
Chapter 17

‘No?’ Freddie asked.

He was hyper-aware of how close his body was to hers, her hands on his back, one of his between them, the other working to prop himself up so that his entire weight didn’t fall on her. He had never been this close to another human being. Could hear his heart pulsing in his ears, in his fingertips, everywhere.

‘No,’ she said again.

‘We can kiss some more?’ Freddie offered, but he knew that he didn’t sound enthusiastic. He rolled off her as gingerly as he could and lay back on the bed next to her. ‘We can try more foreplay-type things? If you like?’

‘No,’ Kate repeated, her voice softer this time, like she was trying not to cry. ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘Don’t be sorry.’

‘I thought I could do this. I thought I was being the strong one,’ she rubbed her hands over her face so that he couldn’t see her. ‘I was freaking out. I was trying so hard to be cool, to be the one who would make this happen.’

‘I’m relieved,’ Freddie revealed, only knowing that it was true once he had said it. ‘It’s like we’ve been playing this gigantic game of chicken and I guess that if you hadn’t backed out, then I was going to end up having to.’

He felt deflated; he was deflating. But he was genuinely relieved too, felt like he could breathe properly for the first time that whole evening. He took in a lungful of air and let it out slowly.

Kate leaned over to reach down to the foot of the bed to grab the duvet, which she then spread out, hiding them both. For Freddie, this had the unexpected impact of making him suddenly very aware of their nakedness. A boyish thought in that moment, one he knew was stupid and immature and yet gave him an electric thrill all the way through his body, even whilst he was reaching under the blanket to remove the condom: ‘I’ve seen her boobs.’

He sighed when it was done, and then looked around awkwardly as he wondered what to do with it before Kate handed him a tissue to wrap it up in.

‘I’m really sorry,’ she said again. ‘I thought I could go through with it.’

‘I thought I could too.’

‘I thought you were fine. It was right there.’ Her face reddened as she said it. Freddie realised that people don’t just blush on their faces, but right down their chest too.

‘I really wasn’t. I was worked up, but not comfortable. Arousal is . . . weird.’

‘But even so. Men can’t fake that, can they?’ Kate awkwardly gestured to his crotch.

‘No, but that doesn’t mean I was going to actually do it. I don’t think,’ he paused, fighting for the right words. He had been excited, he had been ready. But he had been frightened too. ‘I was relieved when you said no.’

‘It wasn’t right, was it?’

‘No.’

‘I really thought we could hook up and get it over with. Don’t people do that all the time? People just have sex everywhere, don’t they? Why couldn’t we?’

Freddie let out another long, deep breath and looked up at the ceiling. ‘If we had done it, if you had let me do it, do you think it would have been too much?’

‘Too much?’

‘It’s just a lot to happen all at once, maybe.’

‘Maybe.’

He sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed, facing away from her, and wondered if she would think it was weird, or rude, if he went to brush his teeth again.

‘Stay.’

Freddie turned and looked over his shoulder at her, one eyebrow crooked and confused. He didn’t know if he’d heard her right.

‘Stay the night,’ Kate clarified. ‘You don’t have to go. It’s late, and—’

‘And what?’

‘And I want you to stay. I don’t know, maybe this can be a first step? We may not have slept together, but we can still sleep together?’

Freddie wasn’t sure. He didn’t know what was appropriate, couldn’t work out how comfortable he felt. His brain was still a muddle of conflicting instincts, plus he had no script for this scenario, no template to work through. But more than anything, he didn’t want to do anything that he or Kate might regret at some point. He desperately didn’t want to hurt her.

Carefully, he nodded. He would stay. They would sleep. He would have liked to go home and fold himself into a ball of despair and shame, but it was late, and he was tired. There was also the vague idea in his head that he didn’t want to leave Kate, that he wanted to stay with her for reasons that he had no idea how to properly articulate, but he brushed those aside. It was late, he was tired, therefore he’d stay. That was all there was to it. He was sure.

Freddie could feel that she had fallen asleep next to him. He didn’t really understand how anyone could sleep after what they had just been though. He wondered if he would ever be able to relax ever again, if every time he closed his eyes he would see her face, contorted with tension, making him feel like a torturer. He didn’t want anyone ever to feel the way she had looked.

