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      In all the world, there is no heart for me like yours.

      In all the world, there is no love for you like mine.

      

      — Maya Angelou
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      Finn woke with a blinding headache, knowing that the second she opened her eyes, she would probably burst into tears. Last night had been a blur, just as the last six weeks had, and as she shifted her hand ever so slightly, Finn knew she had hit a new low. Someone was sleeping beside her.

      No, no, no. 

      She carefully rolled from her position, mindful not to open her eyes too quickly, and sat on the edge of the bed with her head in her hands. The perfume in the room was unrecognisable, the presence wasn’t one she knew at all, and as Finn sat here…she knew she’d fucked up last night.

      She had to stop drinking.

      She had to take back control of her life.

      Water. She needed water. A whole load of it.

      As she stumbled her way through her flat, one eye barely squinted open, she rushed into the bathroom and closed the door. Lock included. How could she have brought someone home with her last night? Was she so far gone…too fucked in the head…to see her mistakes as they glared right at her? Seemed so.

      Finn slid down the door and brought her knees to her chest. The pain in her heart was one she was becoming all too familiar with these days, a pain she wasn’t sure would ever fade. Deep, physical, devastating. “What the fuck are you doing with your life?” Finn rested her arms on her knees and lowered her head. “You’re a fucking embarrassment!”

      If anyone could see her now, they would surely agree. Her mum, her friends, even her dad…God, even he didn’t look so rough when he’d hammered the drink in the past. She scoffed. Her alcoholic father was doing life better than Finn right now. Yeah, he was in AA and working through his shit. Meanwhile, she had gone the opposite way and was on the brink of losing everything.

      She’d already lost Gillian.

      Nothing else mattered.

      Tears brimmed on Finn’s eyelids, the reminder making her gag as she crawled her way to the toilet. Another morning of throwing up. Another morning of not knowing what had happened the night before. Another morning going over the mistakes she’d made.

      A knock on her bathroom door had Finn pressing her back to the bathtub. “Yeah?”

      “Are you okay in there, gorgeous?”

      Finn’s stomach roiled. She couldn’t even face whoever was on the other side. “Fine. Yeah. Just too much to drink last night.”

      She heard the woman behind the door giggle. “Maybe you should come out here, and I’ll make you feel better.”

      If Finn gave that comment a moment to sink in, she would be emptying her stomach again. “Really, I’m good. I could be a while so, like, did you want me to just call you or something?”

      Finn closed her eyes, her bottom lip trembling. Whoever this woman was, she didn’t deserve that. She had no idea the shit Finn was dealing with or why she’d brought her back here last night. Fuck, even Finn didn’t know why she’d done it. If she hadn’t had those shots and the last double vodka Coke, she probably wouldn’t be on the floor this morning, but she had, and now she had to deal with the consequences.

      “I’ll make you some breakfast. Soak up that drink and get you fit again.”

      Finn managed to get to her feet—flushing the toilet as she did so—and swilled her face. She looked at herself through the mirror, appalled by the woman staring back at her. Horrified by her sunken eyes.

      And to make matters worse, tomorrow was the first day of her second year at university. Should she even go back? You have to! It’s all you have left!

      Finn inhaled a deep breath, opened the bathroom door, and stared back at the dark-haired woman smiling at her. Had she intentionally latched onto someone who resembled Gillian last night? Probably.

      “Yeah, you need some food in you. You’ll be fine soon.”

      Finn wouldn’t be fine. It wasn’t possible to be fine when she’d lost everything that mattered to her. The life she was building…gone. The idea of loving someone…no more. “I’m okay. I just need a few more hours sleep.”

      “So, I should leave, right?”

      Finn nodded as she made her way back to her bed. She crawled under the covers, fighting back tears. “Yeah. You probably should.”

      “I’ll leave my number on the counter in your kitchen. You know, for when you’re feeling better.”

      Finn didn’t respond. She had nothing to say. Fuck, she didn’t even know what this woman’s name was. That was just how much disrespect she had for everyone around her lately, though.

      “Although, I’m not available tonight if you decide you want to see me.”

      Finn just needed this woman to leave now. It was quite simple.

      “I start uni tomorrow,” she said, crouching down at the opposite side of the bed to collect her shoes and bag. “You do remember that’s how we got talking, don’t you?”

      Finn sat up on her elbows, watching the stranger in her home intently. “Come again?”

      “We got talking at the bar last night. You asked what I was doing in a student bar in the run-up to Freshers week, and I told you I was starting on Monday.”

      “I… No, I don’t remember. Sorry.”

      “Finn, we spoke about it for hours last night. Sure, you were half-cut, but you don’t remember any of it?” 

      “No. I’m sorry. I’m not in a good place right now.” Finn sat up in her bed, dragging a hand through her hair. “W-what’s your name?”

      “Alex.”

      Nope. Finn couldn’t even remember hearing Alex’s name, let alone anything to do with university. “Well, I’m sorry, Alex, but I recall very little about last night.”

      Alex crawled towards Finn on the bed, leaning in and kissing her on the cheek. “I remember everything, so when you want a refresher, you just let me know. Otherwise, I’ll see you around campus.”

      Oh, no. It wasn’t bad enough that Finn had slept with someone else last night. She had to be attending the same fucking university, too? The world really did want to give her the middle finger lately. “Yeah, uh…maybe.”

      “No maybe about it, gorgeous. I’ll definitely be looking out for you.”

      Alex took her blouse—her jeans already on—and walked towards Finn’s bathroom. Finn lowered herself back down to the mattress, a heavy lump sitting in her throat, and brought a hand up to cover her face. This was the last thing Finn needed right now. On top of her heartbreak, knowing she would see Gillian around campus soon…it was absolutely the last thing she needed.
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        * * *

      

      Gillian stared down at the glass of wine on the coffee table, the very coffee table Finn had upcycled the month after Gillian had officially moved in. Sanded down by hand, stained, and done with love. Only as she sat here tonight, on the eve of university starting again, she didn’t feel any of that love. Until recently, Gillian still felt connected to Finn…but over the last few days, it didn’t feel so strong. She was sure it would resurface tomorrow when they came face-to-face with one another, but Gillian hated not feeling it. Right here, right now. It was the only thing keeping her going, even if remembering Finn was a waste of time.

