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            Sometimes, letting someone go helps them realise the depth of your love.
Isabel Allende
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Tom spotted her first.

"Christ," he said, and stopped walking.

Marcus turned to see what had stopped him. Then he turned back and took a long drink without saying anything, which was its own kind of answer.

She was near the far end of the bar, in a black leather dress that stopped mid-thigh, ruched down the front, a cutout sliced clean through one side from waist to hip, a second gap at the chest, one strap crossing her bare shoulder. Dark hair worn down with a fringe, long enough to move when she did. Legs bare from mid-thigh down to thin black straps wound up from high-heeled sandals to her ankles. A full dark-red mouth. Cheekbones that caught the bar light every time she turned her head.

"Don't," Tom said.

"I haven't done anything."

"You've got that look."

Marcus had already turned back toward her. "She's with people," he said. "And she's about a four-zip codes out of your range, mate."

A man was at her side, talking. Her body was angled away from him, her eyes still moving across the room, not searching for anything, just moving.

"I'm going over," I said.

Tom laughed. Marcus didn't, which meant he thought there was a chance, which was all I needed.

Men at the bar had shifted without appearing to. Two had turned on their stools. One had stopped his own conversation mid-word. None of them seemed to know they'd done it.

Her eyes crossed the room and landed on me for a second. Then moved on.

My drink hit the nearest flat surface.

"Oi," Tom said behind me.

The crowd opened up as I crossed the floor. Her fragrance arrived before I did, dark and faintly sweet, amber and something underneath it I had no name for. She was still mid-conversation, the man still talking at her, and she looked up at my approach and the conversation stopped being interesting to her.

Her eyes were dark green, heavy-lidded, and gave nothing away.

"Hi," I said.

The smile came without warning. Her mouth went from unreadable to warm in a single movement, and my chest took the hit of it before my head did. She turned a degree toward me, away from the man at her side.

"Hi," she said.

A beat. The man stood there. Then he left.

Her name was Serena.

She offered it without being asked, about thirty seconds in, the way you state something that belongs on the record. I gave her mine. She nodded once, like it had been filed.

The man who'd left had taken the gap in the conversation with him, and she didn't seem to need it filled. She looked at me with those heavy-lidded green eyes and waited to see what I'd do with the space.

"You come here a lot?" I said.

"No." The dark red mouth curved slightly. "Do you?"

"First time."

"Is it."

Not a question. She was looking at me the way you look at something you haven't decided about yet, and the fact that she hadn't decided felt like more than I'd had any right to expect thirty seconds ago. Her glass was nearly empty. I gestured at it.

"Can I get you another?"

She looked at the glass, then back at me. "Yes."

Two drinks arrived. She took hers and turned so her back was half to the bar, facing out toward the room, and I stood beside her and we watched it together for a moment. Her fragrance was stronger at this distance. The cutout at her waist sat at the level of my hand if I'd let it hang. I didn't.

"You were watching me," she said.

"So was half the room."

"I know." She took a drink. "You were the one who came over."

A group nearby got loud over something. Her eyes moved to them briefly, assessed, moved back. The room kept reorganising around her without her asking it to. A man catching her profile from two stools down held his gaze there a beat too long before his girlfriend said something and he looked away.

"I like being the centre of attention," she said. Flat, no performance in it, the way you'd say you liked a particular coffee or didn't like the cold. Information she was giving me in case it was relevant.

"I noticed," I said.

"Most men find it charming." Her eyes came back to mine. "For a while."

The for a while sat there between us. She let it. Didn't soften it, didn't explain it, just left it in the air and watched to see if I'd pick it up or step around it.

"And after a while?" I said.

She smiled, the real one again, the one that hit without warning.

"After a while they get stupid about it."

The bar noise filled the gap. Her shoulder was an inch from mine. The leather dress caught the light along the ruching when she breathed.

"I won't," I said.

She looked at me for a moment with those dark green eyes, and I could see clearly that she had heard that before and that she believed me anyway, not because she was naive but because it didn't matter either way. She would do as she pleased. Whether I got stupid about it was my problem, not hers.

She took her phone out, typed for three seconds, and held the screen toward me.

"Put your number in," she said.

I did. She took it back, dropped it into the small bag at her hip, and looked back out at the room.

"I have to go back to my friends," she said.

"Okay."

She turned and looked at me one more time, that same assessing look, and then the smile came again, brief, and she moved away through the crowd. The leather dress and the long dark hair and the heels that added four inches she didn't need. The crowd adjusted for her without being asked.

Tom appeared at my elbow with two fresh drinks.

"Well?" he said.

"She gave me her number."

He stared at me. Then he handed me the drink without another word, which was the most respect he had shown me in six years of friendship.

Those first few weeks were the best of my life. I know how that sounds. I also know it's true.

