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      “Healing is an art. It takes time, it takes practice, it takes love.”
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      Billie Brown liked to keep her day tidy. It was a deal she’d made with herself a long time ago. Thirty minutes before a client arrived for an appointment, she would cross the floor several times and check everything was as it should be. Twenty minutes before, she would watch people coming and going out on the street, the bustle of London settling her in a way she couldn’t describe. And fifteen minutes before, she would retreat to her office and wait for her assistant to arrive.

      At 9:01, the latch on her office door clicked.

      She didn’t bother looking up. “You’re late.”

      Billie felt Nina hovering in the doorway, likely with the posture of someone who knew what was coming. Shoulders back, chin dipped, with an apology ready and waiting. She set her pen down and relaxed into her high-backed leather chair. As she eyed the clock, Nina took a breath.

      “I’m sorry. The signals on the Jubilee line⁠—”

      “Mm.” Billie inched her seat back a little as she glanced down at her list of clients today. All very wealthy, and all expecting the Brown & Co. treatment. And they would get it…when she’d finished here. She lifted her head and eyed Nina across the room. Slate skirt, silk bow at her throat, her hair pinned back in a braid as expected. All ordinary details that never stayed ordinary in this room. “Close the door.”

      Nina shut the door and clasped her hands in front of her.

      “Come here.”

      The click of heels over the oak floor quietened when they met the expensive rug to the right of Billie’s desk. Nina stopped at the corner, exactly where she was supposed to. Obedience had a geography, and Nina had learned the map in no time at all. That had been the first thing to catch Billie’s attention. The second had been Nina’s hands. Steady with swatches, but often trembling in Billie’s presence. 

      “Tell me the time,” Billie said as she looked up at her assistant.

      “9:01.”

      “And what do we do with 9:01?”

      Nina swallowed. “We don’t make it a habit.”

      Billie nodded slowly and cast her gaze to the window. Another grey London morning. Then she turned her attention back to Nina without flinching.

      “Wrist.” Billie lifted a hand and turned her palm up.

      Nina placed her wrist in Billie’s hand, her skin cool to the touch. Her pulse quickened under Billie’s fingertips, then grew a little faster when she did nothing but count. 

      The ribbon at Nina’s collar had gone crooked. Billie itched to fix it, but she kept her mind on the task at hand.

      “Bend.” She nodded to her desk as she lowered Nina’s wrist.

      Nina bent over the desk, her hands splayed against the wood in anticipation. The pose did what it always did. It reminded Billie who was in charge here. A few strands of hair had freed themselves at the nape of Nina’s neck, but Billie chose not to fix that either.

      “Lift your skirt.”

      Nina gathered her skirt with the same neatness she exhibited down on the shop floor. Still, it wasn’t theatre; it was ritual. The difference mattered.

      “We keep time here,” Billie said as she trailed her knuckles up the back of Nina’s thigh. As always, her assistant wasn’t wearing underwear. “We keep standards because we like what standards allow.” She grazed the back of her hand over Nina’s pretty pussy, smiling when her legs shook. “Do you understand that?”

      “Y-yes.”

      “Are you sure?” Billie nudged her legs further apart and slipped a finger inside. “Or do you do this with the expectation that I’ll inspect your aching pussy when you disobey me?”

      Nina pressed herself harder against the desk as she clenched around Billie. “N-no.”

      “Up.”

      Nina straightened, her eyes dark when she turned to face Billie. She looked down at her as though being touched had become some kind of relief for her.

      Billie pushed her chair back further and crooked two fingers. “Sit.”

      Nina stepped closer, and Billie guided her in with a hand on her hip. She straddled Billie’s leg, facing her, every ounce of attention firmly on Billie’s face.

      “Keep your eyes on me,” Billie said, aware of the heat already seeping through the leg of her Italian suit.

      Nina’s focus was razor-sharp, sending a shiver down Billie’s spine. But she wouldn’t show it. Billie would never let any woman know what they did to her. Because that meant vulnerability, and vulnerability wasn’t something she intended to become familiar with ever again.

      “Such a good girl,” Billie murmured, feeling the praise as it landed. The small change in Nina’s mouth. The way her shoulders relaxed a fraction. 

      Nina’s breath hitched as the warmth of Billie’s thigh settled beneath her, the fabric of her skirt bunching around her hips. Her arms hovered awkwardly at her sides until Billie reached up and took Nina’s wrists in her hands and guided them to her shoulders.

      “Support yourself. I don’t want you collapsing before I say so.”

      Nina nodded, her breath unsteady as she settled her palms against Billie’s shoulders. Her eyes, wide and waiting, locked with Billie’s again. “C-can I?”

      Billie leaned back in her chair, her gaze travelling deliberately from Nina’s flushed face to where their bodies were touching. She angled her thigh, offering Nina the barest hint of friction as she whispered, “Go on.”

      Nina’s hips rocked. A hesitant roll at first, that soft grind of her heat against the solid muscle of Billie’s leg. But even the smallest movement made Nina’s breath grow ragged.

      “That’s it,” Billie said, one hand sliding up Nina’s thigh beneath the skirt, her fingers curling into the soft flesh just below her arse. “Slow. You know what happens if you make a mess on my suit.”

      Nina bit her bottom lip, trying to pace herself. Billie could see the effort it took, the control in every tremble. She wasn’t a woman who ever gave in easily, not with clients and their often ridiculous demands, but here…with Billie, on command.

      “Such a neat little worker each and every day,” Billie smirked. “But look at you now. Grinding on my leg like you were made to be pleasured by me.”

      “I…” Nina shuddered, her hips tightening for a moment, as though she had to remind herself to breathe.

      “Careful, now.” Billie’s other hand came up to frame Nina’s jaw, her thumb pressing against Nina’s lower lip. “You’re close, and I haven’t said you could be.”

      “I-I know,” Nina managed, her voice thin and needy, a confession offered on the edge of restraint. “I know, I’m just⁠—”

      “I didn’t ask for excuses,” Billie growled as she pulled her in closer. “I asked for obedience.”

      Nina’s thighs quaked, but she kept up her pace. That slow, soft sway of her hips, riding the fabric and the woman beneath it, her breath catching on every glide.

      “That’s better,” Billie said, tightening her hand at Nina’s jaw until they were barely a breath apart. “That’s how good girls do it. With control and focus. With what I want in mind.”

      Nina whimpered, and Billie savoured every wavering second of it. The way Nina’s eyes clung to hers, frantic and hungry…but desperate not to fall.