      Part of her had understood Finn’s decision to walk away, but the rest of her just wanted Finn Ashton back. It didn’t matter if things had changed leading up to the start of university, and it didn’t matter the outcome of any decision Gillian made. She just wanted Finn. Back here, where she belonged, loving her.

      Because Gillian did love her. The feeling was so immense that she couldn’t understand or remember a time before Finn. 

      “Are you even drinking that?” Jan came from the kitchen, reminding Gillian that she wasn’t alone. “You’ve been looking at it since I went to fill the dishwasher.”

      Gillian pushed it away and shook her head. “No. I’m not. Because if I start, I won’t stop.”

      Jan reached down and moved the glass from Gillian’s line of sight. That was a wise decision and one she would surely thank Jan for tomorrow when she woke up with a clear head.

      “Gill, I can’t believe you’ve kept this from me for so long. It was what…six weeks ago that she left?”

      “Yeah. As soon as I found out. And the reason I kept it from you is because I thought she would have come back. Honestly, I’m still waiting for her to walk through the door.” Gillian had tried to forget that day and the pain in Finn’s voice. The devastation in her eyes and the tremble of her body. “I’m beginning to wonder if Finn always wanted a way out, though. Maybe it was just all too much too soon, or she didn’t know how to let me down gently in that she never wanted a serious relationship.”

      “But…she pursued you, Gill. I don’t understand how that can be true.”

      “Well, where is she? If she loved me as much as she claimed to, she’d be here with me now. We’d be…figuring out how to move forward from this.”

      Jan got comfortable on the couch beside Gillian, soothing a palm down her back. “Look, start at the beginning and tell me what happened.”

      Gillian lowered the phone from her ear as Finn came strolling through the front door. While university was over for her first year, they had decided to wait until her second year resumed before they went public with their relationship. They’d spoken about it at length, figuring that it would be easier to swallow if people assumed they’d gone on their first date in the summer…after Finn had finished. 

      Only as Gillian stood here right now, she knew that wasn’t going to be possible. She wasn’t sure how Finn would take the news, she’d been looking forward to that moment for so long, but Gillian knew they’d figure it out. They loved one another too much to let it come between them.

      “Hi, babe. Picked up some stuff for dinner. Hope you’re in the mood for steak.” Finn dropped the bags on the dining table and took Gillian in her arms. “Hi. I missed you.”

      “I’ve been here all day.”

      “Correction. You’ve been working in your office all day. I only saw you when I brought you a coffee up, and that feels like a lifetime ago!”

      Gillian enjoyed this for a moment longer because soon, she suspected Finn would have a meltdown. “Well, at least I was home. That’s something, isn’t it?”

      “Mm. Maybe I’ll surprise you next time. I didn’t make you a sturdy desk for no reason.”

      Oh, how Gillian longed for a moment like that with Finn. She prayed that would be the very outcome of their day tomorrow. “Baby, there’s something I need to speak to you about.”

      Finn lifted a shoulder. “Okay. What’s up?”

      “There has…been a change to the timetable for the upcoming university year.” Gillian’s stomach roiled as she looked deep into Finn’s eyes. Finn knew something bad was coming. “I’m teaching again this year.”

      “Well, I know that. You’re a lecturer.”

      “No, Finn. I’m teaching you again this year. There’s been a change to the modules because one of the lecturers has had to take some leave. Personal issues. So, that leaves us back at square one.”

      “R-right,” Finn said, her face paling. “Well, um…” She took a step back, moving into the living room. “W-what happens now?”

      “For the time being, nothing. Let me figure some things out, see what’s what, and then we’ll go from there.”

      Finn smiled weakly as she nodded. “Go from where, babe? You have another year of teaching me.”

      “But…it’s only a year,” Gillian said very unconvincingly. “We’ve made it this far. We can either sort out some kind of plan or wait it out.”

      “I…can’t.” Finn stared down at her hands, tears slipping freely down her face. “I can’t do another year of secrecy. My parents are desperate to meet you. We’re lying to everyone. Y-you can’t do another year in secrecy either. It’s not right.”

      “Finn, I need you to calm down. Nothing is set in stone.”

      “Is your module set in stone?” Finn looked up, hoping Gillian would say no.

      “Yes.”

      “Then this is set in stone, babe.” Finn winced. “Gillian.”

      Gillian sat down beside Finn. “Don’t do that to me. Don’t make me seem like less than.”

      “Less than? Gillian, you’re more than I ever could have imagined. But I knew it was too good to be true. I knew I’d never really have you. Because how can I? I’m not putting you through that guilt anymore.” Finn took Gillian’s hand, bringing it into her lap. “I’m not willing to be the taboo anymore. The forbidden. You deserve so much fucking more, babe. You deserve someone who you don’t have to hide. I can’t do another twelve months. I’m sorry, but I can’t. I love you so much that it hurts, and I don’t believe that we should have to hide anymore.”

      “So…what now?” Gillian frowned, knowing exactly where this was going. Still, she needed a concrete answer. “Finn?”

      “I need some time to myself. To figure out what the best thing is.”

      “You and I, Finn. That’s the best thing. And deep down, you agree. I know you do.”

      If Gillian lost Finn now, she wasn’t sure she could stomach the thought of seeing her in classes. Yes, this was fucked up in monumental ways, but they couldn’t split up. It wasn’t possible.

      Was it?

      “Finn, baby…I love you.”

      “And I love you. I always will, no matter what.”