She let me take her to dinner three times before she slept with me. Each time she arrived already assembled, the dark hair down, heels that put her eyes level with my mouth, something fitted and short that made wherever we were feel like it had been arranged specifically to frame her. Each time I got there early, a habit I'd never had before her, and each time she was already there, one leg crossed over the other, a drink in front of her, entirely at ease. That small fact, her already there, already settled, reset something in me every single time. I never got used to it. I never wanted to.

The second dinner. A corner table, low light, the kind of place that goes quiet when someone like her walks in. She had a glass of red in front of her and she was looking at the room the way she always looked at rooms, level and unhurried, and she turned it on me when I sat down and the room stopped mattering.

We talked for three hours. I don't remember eating.

She laughed twice, the real one, the one that changed her whole face, and both times I felt it in my chest like a reward I hadn't earned. She asked questions and actually listened to the answers, her dark green eyes on mine, and the quality of her attention when she was interested was unlike anything I'd felt before. Present. Focused. Like being the only person in a room she could have filled with anyone.

Then she put her glass down.

"I had a boyfriend for two years," she said. "Before you."

"What happened?"

"He got jealous." She picked the glass back up. "Men do, eventually."

"Of what?"

Her eyes came back to mine. "The way I live."

The waiter arrived and she ordered without looking at the menu, and the moment closed. She moved on to something else and I followed her there, and I was so deep in the warmth of her attention that the word jealous barely registered. I heard it. I filed it somewhere it wouldn't bother me.

The third dinner. Louder place, a bar that did food, and from the moment we walked in the room recalibrated around her. A man at the bar held his gaze on her a beat too long. She didn't notice, or she noticed and it meant nothing to her either way.

"You do that every time," I said.

She looked at me. "Do what?"

"Walk in somewhere and the whole room turns."

"I like being the centre of attention." No apology, no performance. Just information. "I always have."

"Does it bother you? People staring?"

She looked at me for a moment like she was genuinely considering it.

"No," she said, and smiled. "Does it bother you?"

I should have sat with that question. Instead I smiled back and said no and meant it, because at that point watching a room respond to her felt like a privilege. She was with me. She was sitting across from me, her dark red mouth around the rim of her glass, and the man at the bar could look all he wanted.

Walking back that night she took my hand without comment, her fingers easy in mine, her heels loud on the wet pavement, and I thought: whatever this costs, it's worth it.

She texted me on Tuesday. “Come over Thursday. I'll cook.”

Two weeks of dinners, and that was the first time she had invited me to her place. My stomach dropped and my cock stirred at the same moment and I typed back “yes” before the phone had finished buzzing in my hand.

Her flat was on the third floor of a building that smelled like old wood and someone else's cooking. She buzzed me in without saying anything through the intercom, just the click of the door, and I took the stairs.

She was in the kitchen when I arrived, in a tight black top and jeans that did exactly what jeans can do when the person wearing them has her hips and her ass, stirring something on the hob with one hand and holding a glass of wine with the other. Her hair was up. The back of her neck and the line of her collarbone and the two inches of bare waist where the top had ridden up were the first things I saw when she turned.

"Open that," she said, and nodded toward a bottle on the counter.

I opened it. She turned back to the hob. Her fragrance was stronger here than anywhere else, the amber and the dark sweetness of it sitting in the warm kitchen air, and I stood at the counter and watched her cook and thought about nothing except that I wanted to be inside this flat every night for the foreseeable future.

We ate at a small table by the window. She had lit a candle. Outside the city made its noise and in here it was warm and the food was good and she sat across from me in the candlelight with her hair up and her collarbone catching the light and talked, and I ate and drank and contributed enough to keep it going and mostly just let her fill the room.

"You're quiet tonight," she said.

"I'm listening."

Her mouth curved. She picked up her glass. "Most men talk too much."

"I'll try harder."

"Don't," she said, and the dark green eyes held mine for a moment. "I like it."

After dinner she cleared the plates and I opened the second bottle and she came back to the table and sat, not across from me this time but in the chair at the corner, close enough that her knee was against mine. The candle had burned down. She refilled her glass and looked at me in the low light and the decision was already made, I could see that clearly, she had made it before I arrived, possibly before she sent the text, and what was happening now was just the interval before she acted on it.

She put her glass down and looked at me.

"Come here," she said.

Her mouth hit mine before I'd fully closed the distance. Both hands in my hair, pulling, her body pressing forward off the chair, the wine on her breath and the warmth of her and the dark sweet fragrance all arriving at once. She kissed like she'd already decided exactly what she wanted and was taking it. Her tongue, her teeth on my lower lip, a sharp bite that pulled me forward without deciding to move. Her hips were already against mine, pressing, and the cool unhurried version of her that the room always saw was gone entirely.

"Mmm." She pulled back just enough to look at me, dark green eyes close up and heavy. Her chest was rising fast. "Bedroom."

She was already standing, her hand closing around my wrist, pulling me down the short hallway. At the foot of the bed she turned and grabbed my shirt with both hands and pulled
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