      “You’ve got nine hours left,” Billie whispered. “And if you come before then?” She leaned in, her lips brushing the edge of Nina’s jaw. “You’ll wish you hadn’t.”

      The shudder that shot through Nina was violent, but Billie would make it worth her while. “Now get up,” Billie said as she lowered her hands from Nina’s body. “And get to work.”

      Nina froze for a moment, still straddling Billie’s leg as she panted, her body trembling with unfinished need. “I…”

      Billie arched a brow. “Is that hesitation?”

      Nina swallowed as she slowly rose to her feet on shaky legs. She straightened her skirt and gathered herself…barely. “No. No, Billie. No hesitation.”

      Billie leaned back, a smirk tugging at her lips. “Good. I want you in here at six for another inspection. If you can keep yourself together until then, you’ll be rewarded.”

      “And if I can’t?” 

      “Then you’ll get nothing at all.” Billie watched her walk towards the door, every step stiff with desire and discipline. “Go on. Don’t keep me waiting twice.”

      As the door closed, Billie opened a new swatch book and perused the colours. The muscle in her thigh sent up a small complaint, but she ignored it. She had to change her pants, and she had work to do. Her thigh would be the least of her worries if she didn’t put some order into her routine in the next thirty seconds.
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      Maeve’s flat had always been the kind of place that looked lived in, unlike Debra’s new home. She smiled as she glanced around, the half-finished book on the arm of the couch, a vase of flowers that had started to droop but had no intention of dying just yet. Then she looked down at the hand-painted cup in her hand, the very one that Maeve always insisted made the coffee taste better. 

      Debra sat curled up on the couch, her hands wrapped around her cup. She’d already drunk most of it, though she couldn’t remember when. That was a regular occurrence lately. Not knowing how she’d gotten from A to B. Most days, she didn’t know if she was coming or going.

      “So it’s done?” Maeve asked as she settled opposite her. “Papers signed, accounts split, freedom officially yours?”

      “All done.” While she’d said that lightly, she still ached every time she heard the word freedom. 

      Maeve studied her in a way only someone who’d known her long enough to see through every performance could. “You don’t sound thrilled.”

      “Oh, I am.” Debra smiled. “Thrilled, liberated, euphoric.”

      “Then why are you using your ‘please stop asking’ voice?”

      “I suppose I just thought I’d feel…different.” Debra looked down into her cup, focusing on the ring of coffee at the bottom. “It’s strange. You spend years waiting for something to end, and then it does, and you don’t quite know what to do with what’s left behind.”

      Maeve leaned forward and rested her chin in her palm. “You do what every freshly liberated woman does, darling. You get a haircut, buy yourself something scandalous, and start flirting with waiters half your age.”

      Debra laughed and shook her head. “I can’t even flirt with the Sainsbury’s delivery driver without apologising for existing.”

      “You need something to mark this huge change. Something that makes you feel good.” Maeve sipped her coffee and sighed. “Clothes are a good start. A suit, maybe.”

      “A suit?” Debra repeated with amusement. “I think the last time I wore a suit was to Gerald’s company dinner, and even then, it was beige. Hardly a statement.”

      “Exactly. That’s why you’re getting a proper one this time. Something that makes you look in the mirror and want to take on the world.”

      Debra smiled against the rim of her cup. “I love you, but I don’t think it’s that easy.”

      “It is. Trust me. You just need the right tailor.” Maeve grinned. “There’s that place on Savile Row. Brown & Co. You’ve heard of it, haven’t you?”

      Debra burst out laughing at that. That was not her kind of place. She was a divorced mother of two whose kids didn’t bother to call her lately unless they wanted something from her. “Maeve, that’s where celebrities go. And CEOs. People with red carpets in their future. I’m just trying to work out how to operate my new dishwasher without Gerald being there to explain the bloody manual.”

      Maeve waved her off. “Oh, please. You could absolutely walk in there. They’d be lucky to have you. Besides, you’ve earned a little extravagance. That man drained twenty-odd years of your life and most of your patience. It’s time for something that gives back.”

      Debra sighed, but she couldn’t quite shake the small spark that flared in her chest at the thought of a new suit. Something that wasn’t picked for her or approved by someone else. Something she’d chosen herself. “You’re serious, aren’t you?” 

      “Deadly. Book an appointment. Go in. Let them spoil you a bit.”

      “I don’t need spoiling.”

      Maeve rolled her eyes. “Maybe not, but I think you’d enjoy it. They do a full service, you know. Suit and lingerie. My cousin went after her divorce last year. I believe she said that her experience with the owner was life-changing.”

      “Lingerie? I hardly think⁠—”

      “Debra.” Maeve lifted a hand and cut her off. “When was the last time you bought lingerie for yourself? Not because Gerald expected it, not because it was Christmas or Valentine’s Day or some other performative nonsense, but just because it made you feel good?”

      “That’s not really the point. It’s not like anyone’s going to see it.”

      “And that’s not the point either.” Maeve took another sip of her coffee. “You’ll see it. That’s enough. And apparently, the owner…what’s her name? Billie Brown? She’s known for making women feel good about themselves. Especially the ones who’ve had a rough time.”

      “Feel good how?” Debra’s brows drew together.

      “You’ll just have to find out, won’t you?”

      Debra shook her head. “I don’t see the point. I really don’t.”

      “I’ve already looked. They’ve got appointments this week. Go tomorrow. Take it as a post-divorce rite of passage.”

      Debra hesitated as she traced the rim of her cup with one finger. The idea felt absurd, but not unpleasantly so. There was something indulgent about it, yes, but also something necessary. Something about choosing to be seen again, but on her own terms. “I’ll think about it.”

      “That’s as good as a yes. I’ll text you the link.”

      Debra narrowed her eyes. “Don’t you dare. If I decide to go ahead with it, I’ll find the link myself.”

      “Oh, I absolutely will send it.”

      Debra rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t stop the smile slowly spreading on her lips. She sat back against the couch, realising that it had been a long time since anyone had pushed her towards something purely for herself. Longer still since she’d wanted to be pushed.

      Maybe Maeve was right. Maybe she did need a suit.

      And maybe—though she wouldn’t admit it out loud—she wanted to see what kind of woman walked out of a place like Brown & Co.
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      As Debra closed the door to her flat, the first thing she noticed was the silence. At one time, silence meant peace, but now it just made her think of everything Gerald used to fill with noise. The television blaring from the lounge or the sound of his voice on calls. That continuous rattle of the kettle when he worked from home. Now it was just her and the sound of London bleeding through the windows.

