Zach smiled. "He looked like the guy in my dream."

"Your dream?" asked Harriet, looking confused.

"Yeah, you know... the dream I had. You and the other man. He looked like him."

He saw Harriet blush. "Really? I'm glad you didn't tell me when we were there! I'd have been embarrassed."

They walked on for a couple of minutes in silence, then Harriet said. "He looked just like him?"

"A lot like him."

She looked at him and he felt himself blushing too. Laughing, she said, "You imagined me and him, didn't you? While I was talking to him?"

"Maybe a little..."

"You imagined me in bed with him?" she teased. "Him doing things to me? Or was it me doing things to him?" He just blushed more. She leaned into him and kissed him on the cheek. "Don't worry, I wouldn't do that."

Zach smiled at that. "I know you wouldn't... it was hot to imagine though."

Harriet just looked back at him with an impossible to read expression, a hint of a smile on her lips and a narrowing of her eyes giving nothing away.

Soon they were back at their apartment, and Harriet put her arms around Zach, kissing him. "Are you coming to bed?" she asked, with a look that told Zach that sleep wasn't on her agenda any time soon.

"When you ask in your politest English accent and wearing that dress, definitely."

They soon found themselves on their bed, clothes strewn everywhere, naked, kissing and touching each other in a way that was so familiar after ten years together.

As it got more heated, Zach kissed down to Harriet's neck, then lower, kissing over her breasts and using his tongue on her nipples. She let out an involuntary sigh of pleasure as he did so, her hand running through his hair.

He started to kiss lower still, over her toned abdomen, and then moved himself down between her legs, planting kisses down her inner thighs, before finally slipping his tongue through her closely trimmed pubic hair, touching her, drawing another sigh of pleasure.

Lifting his head slightly, Zach said to Harriet, "Let's do something different."

"So long as you don't stop," she replied quickly, breathlessly, looking down at him, "I'll do anything you want."

He smiled up at her. "Talk to me. Tell me a story. I'm sat in the corner and watching you and the guy from the party. Tell me what I see."

There was a pause of a few seconds that turned into a few seconds more, then even longer. For all that time Harriet was looking Zach in the eye, and he thought that he'd blown it, taken it a step too far and killed the mood.

But then she smiled, closed her eyes, and said, "His apartment is next to the ocean, we're in his bedroom with doors to a balcony wide open, the noise of the surf coming from outside. The only light is from outside, moonlight from a full moon. His bed is a large double, white cotton sheets, against the wall opposite the balcony doors. You're sat in an arm chair in the corner..."

Harriet tailed off as Zach put his tongue back between her legs, letting out a soft moan as he touched her in just the right spot.

"You're naked except for your boxer shorts, allowed to watch, but not to join in." Another soft moan. "He leads me in by the hand and over to the bed, where he pulls off his t-shirt. Beneath it he has a toned, muscular body. A surfer's body. I run my hands across his chest, feeling the muscles, while I look up into his eyes."

Zach could feel himself getting hard, very hard, already. Just Harriet playing the game was a huge turn on, let alone what she was describing. Without realising he reached a hand down and started to play with his cock, slowly, enjoying the feel as his wife talked and he continued to slowly pleasure her with his tongue.

"He puts his hand under my chin, tilts my head up, and then after a moment he kisses me, passionately." She sighed softly as Zach's tongue slipped across her clitoris. "His hands move down to my ass, grabbing hold, and he picks me up, holds me against him. I can feel his chest against mine through my dress, and I wrap my legs around him."

Zach started to move his hand up and down more purposefully, not quite able to believe what he was hearing from Harriet, words he'd never heard her say before, and all the more turned on for it. He could tell that she was enjoying it too, the slickness between her legs and the slight shudders running through her evidence of her own arousal.

"He throws me down on to the bed, and I glance over to you to see you holding your cock, watching us. But then he turns my head back to look at him, gently but purposefully, and with little effort he pulls my dress down roughly. I lift my hips so that he can pull it off and it comes free, him throwing it on the floor."

Harriet moaned again, and then a second time. "Slower..." she whispered to Zach, before she continued. "He looks at me hungrily as he undoes his jeans and drops them to the floor with his underwear. His hard penis springs free, big and erect. I can see he wants me badly. Really badly. I grab for it, wanting to put my lips around it, but he won’t let me…”

A long, shuddering moan rolled through her. "He climbs on to the bed and, without hesitating, rips off my underwear… he doesn’t pull it off, he rips it to shreds… leaving me naked under him. My legs are parted, and he slides hard into me, making me cry out in pleasure." She accompanied that with another genuine half moan, half sigh.

"Come up here," she whispered, urgently. "Lie down."

Zach did as he was told, and as soon as he lay down Harriet straddled his cock and easily slid down onto him.

"You want me to continue?" she asked smiling, her cheeks flushed, her delivery breathless, as she started to grind against him, Zach matching her pace with his own hip movements.

"Yes, if you do?" Zach hadn't realised just how much he would enjoy this, but he was so turned on he didn't want it to stop.

Harriet sighed again and closed her eyes. "Very much... he starts to slide into me, not hard but firmly, and I wrap my arms and legs around him, holding on. One of my hands grabs his tight ass, pulling him into me. He fucks me, that's the only word for it. I look over and you're touching yourself, watching the two of us, our eyes make contact before he kisses me and I turn my head back to face him." As she said this, she opened her eyes and looked down into Zach's eyes, a little smile on her face, before she closed them again. Zach moved his hands from her hips to hold her breasts, adding to her stimulation.

"Oh god..." she said involuntarily, "I'm getting close..." She let out a long gasp. "He pulls out and turns me over, on to my front, and pulls me onto my knees, then slides his big hard cock into me again..." A long, shuddering moan from Harriet, and Zach felt close himself, very close. They both increased the pace, in rhythm with each other.

"And then..." A loud moan. "I lift my head to look at you... And then he cums in me, and I try not to cum, wanting to save myself for you, but I can't help myself, he's too good, looking into your eyes all the time..." Her orgasm rocked through Harriet in real life, her moans turning to cries of pleasure, and seconds later Zach came too, holding on to Harriet's hips as he thrust into her.

For a few moments there was silence, as they gently ground into each other still, then Harriet opened her eyes and fell down on top of Zach, kissing him and stroking him, her hair having come loose cascading down around her head, while he wrapped his arms around her.

"That was ok?" she asked him quietly. "I didn't go too far?"

He smiled. "It was perfect... that was so hot. Did you enjoy it?"

"Surprisingly... yes. You don't mind that I was imagining him doing that to me?" Zach shook his head and she smiled back. "We should do that again."

"I'd like that. Just the two of us though... not in real life?"

She laughed. "Just the two of us... of course." She paused. "I love you so much."

"I love you too."
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