      Gillian lowered her head, memorising the feel of Finn’s hand in hers…hers in Finn’s. Because soon, she wouldn’t be privileged to have it anymore. Soon, Gillian would be alone again.

      “Oh, Gill.” Jan held a sobbing Gillian against her. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “There’s nothing to say. I always knew this would be difficult, but as we neared the end of her first year, things seemed much clearer. We had so many plans, so much to look forward to. God, I was even considering asking her to move in with me. We just fit so perfectly.”

      “I think that you both need time to make some serious decisions. Finn loves you; there’s no doubt about that. While I don’t appreciate her walking away from you, a small part of me understands.”

      Gillian understood too. Finn had been so certain that Gillian deserved better, but Finn was the one who deserved it all. Gillian was only getting older, she’d had her fun, but Finn? Oh, there was a whole world out there for her to explore. Gillian just wished she could have been enough. Worth the wait. Someone Finn couldn’t live without. “I just hope that she’s happier. I know she always said she didn’t care about hiding us, but I saw it in her eyes. Even when she tried to play down the severity of how she was feeling, I always saw it in her eyes. I hated it. I hated all of it. Because Finn isn’t someone you hide, Jan. She’s someone who the world deserves to see.”

      “I don’t envy you going back to work tomorrow. It’s going to be difficult for you but give it some time and hopefully things will fall into place however they’re supposed to.”

      Fall into place. Nothing would fall into place. 

      Everything would just continue to fall apart.
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        * * *

      

      Gillian sat quietly on the couch, feeling like a lost soul. She couldn’t believe six weeks had passed since Finn had left, and she couldn’t believe she would see her again tomorrow. She hoped Jan was right. She hoped things would fall into place, but Gillian didn’t know how that was possible. She still loved Finn. She still wanted her back here. How could life move on when they were about to see one another several times a week on campus?

      Even as she sat here now, the night Finn left continued to play on repeat in her mind. A night Gillian had somehow managed to block out since it happened. It didn’t help that Jan coming over had brought it all back, but perhaps it would help Gillian to process without her realising it.

      “You okay, love?” Jan asked, squeezing Gillian’s hand. “I hate seeing you like this.”

      “Seems to be the norm for me these days.” Gillian turned her head to Jan briefly, managing a weak smile. “We…we were so good together, Jan.”

      “Oh, I know you were, Gill. I’ve never doubted that.”

      Gillian shook her head as she closed her eyes. “I just can’t process any of it. None of it makes sense still. I try, but I end up back at square one.”

      “I know you mentioned some of what happened that night, but was there no serious conversation about it at all? Finn doesn’t strike me as the kind of person who would just pack a bag and walk out the door. Is…that what happened?”

      “No. She stayed for dinner. Which was nice of her.” Gillian scoffed as she lay her head back against the couch. “My head was so far up my arse that I don’t even remember what we ate.”

      “But you remember what you spoke about?” Jan asked, a brow quirked.

      “Oh, yeah. That’s not something I could forget even if I tried.” Gillian knew Jan was just trying to be supportive, to help her through whatever the fuck she was about to contend with, but she didn’t want to remember. She just wanted to forget the last six weeks of her life. Though, realistically, that wasn’t possible.

      For the last hour, Gillian’s heart had been lodged in her throat. Finn wanted to leave, but at least she had stayed and eaten dinner with Gillian before she walked out the door. Right now, as life stood, Gillian wasn’t sure how she would survive without Finn. It didn’t seem possible as she imagined the idea alone.

      “I, um…” Finn sunk back in her seat at the dining table. “I think we need some space. Time to figure out the best way forward.”

      “Yeah, you’ve already said that.”

      Finn scrubbed a hand down her face. “I don’t know how else to do this, Gillian. I really don’t. I just know it can’t continue behind closed doors for another year.”

      “Why?” Gillian clasped her hands under her chin, determined to remain composed throughout this conversation. She couldn’t fathom why Finn would choose to leave. “Why can’t we continue?”

      “Because it’s just not right. It shouldn’t fucking be this way.” Finn’s voice broke as she said that, and it almost tipped Gillian over the edge, too. “We’re good people. We’re not hurting anyone. Why can’t I just love you without consequences?”

      Gillian wished she had the answer to that. Even though she didn’t agree with Finn wanting space, she did agree with what she had just said. Why couldn’t they just love one another? “If I knew the answer to that, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

      “I just… Why do you have to be the one who takes over the module?”

      Gillian sighed. “Because I’ve covered it before, and it makes sense for me to be the one to take it again.”

      “So you volunteered to do it?” Finn lifted a brow. “Knowing what it would mean for us, you decided to just agree to it?”

      “It’s my job, Finn. I don’t have the option of just outright saying no. And no, I didn’t volunteer to take the module. Do I look fucking stupid?”

      Finn held up her hands. “I’m not fighting with you about this. I just think it’s sensible to take some time away from one another to make some serious decisions.”

      “Decisions about us, right?” Gillian asked, her chest aching before Finn had even answered her. “About our relationship…”

      “Yeah.”

      “I think you’ve already made your decision. I think you’re going to walk out of here, and I’ll never see you again. Not in this capacity anyway.” Gillian couldn’t believe this was happening. While she was ready to fall apart, she wouldn’t do it in front of Finn. No way. She dragged a hand through her hair. “Maybe you’ve had enough, I don’t know.”

      “Had enough of you? Are you actually listening to what you’re saying?” Finn scoffed. “I can’t believe you would even say that to me.” Finn got to her feet and shook her head. “I’m trying to do the best for you, Gillian. I don’t give a fuck about what happens to me.”

      “The best thing for me is for you to stay, Finn.” Gillian followed Finn into the living room and took her hand. She turned Finn to face her, the pain in her eyes excruciating. “Finn, I know this is difficult. It always has been. But our life here together is what we need most of all. Even if we can’t have this outside of here right now, one day we will.”