      She dropped her bag on the kitchen island and flicked the lights on. The place was modern, open plan, and too white for her taste. It had come fully furnished—another one of Gerald’s negotiations—but it felt more like a showroom than a real, cosy home. There were days when she loved the space, and others when it made her feel like a guest in her own life.

      Her laptop sat where she’d left it that morning, and right now, Debra was almost certain it was encouraging her to open it. She sighed, kicked off her shoes, and poured herself a glass of wine. It wasn’t even six yet, but surely divorce granted some leniency.

      By the second sip, she’d typed Brown & Co. London into the search bar and pressed enter. The website was sleek. Black, white, and very minimalist. Tailoring for women, by women. A single sentence sat beneath the name. Where form meets freedom.

      Debra clicked through, scanning images of perfectly cut suits on women of all shapes and ages, looking effortlessly self-assured. Not one of them resembled the tentative creature currently sitting in her flat with half a glass of Sauvignon and a permanent crease between her brows.

      Her eyes landed on the section called The Full Service.

      She hovered for a moment before clicking.

      For clients seeking a bespoke experience. A private consultation combining our signature tailoring with a custom lingerie fitting, if desired. Discretion assured. Confidence guaranteed.

      “Confidence guaranteed,” she murmured and sipped her wine. “Now that’s a promise.”

      Scrolling further down, she found reviews. There weren’t many, which made sense. The clients who could afford this sort of thing likely didn’t chatter about it online. But the ones who did had kindly left Debra the information she was looking for.

      I didn’t expect to walk out feeling the way I did. Billie has a way of seeing not only your measurements, but you. The woman underneath. It was worth every penny.

      Huh. That was positive.

      Hands down the most empowering experience I’ve ever had. Pun intended.

      Debra narrowed her eyes. 

      Billie Brown knows her craft. She’s very hands on. You’ll understand when you go.

      Debra frowned, reading that one twice. “Hands on,” she repeated under her breath.

      What exactly did that mean?

      She scrolled further when her curiosity started to creep in.

      It’s not just tailoring. It’s transformation. I’ve never been made to feel more beautiful.

      The words made her breath catch. She couldn’t remember the last time anyone had made her feel beautiful without expectation attached. Gerald had been generous, yes, but never observant. He’d bought jewellery and handbags and perfumes because that’s what men did, not because he’d noticed what suited her.

      Billie Brown, apparently, noticed things.

      Debra clicked through to the appointment page before she could back out. There were different options depending on what you required. Standard consultation, lingerie fitting, and the full service. The price next to the last one made her laugh. Maeve was quite clearly out of her mind. She could afford it—the divorce settlement had been more than generous—but spending that kind of money on a suit she’d likely never wear for anyone but herself seemed ridiculous.

      Still, her cursor hovered over the form.

      She was fifty-two, newly divorced, and drinking cheap Sauvignon while debating whether to book a fitting at a tailor that catered to women half her age and with twice her confidence.

      The thought made her laugh, but it didn’t back her away from the laptop.

      She scrolled to the review about Billie being ‘hands on’ again.

      It couldn’t mean what she thought it did. Surely not. No respectable business operated like that, not on Savile Row of all places.

      Her gaze drifted to a small, candid photograph at the bottom of the page. Billie herself, standing in front of a mirror with a client. The client’s face was out of frame, but Billie’s wasn’t. She had short dark hair, wore an exquisitely sharp suit, and had a tape measure looped around her neck. She had that kind of self-possession you couldn’t possibly fake, and there was something about her expression. Focused, but not detached. Like she understood the body in front of her wasn’t just fabric and proportion, but something far more intimate.

      Debra closed her laptop halfway, took a breath, then reopened it.

      Her pulse had quickened, but she tried to convince herself it was because of the alcohol, not the image she couldn’t quite look away from.

       She quickly filled in the form and clicked submit.

      Thank you for booking with Brown & Co. Our team will be in touch shortly to confirm your appointment.

      Debra sat back in her chair and stared at the words. She should have felt ridiculous. But tonight, she felt something else entirely. A flutter she hadn’t recognised in a long time. 

      Anticipation, maybe. Even attraction. After all, Debra had been here before. Many years before she’d married Gerald. A closeted bisexual.

      She shut the laptop and took her glass to the sink, reminding herself that it was just a suit and nothing more. But as she switched off the lights and headed for the bathroom, the image of Billie Brown—impeccably dressed with the quiet command of someone who didn’t need to explain herself—stayed firmly in her mind.

      It couldn’t mean what she thought it meant, but part of her hoped that she was wrong.
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      Billie sat behind her desk, watching the clock as it struck six in the evening. She’d spent the last hour or so responding to appointments for the rest of the week, but her interest had piqued when she came across a booking for a new client. She didn’t often have newcomers requesting The Full Service, but Billie welcomed them with open arms…certain they would leave more than satisfied. And yes, she was that good.

      The door opened suddenly without a knock beforehand. Nina slipped inside, looking impeccable and put together, but Billie knew exactly how she was feeling deep down. She clocked the tremor in Nina’s fingers as she reached up to tuck a stray strand of hair behind her ear.

      “Six,” Nina said quietly, her gaze fixed on Billie’s.

      “I’m aware.” Billie rose to her feet and smoothed a hand over her waistcoat. She stepped out from behind her desk and shook her head. “You’re late again.”

      Nina frowned. “What?”

      “It’s thirty seconds past.”

      “I…” Nina swallowed, already flustered. “I waited in the corridor. I didn’t want to come in early.”

      “Always thinking.” Billie sighed as she stalked towards her. “Always making decisions for me.”

      Nina cast her gaze to the oak flooring. “I’m sorry.”

      “Mm. You will be.” Nina’s breath hitched when Billie stopped in front of her, close enough to feel the air shift between them. “Skirt.”

      Nina obeyed, gathering the hem and lifting her skirt.

      As Billie’s gaze swept down Nina’s body, landing on what she desired most, she nodded. “You held it. I’m proud of you.”

      “Yes. All day.”

      “Did you think about me?”

      A flush rose on Nina’s cheeks. “The whole time.”

      “And you didn’t play even a little?”

      Nina’s breathing grew shallow as Billie stepped closer. “No. I did as you asked. I didn’t touch myself.”