I like Kate.

There it was. The thought suddenly fused with clarity. Not the same kind of like he had for Baz, for his niece Lacey, for that one shift at work that seemed to go more quickly than the others. This was a different kind of like. A like that was meaningful, charged with energy. A like that made him exhilarated and sad all at once. Because she didn’t like him back. Couldn’t like him back. Hadn’t her actions in the moment made it even more clear? When they were as close as two people could be, she’d pushed him away. She hadn’t said it, but she seemed repulsed.

Freddie shuffled, testing out how the duvet lay, how much the bed creaked, to see if he could feasibly get up and escape without disturbing her. She’d wake up in the morning and he’d not be there. Then they could both go back to their lives and relegate this whole thing to some deluded frenzy, a failed experiment.

He’d be a virgin for ever. Perhaps that was something he could be OK with. Perhaps he’d been foolish for wanting anything more.

‘Are you all right?’

Kate was awake. She’d been so still and so quiet that Freddie didn’t think it was possible.

‘Can’t sleep,’ Freddie admitted. He should never have agreed to stay. He should have escaped as soon as he’d been able.

‘Neither can I,’ Kate sighed.

The silence between them was excruciating.

‘This was all so stupid, wasn’t it?’ she said eventually.

‘Maybe? I don’t know,’ Freddie replied. It hadn’t seemed stupid before.

‘I just thought it would be such an easy thing. We get on, we’re both in the same situation . . .’ Her voice trailed off, and Freddie wondered again if she was going to cry.

Instead she just sighed again and turned over to face him. He couldn’t see her properly, just the outlines of her face, contours within the shadows, and the tiny, jewel-like gleam in her eyes from what little streetlight was peeking through the curtains. Freddie had a tremendous, inexplicable urge to trace the shape of her jaw with his fingers, to check that she was real. He forced the instinct away and clutched his fingertips into his pillow.

‘I feel like I led you on,’ Kate admitted, her voice barely a whisper.

‘You didn’t,’ Freddie reassured her. He felt sad that he hadn’t done more to make her feel more comfortable. Sad that she didn’t like him enough. He didn’t tell her this.

‘Can I ask you something?’ she tested.

‘Sure . . .?’

‘Do you have blue balls?’

He snorted in surprise. ‘What?’

‘Isn’t that a thing? Blue balls?’

‘No, I um . . . I mean I guess it was a bit awkward. But, no. I’m not sure.’

‘I have no idea how men’s bodies work. I had it in my head that once the process started, that you couldn’t stop or something.’

‘No, I guess I’m fine. I don’t know.’

More silence. And then, questions started sprouting in his head. Things he had never thought to ask before, because he had never had a real human girl in front of him to ask.

‘Do women get blue balls?’

‘Well, we don’t have balls, so . . .’

‘No, not literally. But, like, if you were ready to go, and then I had stopped things, would it have been . . .’ He struggled for the right words. ‘Difficult? Would it have been difficult for you?’

‘I don’t think so. I guess it can be frustrating. I might have been annoyed, I guess.’

Her voice sounded sleepy. He had more questions, more things that he wanted to know, but maybe now wasn’t the time.

‘We’re going to stay friends, right?’ Freddie asked.

‘Of course,’ Kate said through a yawn, but Freddie didn’t believe her.

The tension broken, at least on her side, she fell asleep. He could tell, even under all this darkness, because he could sense her soften, her breathing deepen in a way it hadn’t done before.

Freddie suddenly felt very alone and very scared. It had been a long time since this had happened, since he’d liked someone this much, and it hadn’t exactly worked out well then. He didn’t want another Camellia situation, flinging all his feelings at someone when he had no guarantee that she was going to feel the same things back.

He listened as her breathing became deeper still, and felt his own eyelids become heavy as a result. As Freddie finally drifted asleep, the thought occurred to him: if this was all they were going to be, then it was better than nothing at all.

 

When he woke up again, the sliver of light that fell through the windows was pale lilac, and made Kate’s room glow. Freddie hung there, in that woozy place between sleeping and waking, wondering if the girl next to him was a dream.