      Finn brought a hand to Gillian’s cheek and stroked her skin gently. “You’ll never understand just how much I love you. I don’t think it’s something even I can understand. But I do, more than anything in this world. And that is precisely why we need to be realistic about this.”

      Gillian swallowed. Finn was deadly serious.

      “I’m not saying this is over. I’m saying that some time apart while we think things through is a good idea. That’s all.”

      Gillian had no choice but to do what Finn wanted. If she didn’t, she would lose Finn anyway. There was something different about her girlfriend this evening. She was determined to find that space she seemed to be fond of. “Okay.”

      Finn relaxed her shoulders, only leading Gillian to believe that she couldn’t wait to walk out the door. “So, I’ll grab a few things and stay with Mum for a while.”

      Gillian backed up when Finn reached out a hand, refusing to do this. She wasn’t going to give Finn the opportunity to pretend she cared. She clearly didn’t. “Don’t. If you’re leaving, then just go.”

      “Babe, come on.” Finn stepped forward, frowning.

      As Gillian stared back at Finn, memories of those days and weeks when she left Dave came flooding back. She knew this would happen. It had been the sole reason she’d pushed Finn away for so long in the beginning. God, Gillian really must be so fucked up that nobody wanted her. But Finn had felt genuine. She had always seemed to want to be here. How could Gillian have got it so wrong? “Do you remember what you told me when I finally gave us a chance?”

      “About what?” Finn asked, confusion clouding those blue eyes.

      “You told me you’d never hurt me and you’d never walk away from me.” Gillian couldn’t hold her emotions in any longer. Soon, she was going to break down completely. “You told me that you weren’t the same as anyone else and that I shouldn’t base my future on past experiences.”

      Finn hung her head as she shoved her hands in the pockets of her jeans. “Yeah. I remember.”

      “Yet here you are doing exactly that.” Gillian felt incredibly sad but mostly, she was disappointed. Would she ever have a good, decent love life again? She’d had that with Finn, and now it was coming to an end. Whether Finn claimed it was just ‘space’ or not, Gillian knew in her heart that this was over. “If you loved me, you wouldn’t be asking for space. If you loved me, you wouldn’t want to imagine a day when we’re apart.” Gillian sniffled as she blinked her tears away. “If you loved me, you’d understand that I just need more time and that this isn’t going to be forever.”

      “I-I do love you.”

      “Take what you need for the time being. Then, when you’ve decided on your excuse for ending this with me, I can arrange a day and time for you to collect everything else when I’m not home.” Gillian turned and walked out of the living room directly into the kitchen. She braced her hands against the counter, looking up at the ceiling as tears streamed down her face. “Oh, God,” she whispered into the silence of the room. “She’s actually leaving me.”

      Gillian bit back a sob when Jan wrapped her arms around her. All she’d wanted for the last few weeks was a hug. All she’d needed was for someone to tell her that everything was going to be okay and that she would survive. The pain in her chest had lessened as the days went on, but it was still there in the background. Whenever she thought about Finn, it intensified all over again.

      “H-how am I supposed to walk into that lecture tomorrow, Jan?”

      Jan cleared her throat. “You walk in there with your head held high. She’s the one who walked out on you, love. You asked her to stay, and she chose not to. Whether that’s because of her good heart or not, she’s the one who should feel terrible here. Not you.”

      “I don’t think I can face her.”

      Jan brought her hands to Gillian’s face and cupped her cheeks. “You’ve been through a lot, far more than you deserve, but you’re stronger than you think. You walk onto that campus tomorrow and remember who the fuck you are. You’re Gillian Masters, you’ve spent half of your life so far building a wonderful career, and you don’t take shit from anyone. Got it?”

      Gillian managed a smile. Just.

      “Now, we need to eat. You look like you haven’t eaten since the day she left.”

      Because Gillian hadn’t. Not really. A few salads or toast she could manage, but anything more, and she couldn’t bring herself to put it in her mouth. “I’m fine. Just not overly hungry these days.” She felt far too much pain in her chest to eat lately. Perhaps one day things would get better, but as Gillian sat here right now, it didn’t feel as though the dull ache would ever subside. “But, yeah. Maybe I’ll manage something to eat while you’re here to keep me occupied.” Satisfied that Jan would let her be if she ate a few mouthfuls of something, Gillian rose to her feet and made a beeline for the kitchen. “Come on. You can give me a hand.”
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      Just make yourself seem as small as possible.

      Finn weaved through the mass of students coming and going in the corridor, her head down with her earphones in. She had barely made it out of bed this morning, and her anxiety as she’d pulled up in her parking space was far more prominent than she wanted it to be. She’d never been an anxious person, but lately, it was terrible. She’d woken up at two this morning with palpitations, her skin clammy where she lay in her bed.

      All she needed was to get through this day—a day where she would see Gillian whether she wanted to or not—and then get home. A place that felt like anything but home. She hated her flat. She hated the smallness of it, the quietness of it, the loneliness within the four walls. Finn had the option to move back in with her parents, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. Because, in her mind, that meant she had failed. When she had wanted something more, she’d had that with Gillian. Then came the flat, and she felt as though she was finally gaining that full independence she had always craved. It just hadn’t been the kind of independence she wanted. That was supposed to be as she walked hand in hand with Gillian Masters, while living in a home they shared together.

      It didn’t matter how hard she tried, the thought of her first night without Gillian sat firm in her mind. God, her stomach still churned when she reminded herself of the look in Gillian’s eyes. Betrayal. It was a look far worse than anything Finn had witnessed before. Then came the look of pain, disappointment, possibly even hatred. But she knew Gillian had every right to feel that way. Just days before, they’d been planning all kinds in preparation for Gillian disclosing their relationship. They knew people would have had questions, that others would look at them funny, but at least they wouldn’t have been doing anything wrong anymore.