      “Perfect.” Billie cupped Nina’s chin and tilted her face up. “You just let the ache build instead, didn’t you?” She lowered her other hand and slipped it between Nina’s legs, offering just enough pressure to make her gasp. “Because you’re so needy and desperately want to come for me.”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, go on. Show me.”

      Nina didn’t need clarification. She lowered herself to the couch, her thighs parting as she gathered her skirt around her waist. When she spread her lips, Billie smirked and dropped to her knees in front of her. She didn’t touch, she just watched. She let the weight of her gaze sink in deep before she leaned in impossibly close. 

      “Tell me,” Billie whispered as she dipped her head and gathered Nina’s wetness on her tongue. “Did it make you wet? Knowing you couldn’t have it yet…knowing I was the one who would decide when and how you’d come?”

      “Yes.” Nina’s lips parted, her chest rising and falling rapidly.

      “You’ve been perfect all day. Holding it for me.” Billie dipped a finger inside Nina, enjoying the way she clenched immediately. “Keeping yourself ready for my hands…my mouth…my permission.” Billie leaned back and took her in fully. Open, trembling, and so fucking obedient. “Taking me so well. Giving yourself to me without question…”

      “Billie, I—” Nina tried to close her thighs around Billie’s hand. “Oh, God.”

      “You’ve earned every second of what’s coming.” Billie slipped out of Nina and rose slowly. She popped the button on her pants, lowered the zip, and watched a range of emotions cross Nina’s face as she brought the strap into view. “You know I love ruining you.”

      “And you know I love being ruined by you.”

      Nina sat forward and held the strap in her hand with a devotion that made Billie’s pulse thrum harder. She wrapped her lips around the head, looked up at Billie through those long eyelashes, and took the length of it in her mouth.

      “Do you know why I make you wait?” Billie asked as she pressed a hand to the back of Nina’s head. Nina only managed a nod in response, her gaze unwavering, but Billie stepped back and guided her to her feet. She brushed her knuckles against Nina’s cheek, angling her head a little. “On the desk.”

      Nina lay back against the cool surface of the desk, her breath a soft, reverberating echo in Billie’s otherwise silent office. She didn’t break eye contact—not even when her body trembled with a restrained intensity that had been building since the moment Billie had dismissed her that morning.

      Billie stood there, leaning against the edge of the desk with her hands braced on either side of Nina’s hips, her eyes travelling every inch of her body.

      Beautiful.

      Controlled.

      Waiting.

      Nina inhaled a shaky breath. Billie could see how close she was to surrender. It was there in her eyes. Absolute trust.

      Billie leaned closer, her face inches from Nina’s as she said, “It isn’t just about control. It’s about clarity.”

      Nina’s lashes fluttered. “Clarity?”

      “You spend all day with your hands busy and your mind on what others need from you, but in here, you’re stripped of all that. There’s nothing to balance and nothing to manage. Only surrender.” Her tone softened, but her gaze didn’t. “Only me.”

      Nina swallowed. “And I want that. I need it.”

      “I know you do.” Billie raised a hand, tracing two fingers up the length of Nina’s thigh without reaching the places Nina ached for her to touch. “And because of that, you don’t rush. You don’t demand and you don’t take. You earn.”

      “I held it together for you,” Nina whispered. “Even when the ache was so intense that I could barely walk.”

      Billie’s lips curved at the edges. “That’s because you’re mine inside this office.” She let that sink in for a moment. “You know who you belong to here. You know whose hands you wait for.”

      Billie eased two fingers inside Nina, smirking when her pussy pulsed around her. She couldn’t help herself, but Billie wouldn’t hold it against her for too long. She wanted to fuck this woman senseless just as much as Nina craved it.

      “I’m yours.” Nina whimpered when Billie pushed deeper.

      “Say it properly.”

      Nina’s gaze held steady. “I belong to you, Billie. I wait for you. Nobody else.”

      Billie coated the strap with Nina’s wetness and pushed inside her without warning. Nina cried out, her fingers failing to grasp the desk beneath her as she took every thrust of Billie’s hips. “That’s why you’re rewarded.”

      Nina’s gasp fractured into a raw, breathless moan as Billie buried herself inside her. The sound sparked through Billie like a lit fuse, tightening every muscle in her body with the undeniable truth of what she craved in her future.

      But it couldn’t be.

      She wouldn’t give her control up ever again.

      Nina’s body arched into every punishing thrust Billie delivered. The strap hit deep, over and over, the rhythm unrelenting. Billie wasn’t just fucking Nina. She was taking her apart, piece by piece, exactly how Nina needed her to.

      “Eyes on me,” Billie ordered, her voice steady but pitched with a dark, simmering heat.

      Nina’s eyes flew open, threaded with tears and pleasure. “I’m…God, Billie, I’m looking. I-I’m watching.”

      “So good for me. You crave me using your body, don’t you?”

      Nina’s breath hitched as she took her bottom lip between her teeth. “Y-yes. Always.”

      Billie leaned forward, her hands planted firm on either side of Nina’s head. Her thrusts slowed and deepened. “And now you’ll show me exactly how much you wanted this. How much I’m in your head. Under your skin.”

      Nina’s body trembled. “I’ve thought about this all day,” she confessed in a rush. “About your hands on me. Your mouth. You…buried deep inside of me. I’ve walked around aching for you, wet for you, ready to drop to my knees just to breathe you in.”

      Billie’s control thinned dangerously. She pressed her forehead to Nina’s, every movement of her hips now a claiming…a reaffirmation of the power between them. “That’s what I want to hear.”

      Nina clutched Billie’s waistcoat, her other hand cupping the back of her neck. Billie could allow it, but only because she knew what she had with Nina. They fucked, and that was all it would ever be.

      “When I’m with you, you make me feel alive.”

      Billie let those words land, and then she drove her hips forward, fucking Nina hard enough to draw out every sound she’d been holding back since she’d walked through the door. “Come for me,” Billie growled against her temple. “Now.”

      Nina’s cries spilled through the room, her body tightening and breaking in rhythm with Billie’s thrusts. Ecstasy flashed across her face in waves until her entire frame trembled.

      Billie slowed only when Nina’s lips parted in a soft whimper, her climax still rippling through her. She drew back and stared deep into Nina’s eyes. She didn’t look ruined…she looked whole.

      Billie smoothed the hair from Nina’s damp forehead with the backs of her fingers. “Still so perfect.”

      Nina pulled a deep breath into her lungs, her hand sliding up to Billie’s cheek. “You always make me feel like that’s true.”

      Billie smiled. It didn’t matter that her own heart was cold and dead. This woman was perfect. She just…couldn’t be perfect for Billie in any other light. “That’s because it is.” She withdrew slowly and eased Nina’s skirt back down, her touch shifting from possessive to tender. The contrast was intentional. A reminder that what she took, she always gave back more of. “Clean up,” Billie brushed her thumb against Nina’s lower lip. “Then come back. I’m not done with you yet.”

      “Yes, Billie.” She slid off the desk, her legs trembling as she steadied herself. Billie watched every movement, already anticipating the next round.

      Tonight was far from finished.
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      The taxi dropped Debra at the corner of Savile Row, and for a moment she wondered if she’d misjudged the whole thing. The street looked as intimidating as she’d imagined, with its spotless façades and discreet brass plaques…those doors that only opened for people who knew they belonged there.

      You booked it, you might as well walk in.

      She smoothed her overcoat down, took a breath, and crossed the pavement.

      Brown & Co. didn’t look like the other tailors. There were no mannequins in the window, no loud displays…just light, clean lines, and a single black suit suspended on a brass rail. A plaque by the door read ‘By Appointment Only.’ The letters were simple and confident, and it was in that moment that Debra knew Billie Brown had nothing to prove. 

      As she stepped inside, the quietness of the space felt deliberate. 

      “Ms Allen?”

      The voice came from her right. Low, warm, and threaded with something that made her spine both tingle and straighten.

      Debra turned.

      The approaching figure seemed to embody the very legend of the establishment. Billie Brown stood taller than anticipated, her slender frame carrying itself with authority, wrapped in a dark suit that hung with meticulous accuracy. Beneath it, a crisp white shirt lay open at the collar, while a measuring tape was draped around her neck like a casual afterthought. She wore her hair short—styled but refusing to fully comply—above a jawline that could have been carved rather than born.

      No photograph had or ever would do her justice.

      “Billie Brown,” she said, extending a hand. “It’s lovely to meet you.”

      Her handshake was firm, but her palm was warm. Debra had shaken hundreds of hands in her life, but this one lingered in her thoughts far longer than could be deemed acceptable.

      “Debra,” she managed. “Thank you for seeing me.”

      “My pleasure.” Billie’s mouth tilted into something between a smile and a study. “First time with us, correct?”

      “Yes. I—” Debra paused, suddenly aware of her own reflection in the mirror behind Billie, and the faint flush in her cheeks. “My friend recommended you.”

      “I’ll have to thank her.” Billie gestured towards the back. “If you’d like to come through to the private fitting room…”

      Debra followed her through the building, trying not to stare but failing. Everything about Billie was enchanting. The measured pace, the small, precise movements of her hands when she adjusted the curtain for Debra to pass. She moved like someone who’d learned the exact weight of every silence.

      The fitting room was far more intimate than she’d expected it to be. Warm lighting, mirrors that didn’t distort, and a rack of garments waiting in shades of black, navy, and smoke. Water, coffee, and a small plate of chocolates sat on a side table next to a velvet couch.

      “Please,” Billie said, gesturing to the chair near the mirror. “Make yourself comfortable.”

      Debra sat down and smoothed her hands over her pants. “This is lovely.”

      “We try.” Billie stood opposite her, her arms folded, appraising Debra without arrogance. “You’re here for the full service, right?”

      Debra nodded, though her throat felt suddenly dry. Billie was…looking at her differently. “That’s right.”

      “Good. It’s meant to be enjoyable. Tailoring should be, in my opinion. Too many people treat it like a transaction.”

      “Enjoyable,” Debra echoed with a half-smile. “I’m not sure I’ve ever described a fitting that way.”

      “Then we’ll make sure this one earns the word.” Billie moved closer, stopping just short of her chair. Up close, she was even more striking than Debra had initially thought. “May I?” she asked, indicating the coat Debra still wore.

      Debra nodded and rose to her feet. Billie’s hands brushed her shoulders as she eased it off. The touch was brief, professional, yet Debra felt it like static under her skin.

      Billie hung her coat neatly, then turned back to her. “I like to start by asking what you want the suit to say. Most people don’t realise clothes speak for us long before we open our mouths.”

      Debra tried to find her voice, but it was a struggle. She had a hard enough time explaining herself without doing it directly to a beautiful woman. “I suppose I’d like it to say that I’m not someone’s wife anymore. That I’m…me.”

      “Mmhmm.” Billie’s eyes flickered with understanding. “That’s a very good start.”

      Debra laughed softly. “I’m not sure it is.”

      “It is. Because it’s honest. Honesty looks better than any cut I could give you.”

      Those words shouldn’t have landed so deeply inside Debra, but they did.

      Billie stepped back, studying her with an attention that felt physical. Not intrusive, but…aware. “I can already see what would suit you. Structure without stiffness. Soft lapels. Maybe charcoal instead of black. It’ll pull the colour back into those gorgeous eyes.”

      God, this woman was good. Debra had only been with her for a few minutes, and she already felt attractive again. She cleared her throat. “It’s that easy?”

      “Of course not.” Billie’s eyes locked with Debra’s, the heat behind them enough to leave her breathless. “But that’s the trick, isn’t it?”

      Debra’s heartbeat shifted, a tiny stutter that had nothing to do with nerves but everything to do with the proximity of this woman…and the fact that Debra wanted to get naked in front of her.

      You’ve got no chance. Not with Billie Brown.

      Billie’s gaze moved briefly to Debra’s hands resting in her lap. “You don’t need to be nervous,” she said as she lifted a hand and ghosted her knuckles across Debra’s cheek. “We go at your pace.”

      Debra didn’t know what that meant, but she was beginning to realise that Billie really was ‘hands on’, as the reviews had suggested. “I’m not nervous,” Debra lied. “I don’t usually treat myself to an experience like this.”

      Billie smiled. “Well, I hope I’ll see you again after today.”

      Debra couldn’t look away. The composure, the low voice, the certainty that lived in every movement…it was magnetic. The sort of presence that made you want to stand straighter, breathe deeper, and speak more carefully…all while imagining Billie kissing you.

      “I’ll step out while you change,” Billie said. “There’s a robe on the hook. We’ll start once you’re ready.”

      “All right.”

      Billie paused at the curtain and turned back. “And Debra?”

      “Yes?”

      Her smile was bright, doing everything it really shouldn’t be to Debra’s body. “Welcome to Brown & Co. I think today is going to be just what you need.”