      Finn had wanted to call and check-in with Gillian. To…ask how she was doing. Finn knew Gillian wouldn’t have answered if she had called, but Finn should have still tried. Even just so Gillian knew she was thinking about her. Even if it only meant Finn was torturing herself hearing Gillian’s voice. There were so many things she wished she could have done differently, but here they were…far more distant than they ever had been.

      Tears settled on her eyelids as Finn reached the end of the corridor, but she had to compose herself. Falling apart in a lecture hall full of students was not an option. No way. Still, that night would always be there firmly in her mind. No matter what, she could never take it back.

      She straightened her shoulders and lifted her head. The corridors were really filling up now, and that only meant one thing. Gillian’s lecture was about to commence. She glanced at the double doors and swallowed. Could she really walk in there and take a seat as though nothing had happened? Finn guessed she was about to find out.

      “Hey, cheeky chops!” A familiar voice settled Finn very briefly. She turned and smiled as Deena approached her. “Thought you’d fallen off the face of the earth.”

      “Sorry. Been busy, you know?”

      Deena linked her arm through Finn’s, leaning in closer. “Please don’t be offended, but you look like shit, Finn.”

      Anyone who knew Finn would probably say the same thing. It was the whole reason she’d avoided seeing friends and family whenever she could. She appreciated Deena’s observation in some way—it meant she could kick herself up the arse and do better—but she hadn’t needed to hear it as she walked through the door to Gillian’s introductory lecture on the module she never should have been teaching.

      “Tired. Feeling a bit run down and stuff. I’ll be fine once I get my head back into studying and I have something to focus on.”

      Deena pushed the doors open and walked into the lecture hall. Finn didn’t look up; she kept her eyes firmly on the floor and made her way up the steps to their usual seating. Only it felt entirely wrong. The hall seemed tiny in comparison to last year. “You done any more research into finding your own place?”

      “I…have a place. Moved in four weeks ago.”

      Deena squealed, causing half of the students to turn and look at her. “Oh, my God. I’m so happy for you. When can I see it? Is it close to uni?”

      “No, it’s way out of the way.” Finn had wanted to move to an entirely new area. It meant a longer drive either way to and from uni, but she didn’t care about the commute. She just couldn’t face being too close to Gillian’s gorgeous home. The home Finn had spent so many wonderful times in. The place they’d made memory after memory. A home filled with love. Their love. Finn cleared her throat. “But yeah, you should come over sometime.”

      “Tonight? I’m free tonight.”

      Could Finn do tonight? She didn’t see why not. Maybe if she had Deena over for a cuppa, it would stop her from sinking into another night of despair and heartache. “Sure. Tonight is good.”

      “Great, well, I look forward to it. Want me to bring anything?”

      “Nah, you’re good.”

      Finn settled in for what was surely going to be a torturous lecture, taking out her notepad and pen as she always did. She laid them out in front of her and then slowly lifted her eyes to the front of the lecture hall.

      “Good morning. As you may be aware, there was a change made to this module before you returned, so I will be taking this class for the year. We all know one another, we thrived in your first year, and you all know what I expect of you.” Gillian’s voice barely reached Finn. She sounded small, helpless. “Today’s lecture will be an introduction to the module, though I do hope some of you—if not all—have at least taken a look at the online portal, so you have your bearings.” Gillian’s eyes scanned the room, landing on Finn. The pain was so visible that Finn almost held her breath, and as she remained frozen in her spot, she wondered if she could complete this year’s module. Gillian stared through her, the silence in the hall palpable, and then she turned her back. “So, let’s begin.”

      Deena nudged Finn’s arm, frowning as she looked in her direction. “Fuck me. She looks awful. Her clothes are hanging off her.”

      Finn sunk down in her seat, biting her lip to keep it from trembling.

      She had done this to Gillian. And as she sat here, she felt like the biggest bitch on earth.
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        * * *

      

      “Gillian?”

      Gillian spun around at the sound of a voice, smiling in the direction of the new lecturer who had joined them full-time this year. He wasn’t brand new. Steve had spent the last few years substituting at the university. “Hi, Steve. How’s everything going?”

      “Oh, very well. It’s been an easy morning so far.”

      Gillian managed a smile, tiredness tugging her shoulders lower than she would like them to be. “Well, don’t expect that to last. Before you know it, you’ll have students at your door demanding you basically write their dissertation for them.”

      “This gig has been a long time coming. I’m looking forward to anything they throw at me.”

      They walked into the cafeteria together and joined the queue. Gillian perused today’s selection, even though she had no intention of eating anything. Her appetite wasn’t where it should be these days.

      “Anyway, I wanted to catch you. A few of us are going out for drinks on Friday. Different departments. Would you like to join us?”

      Gillian could continue to hide at home, or she could try to get back into some kind of work/life routine. It was clear that Finn had no plans to reconnect with her. “Sure. What time and where?”

      “Just one of the local bars. Not too far from campus. There’s quite a few who are planning to come along. Should I add you to the group chat?”

      “Absolutely.” Gillian took an apple from the wicker basket to the side of the cashier and paid for her bottle of water. “I’ll find you later and drop my number to you.”

      “Brilliant. I look forward to it.”

      Gillian turned and walked away, choosing a seat at a table close to the exit. Everything felt claustrophobic lately. The rooms felt as though they were closing in on her. She took a bite out of her apple, looking around at this year’s students. One or two of them smiled at her, and then she caught sight of Finn…who wasn’t alone.

      She watched the interaction she was having with the dark-haired woman, her hand clenching into a fist when she saw the other woman lower her hand beneath the table and settle it on Finn’s knee. Gillian’s world slowed, her pulse whooshing in her ears, and the sounds around her dulled.

      Finn was…dating someone?