      When the curtain fell back into place, Debra let out a shaky breath. The mirror caught her expression. Flushed, uncertain, but alive. She touched a hand to her throat, where her pulse still jumped, and wondered what exactly she’d signed up for. Because whatever she’d expected from a tailor’s appointment, it wasn’t this.

      And it certainly wasn’t Billie Brown.
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      Billie waited before drawing back the curtain. Years of practice had taught her that the pause mattered. It gave the client a moment to find herself in the mirror first.

      When she stepped inside again, Debra stood by the chair, the robe tied loosely at her waist. The lighting worked exactly as intended, catching the edge of her collarbone and the fall of her hair.

      Billie stopped behind her. “Comfortable?”

      Debra met her eyes in the mirror. “As I’ll ever be.”

      That small smile—nervous and self-deprecating—hit somewhere Billie hadn’t prepared for. She’d seen every shade of nerves in this line of work. Bravado, humour, fear. Debra’s carried none of that noise. She stood exposed in more ways than one, and still didn’t look away.

      “You look perfect. And don’t worry, we’ll start easy.” Billie stepped closer, the floor creaking beneath her boots. “Hands here,” she said, guiding them to Debra’s sides. “Breathe for me.”

      The robe shifted with Debra’s breath. Billie felt the heat beneath her palms and reminded herself of the script. Steady voice, steady hands, always calm. And don’t fall.

      But that was harder than usual.

      Beauty had never been the problem; Billie had seen all forms of it over the years. What caught her was the composure inside the uncertainty, and the honesty in those devastatingly blue eyes.

      “This service, initially”—she kept her tone even—“is about how fabric meets the body. It’s also about reminding you what’s still yours.”

      “You make it sound like therapy.”

      “Not therapy,” Billie said. “Just honesty. Most people don’t realise how much they hide from themselves.”

      “And you show them?”

      Billie met her gaze in the mirror. “I help them see.”

      The silence thickened as the robe loosened under Billie’s fingers, the knot giving way with a quiet sigh.

      Her heartbeat remained measured and controlled. This wasn’t planned—it never was—but pretending to be detached now seemed impossible.

      “Billie…” Her name emerged from Debra’s lips as a half-formed question.

      Billie’s fingers found the curve beneath Debra’s ribcage, touching lightly enough to comfort, not to demand. “Say the word, and we stop.”

      Debra gazed back at her through the mirror. “Don’t stop.”

      Their eyes connected, and everything beyond them faded. Just glass reflecting silence, and Debra’s hands tensing as though she was holding onto this moment.

      “Then,” Billie whispered as her lips brushed Debra’s ear. “Trust me.”

      The mirror captured it all. Debra’s neck arching and the colour rising across her chest. Then a single shiver passed between their bodies. Watching herself, Billie recognised the familiar professional who understood limits perfectly, yet had just crossed one without hesitation.

      She held herself still, her palm flat against the warm plane of Debra’s abdomen, feeling each breath grow steadier beneath her touch.

      “No rush,” she murmured.

      Debra’s chin dipped in agreement, her eyelids heavy as the room seemed to breathe with her. Anticipation rose in the air, an electric whisper that left even Billie breathless.

      She turned her attention to the sash of silk and slipped one finger underneath. The material surrendered without resistance, opening as though it had been anticipating her touch.

      “See yourself,” she whispered against Debra’s neck. Billie couldn’t help but breathe her in. “What do you find there?”

      Debra lifted her gaze to the glass, darting between their mirrored forms. The parted robe revealed a subtle mark near her hipbone, an intimate detail uncovered through chance and tenderness.

      “I see someone…attempting,” Debra said.

      “Attempts matter,” Billie told her as her fingers travelled lower, delicate and confident as she grazed them just above the waistband of Debra’s lace underwear. “Few people ever make them.”

      “I’m not like the others.”

      “No,” Billie concurred. “You’re not.”

      She leaned in, the last of the space dividing them no longer an issue. Their reflection merged them into one outline, with Billie’s height sheltering Debra’s form, her hands aching to worship, the current of dominance resting silently between them.

      Billie’s lips grazed her ear. “I don’t transform you into someone else. I reveal who you’ve always been.”

      Debra’s eyes softened. “What if I’m afraid of that person?”

      “Then we wait and try again another time, but trust me, you’re far more than your fears would have you believe.” Billie’s fingers inched the robe open a little more. “Still with me?”

      “Yes.” They locked eyes, Debra’s stare unwavering. “Completely.”

      Something charged passed between them, but this was the threshold she sought. Desire acknowledged out loud.

      “Then we continue,” she said. “At whatever pace you’re comfortable with.”

      Billie slid the robe from Debra’s body, fighting back the urge to drop to her knees for this woman. That wasn’t who she was anymore. She didn’t give herself freely to the first beautiful woman she came across. Actually, she didn’t give herself to anyone at all anymore.

      She took a breath, inconspicuously of course, and leaned in once more. “Shall we?”

      “Yes.” Debra trembled when Billie ghosted the back of her hand over the taut nipple peeking through the lace fabric. “I’m ready.”

      “Keep those beautiful eyes on me.”
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      The word ready still hung between them as Billie pressed herself to Debra’s back. Debra caught their reflection—Billie’s dark suit and her own pale skin, the two of them separated only by breath—and the air changed. The temperature had certainly crept up.

      She’d meant to keep her eyes open, to follow Billie’s instruction, but that first brush of contact when the back of Billie’s hand had teased her nipple into a painfully hard peak had made her world tilt. She exhaled a breathy moan and surrendered to whatever was happening here.

      “So beautiful.” 

      Debra swallowed, entirely consumed by the woman pressed against her. 

      “Do you know what I see?” Billie asked as she slowly stroked her palm down Debra’s stomach, the tip of her tongue teasing the outline of Debra’s ear. “A woman who got back up.”

      Billie didn’t hurry. She moved with purpose, inching that soft hand lower until it slipped past the waistband of her underwear. Debra’s breath hitched when Billie stilled her hand, aware that she was soaking wet with each whisper against her neck.

      “A woman who deserves to feel wanted and explored…”

      Those words lodged somewhere deep inside Debra, in a place that hadn’t heard anything like that in a long time. Her throat squeezed, a raw ache clawing its way upward and towards release. She blinked, fighting the sting behind her eyes.

      Billie noticed. Of course she did. When her hand shifted again and two fingers pressed to Debra’s clit, her legs almost gave out. She wasn’t sure anyone had ever touched her quite like this. With care and respect…with a look of want buried deep in their eyes. “B-Billie…”

      “Feel me. Feel what I see when I look at you…when I touch you.”

      Oh, Debra felt it. She felt every minute movement. “Oh, God.”

      “You deserve love and attention, Debra. You deserve to feel comfortable and appreciated in your own skin.” Billie shifted lower and eased two fingers inside Debra. “And your pretty pussy agrees with me.”

      Whatever this woman was doing to her, Debra felt alive. She was so far removed from this life…this lifestyle, but she could indulge just this once. She had walked through the door to Brown & Co. with several expectations in mind, and Billie had fulfilled every last one so far.

      “I want you to do something for me,” Billie said as she eased out of Debra and removed her underwear. She placed it down neatly on top of her pile of clothes and turned back to Debra, holding out a hand. “If you’re sure you want to continue?”

      “Y-yes.” Debra barely managed to speak. She was so close to losing control entirely that she didn’t trust her voice. “Anything you want from me.”

      Billie angled her head and smiled. “Mm. You’re rather obedient for a woman who came in here for nothing more than a suit.”

      “I didn’t think anyone would ever say the things you’ve said to me today.”

      “Then I’m glad I did.” Billie guided her towards the velvet couch along the main wall of the fitting room. “Sit.”

      Debra did as she was instructed, every inch of her body pulsing with desire and pleasure.

      Billie lowered herself to her knees and lifted Debra’s chin with two fingers.  “Tell me…with honesty this time, what do you see?”

      Debra’s breath wavered, but she didn’t look away. “I see a woman who wants to feel alive again.”

      “Then lie back and spread for me.”

      She had expected nerves, maybe embarrassment, or at least a rush of regret, but none of those things came. What came instead was scorching heat as Billie’s palms slid up her thighs, exploring their way into warm wetness. And beneath that heat was something far more dangerous. Recognition. Billie’s hands knew where to go. They knew what Debra craved.

      She eased two fingers back inside her and dipped her head. She placed an open-mouthed kiss just above Debra’s pussy and smiled as she gazed up at her through dark, sexy, hooded eyes. It was the intent behind them that unravelled Debra. The promise that this was still about her and not a performance. “I know you’re close, that’s perfectly okay. I want you to enjoy your first time with me and take whatever you need. We can always draw you out a little longer next time.”

      With the knowledge that a next time was possible, Debra relaxed back onto the couch and surrendered once more. 

      The moment Billie’s lips wrapped around her clit, Debra lost all sense of where she was. The euphoria, the gentle lashing of her tongue, the stretch as her fingers delved a little deeper…it was all too much for Debra. 

      “Oh, fuck!” She rode the rising wave of sensation, her breath uneven as her hips moved in slow, grinding circles against the heat of Billie’s mouth. The rhythm was hers, even as Billie guided her with gentle pressure, even as need rippled through her. 

      Debra still felt this was all her doing. 

      Her choosing. Her claiming.

      She clutched at the back of Billie’s head not to control, but to anchor herself to something real as the rest of her drifted into sensation. “Billie, I⁠—”

      “Let it happen, beautiful.”

      It wasn’t until the tension started to coil in her belly, her thighs trembling, that she truly understood why women kept coming back here. 

      The smallest part of her had considered that maybe sex could be expected. She was generally good at reading between the lines, or perhaps she’d imagined a performance…some erotic illusion to make her forget what she’d come for. What she found instead was slow ruin. Unhurried. Intentional. A worship she hadn’t known she’d needed.

      “Don’t hold back,” Billie murmured against her, her voice vibrating through Debra’s already overly sensitive body. “Let yourself feel.”

      Debra’s head fell back, the soft velvet enveloping her. “Billie…” It was little more than a plea for mercy that didn’t exist. Billie didn’t know the meaning of mercy, and Debra didn’t want it.

      Her thighs started to shake, every breath a gasp as she tried and failed to swallow. She could feel herself reaching the brink. That beautiful, terrifying edge where she was no longer a woman sitting on a couch, but a pulse…a raw nerve ready to burst open.

      And she did.

      The world didn’t go quiet as she’d always imagined. It roared. Blood in her ears, her heartbeat in her throat, euphoria wracking every muscle in her body. She shattered on Billie’s tongue with a sound she’d never made before—a mixture of a sob and a desperately needed release—and when the world finally slid back into shape, she found Billie’s hands still on her, gently coaxing her through the aftershocks. 

      Billie lifted her head after a moment and rested her cheek against Debra’s inner thigh, her lips brushing over her skin in gratitude. As she looked up at Debra, her eyes said everything. “You see? You’re already more than enough.”

      Debra startled herself when she leaned forward and cupped Billie’s face, her thumb tracing the edge of her jaw. She hadn’t expected a softness to follow the heat. But it was there, and Debra needed Billie to know that she appreciated what she’d done for her here today. “Thank you.”

      Billie smiled, but slowly drew back from Debra’s touch. “Next time,” she said, as if there was no doubt and no question at all, “we’ll take our time and find every part of you that you’ve forgotten exists.”

      Debra inhaled a shaky breath, and for the first time in a long time, it didn’t hurt to breathe.

      She was wanted, and she was far from done.

      “Right,” Billie went on, rising to her feet with her suit immaculate and her gaze still burning, “we can go ahead and take those measurements now, or you can relax for a while in our lounge with champagne.”

      Debra wasn’t sure she could concentrate on fabric and measurements right now. Champagne absolutely seemed like the right idea. After all, she should be celebrating what had happened here today. “I think champagne sounds wonderful.”

      Billie offered her a single nod. “Champagne it is. I’ll direct you to our lounge once you’re feeling…a little more steady on your feet.”
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      As Debra settled onto the couch, the evening wrapping around the city, her body still remembered the day she’d had. The dull ache in her thighs and the pulse in her neck that hadn’t quite settled. She’d showered when she’d got home, letting the water run until it turned tepid, but it still felt as though traces of Billie’s presence remained on her skin. 

      She glanced out of the window. London was doing what it always did—moving forward, indifferent and alive—but for once, she didn’t feel like she was watching it from a distance. She felt as though she was a part of it, even from the comfort of her new home, a glass of wine in hand and her robe cinched at her waist.

       She’d tried to read, but the words had blurred into a mess the moment she’d picked up her novel. Every time she blinked, fragments of memory resurfaced. The feel of Billie’s breath against her, the way she’d spoken…never commanding, just certain.