      God, Gillian wanted to throw up as she focused on the hand slowly palming Finn’s thigh. Finn didn’t appear to be too enthused, but she also hadn’t moved that hand from her body. A body which Gillian once had the pleasure of calling her own. She considered getting up and walking out, but she didn’t want Finn to know she was in the room. Usually, their connection alone brought their gazes together, but Finn was too preoccupied with her new—whatever she was—to notice Gillian was here.

      She felt that emotion building in her throat, her eyes stinging as she fought back tears. Finn hadn’t even come to Gillian to tell her they weren’t together anymore. Gillian knew it, Finn had sent a text message, but there had been no last conversation. No…final words or last kiss. Gillian didn’t have the closure she knew she needed…until now. This was closure.

      The woman with Finn got to her feet, then leaned down and kissed Finn on the cheek. She started to walk towards Gillian, and then Gillian realised that she recognised her.

      “Hi, Gillian.”

      Gillian managed a slight smile, trying to recall where she knew her face. And then it dawned on her. She was one of her new first-year students. Was Finn trying to crush Gillian once and for all? God, it certainly felt that way. She had a choice to make here. She could either allow Finn to hurt her repeatedly, or she could stand tall and move on with her life. It wouldn’t be easy, Finn’s belongings still lay around her place, but she had picked herself up off the floor once before…and she could do it again.

      She took her phone from her blazer pocket, brought up Finn’s number, and typed out a message.

      Fuck you.

      Gillian scoffed as she shook her head. The last six weeks had been tough. At times, she didn’t know if she could be bothered to fight another day. And all the while, Finn was out there caring less and less about Gillian as each day passed. While she lay in bed, willing Finn to knock on the door, Finn was busy entertaining other women.

      Get through this week…then drink away your sorrows on Friday.
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      “Gill! Over here!”

      Gillian took a deep breath as Carla, a lecturer, waved her over to the table her colleagues sat at. It was always nice to be invited to drinks with staff, Gillian had once been a familiar face at these things, but her decision to agree to this didn’t feel as exciting as it had earlier in the week. She enjoyed socialising, and many of the people here tonight had been working at the university just as long as she had, but something didn’t feel right. Gillian…didn’t feel right.

      You haven’t felt right since she left you.

      Gillian flared her nostrils, determined to keep Finn out of her mind for just one fucking night. She wanted to be in the moment, to dance the night away, not mull over the terrible life she had right now.

      Gillian approached the table, smiling as best as she could. “Hi.”

      “I’ve saved you a seat here.” Carla rushed to her feet and leaned in towards Gillian’s ear. “Nobody wants to end up sitting next to Frank. It’s Friday; let’s not sit around discussing the French Revolution.”

      Thank God for Carla. Unfortunately, Gillian had found herself sitting next to Frank on more than one occasion. It was always the same conversation, and she didn’t have the heart to interrupt him. “Perfect. I’ll go to the bar.”

      Carla pulled out a chair for Gillian. “There’s plenty here already. Help yourself.”

      Gillian sat down between Carla and Steve, helping herself to the bottle of white that was chilling in the middle of the table. She brought a glass towards her, side-glancing in Steve’s direction. “How was your first week? It must be nice to feel a part of the team now.”

      “Oh, it’s great, Gill.” Steve held his pint, nodding. “Quite like the routine it brings, too.”

      “Routine is key. Because then you can enjoy yourself on a Friday night knowing you already have next week’s lectures planned.”

      Steve laughed. “Now, I wouldn’t say I’m that organised just yet, but I will be in time.” He lowered his drink and cleared his throat. “The last time I spoke to you, you were going through your divorce. How is…everything?”

      Gillian appreciated Steve remembering that. It wasn’t often people paid much attention to personal lives. “Thankfully, all done.”

      “I’m about to go through the same thing. So, it’s good to know that you seem to have come out the other side.”

      “I won’t lie; it was difficult at first. The not knowing what to expect, wondering if life would just continue around you as you adjusted to the changes…”

      Steve nodded slowly. “That’s exactly what I’ve been thinking lately. She…met someone else. Says she’s taking the kids with her.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, Steve.” Gillian placed a hand on his arm, regarding him with a sympathetic smile. “It’s always much more difficult when children are involved.”

      “I’ll survive. I’m just not keen on the idea of another man raising my children. They’re at that age when they’re very impressionable. I should be there as they come to learn who they are, not someone else.”

      Gillian felt for Steve. She’d only had to take care of herself when she left Dave. Had they had children, she wasn’t sure what she would have done. That was the one positive coming out of her marriage. That she hadn’t had children with a man who only went on to destroy her. “I hope you can come to some kind of agreement with your ex-wife. The children shouldn’t be punished, and I hope they feel loved by everyone involved in their lives.”

      “That’s the most important thing, isn’t it? That the kids are okay. It’s all I care about moving forward.”

      “I think they’re going to be absolutely fine. They clearly have a father who loves them very much.”

      Steve seemed to settle at that. He didn’t look so down. “Thanks, Gill. I really appreciate that.”

      “I can only say what I think based on my observation, Steve. You’re a nice guy.” She scanned the bar area, foolishly wishing Finn was waiting around for her. Because, at one time, Finn would have been around for her. But all she found was a guy standing at the end of the bar, watching her. He winked and smiled, making her skin crawl. Even if she was looking, he certainly wasn’t where she would set her sights.

      “Can I get you a drink, Gill?”

      She turned her attention back to Steve, shaking her head lightly. “No, thank you. I’m okay for now.”
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        * * *

      

      The clear night sky was exactly what Finn needed tonight. The quiet, the alone time, the soberness. She had messaged Deena an hour ago to see if she wanted to meet for a drink, and right now, Finn was glad that Deena hadn’t been available. It was important that Finn didn’t use alcohol to numb the pain anymore. Even if it was Friday night and she’d usually sink a few beers anyway.