      She wasn’t sure she’d ever met anyone so composed, or so sure of their own stillness. Billie moved through the world like someone who’d made peace with every version of herself. Still, there was nothing arrogant about her.

      Debra smiled to herself. Billie made a living dressing others, yet somehow, she’d stripped Debra bare in more ways than she could count.

      Her phone rang, vibrating against the coffee table. Maeve’s name flashed on the screen.

      Debra paused before picking up. “Hey.”

      “Well?” Maeve’s voice burst through the receiver. “Did you look up the link? Have you booked in yet?”

      “I…yes.”

      “When? You’ll have to tell me all about it.”

      Debra winced. Maeve would hit the roof when she found out the fitting had already happened. Her best friend loved a good pep talk. “My appointment…was today.”

      A dramatic gasp followed. “And? Was it everything I promised and more?”

      “More,” Debra said, shaking her head as her face reddened. “So much more, Maeve.”

      “I knew it! I told you that woman had something special. Tell me what she’s like in person? Is she really as divine as they say?”

      Debra thought about Billie standing there in that impossibly sharp suit, and the way she filled the silence without crowding it. God, she was just a striking masculine goddess. “Divine isn’t the right word. She’s…grounding more than anything. She’s excellent at what she does.”

      “Well, blimey,” Maeve laughed. “If that isn’t the beginning of a midlife romance, I don’t know what is.”

      “Don’t start.”

      “I’m just saying,” Maeve went on, “you sound different. Lighter. Happier.”

      Debra traced a finger around the rim of her glass. “I feel it.”

      “Oh, Deb. I can’t remember the last time you sounded like that.”

      Debra leaned back on the couch. “It’s strange. I went in for a suit, and I came out feeling like I’d reclaimed something.”

      “Did she flirt with you?”

      Embarrassed by the heat that settled on her cheeks, Debra sighed. “She doesn’t need to. She has this way of looking at you. Not like she’s undressing you, but like she’s…understanding you.”

      “That’s worse,” Maeve teased. “You’ve fallen for her mind already.”

      “I’ve done no such thing,” Debra scoffed. “But she’s remarkable. She helps women see themselves differently. And it’s not a line to get you in there. You can feel it.”

      “It sounds to me like you had a religious experience, Debs.”

      It had certainly been an experience. There was no doubt about that. “Something like that.”

      “So, when are you seeing her again?”

      Debra paused for a second. “Couple of days. We, um…didn’t quite finish the suit fitting. I still need to choose my fabric.” And enjoy whatever else follows, Debra thought to herself. “Judging by the suits on display, she has an eye for detail.”

      “Jesus. That soon? What exactly is this woman capable of?”

      “Oh, hush!” Debra tutted. “She’s someone that I believe can help me get my mojo back. Or something to that effect, anyway.”

      “I’m proud of you, you know.” Maeve’s voice softened. “For going. For doing something for yourself.”

      “Thanks, love.”

      “Just promise me one thing.”

      Debra frowned. “What’s that?”

      “That you’ll enjoy it. No guilt and no second-guessing. You’ve earned a little joy.”

      Debra cleared her throat. She didn’t know how long visiting Brown & Co. would last, but she would certainly do everything she could to enjoy her time there. “I’ll try.”

      After they said goodbye, the apartment fell back into a quiet that Debra was enjoying this evening. She set her phone down and wandered to the window. The streetlights scattered their reflections across the glass, and then she noticed her own reflection as it hovered there…her hair messy and her eyes brighter than they had been for some time.

      For the first time in years, she liked what she saw.

      She lifted her glass, the wine catching the city’s glow, and thought about her next appointment. She wouldn’t usually do something again so quickly, but she suspected that Billie Brown lived for women falling at her feet. It didn’t matter that she was significantly younger; it didn’t matter that she was a flirt and, in some way, overly confident. What mattered was the way she made Debra feel about herself.

      She didn’t know what tomorrow would bring. Maybe just fabric and measurements, maybe something far more intimate as Billie had hinted earlier, but as she stood there, her pulse steady…she realised that she was looking forward to finding out.

      Because whatever Billie Brown had done to her today, it had shifted something fundamental. She’d walked into Brown & Co. a stranger to herself and walked out a woman who remembered what it meant to be alive.

      And tonight, she wasn’t afraid of that feeling anymore.
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      Billie’s apartment sat high above the city, a sleek stretch of glass and steel that looked out over the Thames. From here, London looked almost delicate, with its silver threads of traffic and pockets of gold light glinting off the river. She preferred it that way. 

      Distance. 

      Control.

      Her space was minimalist and immaculate, designed to leave no trace of a life lived, only one maintained. The kind of place that gave nothing away. Polished surfaces and a place built for order. There was no clutter and no softness, just clean light and the faint echo of her own footsteps as she moved from one end of the living room to the other. 

      It should have been an ordinary evening. A shower, a glass of whiskey, the soft shuffle of a jazz record. She was used to coming home with the knowledge that another client had been seen, satisfied, and forgotten about, but not tonight.

      Because Debra Allen wasn’t ordinary…and she couldn’t shake her. 

      Billie stood by the floor-to-ceiling window, one hand tucked into her pocket. The night sky reflected herself back at her—joggers, tank top, and bare feet, the illusion of stillness. She replayed the afternoon in pieces, as she often did, but this time the fragments refused to fall neatly into place.

      She’d been softer with Debra. That much was clear. Softer in her words, in her pace, even in her silences. It hadn’t been deliberate; softness never was with her. She’d spent years cultivating meticulousness, learning where to place her hands and how to move without giving away more than she intended. Her clients came for that certainty.

      Most of the women who booked the full service came in already knowing what they wanted. They were confident, rehearsed, often bored of their own reflection. They treated it as a luxury they were owed. Power traded for pleasure. No one ever wanted softness. They expected Billie’s hands and her focus. They assumed it was their right. And Billie gave it to them, because that was what they’d paid for. She knew how to give without letting anyone take and that was the difference.

      But Debra hadn’t come for power. She’d come for permission.

      Permission to breathe again. To exist.

      And now…Debra had unsettled the rhythm.

      Billie replayed the look in her eyes. That mixture of disbelief and hunger when she’d told Debra she was enough. That small, startled gasp, as though she was hearing the truth for the first time.

      She set her glass down on the table, the sound piercing in the silence.

      She should be over it by now. Normally she would be, because this wasn’t supposed to happen. Billie’s own rules were there for a reason—they existed to keep her heart safe. The work was about control. About ensuring she
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