      She needed to get her head straight and then figure out a way to move forward. Gillian’s text message had played on repeat since she’d received it on Monday, but Finn hadn’t found the courage to respond yet. It had been two simple but angry words, and Finn deserved them. Even if she didn’t know why they’d been sent on that particular day.

      Not seeing Gillian since she’d left had worked for her in some way—or so she could tell herself—but being back on campus was proving difficult. Finn had known it would be, she wasn’t stupid, but seeing those eyes again brought back a world of emotion and what felt like a lifetime of memories.

      Finn took her phone from her pocket, bringing up that message she’d sent to Gillian the day they ended. As she opened the thread, she swallowed, choosing to bypass the ‘fuck you’ message. She didn’t want to fight with anyone anymore.

      Hey, it’s me. This has to be the single most difficult decision of my life, and I hope in time, you can forgive me for it. It’s been a week since I asked you for some space, and in that time, I haven’t found any of the answers I was searching for. I want you to know that my love for you will never fade, that my heart will always belong to you, but I can’t do this anymore, Gillian. I can’t continue to risk everything you’ve worked hard for, no matter how painful it is knowing I’ll never have the chance to kiss you again. You don’t know how much I’m going to miss you. And I don’t know how I’m going to manage a life without you in it, but we have to try. None of this is fair, and I know the blame lies with me for ever pursuing you, but it’s been the greatest pleasure of my life loving you. Be amazing, babe. And remember…I’ll always love you. Finn x

      Finn swallowed repeatedly as tears fell steadily down her cheeks. It had taken her days to find it in her to send that message, a message she wished she could take back time and time again. But even if she did, it didn’t change anything for them. Gillian likely wouldn’t forgive her, but she would have a better future without Finn in it. She wouldn’t wake up every morning, wondering if that day was the day when she lost her job. She wouldn’t sit in her office, waiting for that knock on the door. Finn may have walked away from the greatest love of her life, but she had done it for that reason. For love. 

      Sometimes, no matter how much something feels right for you, it can’t always belong to you.

      Sometimes, you have to walk away in order to protect the very thing you love.

      Finn hadn’t left Gillian because she didn’t want to be with her. She’d left her because it was the best plan moving forward. She’d left her because she couldn’t bear to see that pain in her eyes as Gillian told Finn about the module change. She didn’t want the woman she loved to always feel suspicious. She didn’t want Gillian to always look over her shoulder. All she wanted was for her to be happy. While they had that happiness contained in the house, it wasn’t true happiness. How could it be when nobody could know about them?

      She shoved her phone in her pocket and got to her feet. Walking was in her plans for the rest of the night, and when she felt ready to go back to that miserable fucking flat, she would. “How can this be my life now?”

      Oh, Finn had brought this on herself. Nobody else.

      She left the small park she’d spent the last twenty minutes in and jogged across the road while the traffic was quiet. Part of Finn wished she had driven here instead of taking the bus, but it was nice to be out of her stuffy flat, regardless.

      Students filled the pavements as they queued to get inside bars and clubs, and then she stopped dead at a junction. Gillian was leaving a bar that was too expensive for the student budget, helped by a guy who had his arm around her waist.

      Finn frowned, following closely behind them and keeping her head down. Gillian could barely walk in a straight line, her overcoat open and hanging off one shoulder.

      “Don’t worry, Gillian. I’ll get you home safe.”

      Like fuck he would.

      Finn picked up her pace slightly, her hands shoved in her pockets.

      “Not far to go now. My car is just up the road.”

      “N-no. I can make my own way.” Gillian was just about coherent with her sentence, but Finn had heard the one word she needed to hear. No.

      “You can’t. You’re a little bit more than tipsy. I’ll take you and make sure you get inside.”

      “No.”

      “Just work with me here, will you? I can’t leave you on the street. Don’t be ridiculous.”

      Finn cleared her throat and rushed up behind them. “Excuse me!”

      He kept walking, tightening his arm around Gillian’s waist.

      “Hey! I’m fucking talking to you!” Finn placed a hand on his shoulder, stopping him in his tracks. “She said no.” Finn quickly brought up the taxi app on her phone, taking the other side of Gillian. God, she could feel Gillian’s ribs. But she couldn’t focus on that in this moment. She needed to get Gillian home. Finn tried to peel his hand from Gillian’s hip, but he wasn’t budging. “Take your hands off her, you fucking weirdo.”

      “Who are you?” he snarled. “You can’t just take a woman off the street.”

      “No. That would be your job if you had your way. I said take your fucking hands off her!” Finn blocked the front of Gillian’s body as she squared up to him and stood on his foot heavily with the heel of her Timberland boot. “If you don’t back the fuck off, I’m going to knee you in the balls. And trust me, I have a very good aim.”

      The guy scoffed, letting go of Gillian and taking a step back. He held up his hands and shook his head. “You women are fucking crazy. I was only trying to help.”

      “Maybe you were, but I’d feel more comfortable taking her home myself.” Finn held Gillian up, shoving her phone in her pocket. She leaned in, that familiar scent of Gillian’s shampoo knocking her off kilter. “You okay, Gillian?”

      “Y-you know her?” he asked, seemingly shocked.

      “Yeah. She’s my lecturer.” Finn studied him as the shock continued to settle on his face. He hadn’t anticipated one of Gillian’s students coming to her rescue. Finn knew this guy’s game. “Not expecting me, huh?”

      “Look, if you’re able to take her, that would be great. I need to get back to my wife anyway.”

      “I’m more than capable of taking her home. Cab is booked. Now, fuck off. And in the future, when a woman says no, you listen to her.”

      He rushed off down the main road, then turned up a street. Not only had Gillian been close to getting in this guy’s car—whether she agreed or not—but it would have been down a dark side street. Finn puffed out her cheeks, looked to Gillian where her head rested on Finn’s shoulder, and waited for their cab. She would get her home, then stay and make sure she was okay.

      “I don’t know what’s happened tonight, babe, but I’m glad I was here.” Gillian didn’t respond, her limp body barely held up by Finn. “I never would have forgiven myself if something happened to you.”
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      Gillian stood at the kitchen sink, frowning as she stared out of the window. The sun was shining, she was in one piece, but she didn’t recall getting home last night. Actually, she didn’t remember leaving the bar. She knew she’d had a good night, she remembered dancing with some of the lecturers, but then someone brought over a tray of shots…followed by another. And another.

      She gulped down a pint of water, her head splitting as she squinted. She’d had a blow out, and it would be the last one for a long time. It was much easier—and cheaper—to drink wine on the couch with Jan. Phil was due a trip out of the country soon, so she would make that a plan.

      “Hey.”

      Gillian almost jumped out of her skin when she heard a voice behind her. Tired…but oh so familiar. It surely couldn’t be Finn, could it? Steeling herself, Gillian turned around. It was Finn. “What…are you doing here?”

      “I brought you home last night.” Finn shoved her hands in her pockets and leaned against the wall. “How are you feeling?”

      “Fine. So you can go.”

      Finn nodded slowly, a weak smile on her lips. “Yeah, I figured that would be your response.”

      “Why are you here, Finn? Why pretend to care about me?” Gillian may have been severely hungover this morning, but if Finn wanted a slanging match, she could have one.

      “I-I do care about you.”

      Gillian snorted. “You couldn’t care less about me, so get your coat and get out of my house.”

      “Gillian, please.”

      “Please what, Finn?” Gillian placed her glass of water down and left the kitchen. Finn tried to reach out and take her hand, but she pulled away. “Don’t dare touch me. I don’t know where your fucking hands have been lately.”

      “Look, I know you hate me, but that was uncalled for.” Finn followed her into the living room, her shoes placed neatly in the very spot she used to leave them. “I’m here because I had to bring you home. Some guy was leading you out of a bar and trying to get you into his car. I couldn’t leave you with him. You were barely even conscious.”

      “Oh, my hero. Is that why you did it? So you can insinuate that I owe you something?” Gillian stood in front of the fireplace and folded her arms across her chest. “Did you not bring your girlfriend with you?”

      “My…girlfriend?” Finn’s brows drew together. “I don’t have a girlfriend.”

      “Okay, well, the woman you’re fucking then.” Gillian was only guessing when it came to that accusation, but as Finn’s eyes filled with tears—her face draining of all colour—Gillian had her answer. “Wow. You really know how to break someone’s heart, don’t you?”

      Gillian wanted to fall to her knees and sob, but she wouldn’t give Finn the satisfaction of seeing her that way. Still, that confirmation, the knowledge that the woman she loved was sleeping with someone else…it had just destroyed Gillian one final time.

      “It was one night, Gillian. I don’t even remember taking her back to my place with me. I woke up, and she was just there.”

      “Your place…”

      Finn nodded, sighing as she lowered herself to the couch. “Yeah. I moved in four weeks ago. It’s not much, but I needed my own space.” Finn looked up, visibly swallowing. “I-I’m worried about you.”

      “Me? Oh, don’t you ever worry yourself about me. You didn’t even have the decency to come here and tell me it was over, Finn. I find it hard to believe you have anything left inside for me. Don’t fool yourself, and don’t say things that you don’t mean. I’d rather you were upfront with me than lie to make me feel better.”

      “I’m not lying. I’d never lie to you. But…I am worried. You’re skin and bone, Gillian.”

      “Well, when the woman you thought you were going to spend the rest of your life with leaves you, it’s hard to find an appetite.” Gillian dragged a hand through her hair, taking the single seat by the window. “You…didn’t even come to see me.”

      “I couldn’t face you. I couldn’t bear to see how much you hated me. I know it was a cowardly way out, but…I couldn’t.”

      “H-have you been looking after yourself?” Gillian knew the answer to that. Finn hadn’t even bothered to have a haircut before she returned to uni. Her eyes were sunken, dark and tired, and she just didn’t seem to have any life in her.

      “Not really. I think it’s mostly that I’ve been punishing myself, but I deserve to feel this way. I deserve to feel pain in my chest every morning when I wake up. And I deserve everything you’ve just said to me.” Finn approached Gillian from the couch and got to her knees in front of her. “I walked away because I love you, Gillian. All of this, I miss it so fucking much that I barely made it inside this house last night. But you know, for the first time since I left, I slept through the night. Because this is the place where I feel happiest. This is the place that made me realise just what I could have in life. To know I’ll never have that opportunity again, to be here…as nobody in your life…it fucking kills me.”

      Until minutes ago, Finn was still the most important person in Gillian’s life. But now, now that she knew she’d been with another woman…there was no coming back for them. “I was dealing with it until just now. I was trying to find my way without you. If you’d have walked back through my door up until this morning, I would have taken you back in a heartbeat. Even though I know you don’t want me the way I want you, I still would have got on my knees and begged you to love me again.” Gillian reached out and touched Finn’s cheek lightly. “I saw so much for us, Finn. I’d never felt that kind of happiness before. The way you held me on the couch every night, how you used to promise me that everything would be okay. But…it was all a lie, wasn’t it?”

      “No, Gillian. It wasn’t.” Finn took Gillian’s hands, a reminder of everything they’d once had. “I know it doesn’t feel like it right now, but things will get better for you. Why would you want to live a life of secrecy for another moment? Why would you want to spend another year putting your job on the line? I’m really not worth that.”

      “I…thought you were,” Gillian whispered, slowly pulling her hand from Finn’s. “I thought you were worth it all for me. In the weeks after you left, I considered handing in my resignation so I could be with you.”

      Finn sat back on her knees, shock written all over her face.

      “But you fucked another woman just weeks after you left me and told me you’d always love me. While I
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3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
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5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
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MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
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