He concluded that he must still be dreaming when she shuffled herself closer into something almost like a snuggle. It felt good, the warmth of her, the feeling that he was grounded by her presence, made more solid just from being there. Freddie stretched out an arm and wrapped it around her in a way that could be construed as accidental if she woke up and questioned it. But instead of surprising her, Kate just rolled into it, tucked herself in closer, made a quiet noise almost like a purr.

That was when Freddie realised he was hard.

He felt intensely embarrassed and ashamed, and started analysing whether it was safer to stay and risk her noticing or whether it was riskier to untangle himself from her and escape, which could wake her up.

She must have been awake to notice, because Kate moved suddenly, slipping out of the bed and out of the room so quickly he was instantly scared. Where had she gone? When she came back five minutes later and ducked under the covers, he could feel the cold air lingering on her skin.

‘Hey,’ he heard Kate whisper, her mouth so close to his face that she was practically kissing it. Her breath was minty and he felt a rush of gratitude, of affection. She’d gone to brush her teeth.

‘Hey,’ he whispered in reply.

She kissed him. Not directly on the mouth, but just to the side, and feather-light. He moved again, just a bit, allowing Kate to get closer still. Now her face was right up against the sharp angle of his jaw, and she kissed him there too, as gentle as the sunrise.

Maybe it was the dreamlike haze of the early morning, or the woozy drunkenness of his just-woken brain coupled with the warmth of the cosy duvet, but Freddie found kissing much easier now. There were things he knew he would normally have worried about, but instead of wild sirens his anxiety felt more like far-off bells, distant background noise. He wanted to brush his own teeth, but he also felt like he didn’t really need to. With Kate right there next to him, the freshness of her mouth felt clean enough.

They were kissing in slow rhythms, lazy and sensual. He let his hands move, tying the pleasing memory of her breasts from the night before with the real-life feel of them now, getting as much of a thrill from sensing them under his fingertips as he was from the sound of her responding to him. A feedback loop of pleasure; the more he touched and explored, always carefully, at least at first, the more she explored right back. At some point, Kate reached for him under the duvet, tender like a tiptoe. When she got there, finally, he couldn’t help the response.

‘I think I want to . . .’ she suggested, her eyes closed, her face nuzzled against him.

‘Yeah?’ Freddie asked, wondering, hoping he had understood her properly.

‘Yeah. Do you want to?’

‘Yes, I do,’ he said.

Kate shifted away and went to her bedside table, and he stayed perfectly still, scared of breaking whatever spell this was. There were no words as Freddie shifted up in the bed and turned to get ready for her. No awkward chitchat, and no anxious fumbling. Just the silence of the morning and the surprising peacefulness of it all.

When it happened, it was soft and slow. He felt her tense beneath him, a tiny moment of something that might have been discomfort, but when she didn’t say anything, he continued, tentative and aware. She made noises; not the wild moans of porn stars, but something more like the sound of someone who had found the most delicious ice cream in the world. It felt good for him too, like roaring and punching but also like collapsing into a comfy chair at the end of a long day. Power and relief all at once. He was scared by how good it felt.

They were silent for a while afterwards. There didn’t seem to be any need for words. Freddie thought that they might even be able to fall back asleep; but not long after, the mattress tilted as Kate got up and dashed across the hall to the bathroom. The coldness of the air as the duvet lifted and revealed him was enough to snap Freddie out of the reverie and back into real life. Through the single-glazed windows he heard birds chirping, the rush of car engines and planes flying overhead.

His ease collapsed around him once he was alone, allowing the worry and panic to come crowding in.

‘So . . .’ Kate said hopefully when she got back from the bathroom, climbing back into the bed with him.

‘Yeah,’ he replied. He was thinking. Thinking about what he should be saying, what he should be doing.

‘We did it!’

‘We did.’

Silence again. He could tell that Kate wanted to talk, but just didn’t know what he could say back to her. There were so many wrong things, and the right things felt impossible to conjure.

‘Was it OK?’ she asked. All he could do was nod in return, as he bit at his lips. ‘Do you want some tea? I can make breakfast?’

‘Sure.’

‘I’ll be in the kitchen if you need anything.’

She wrapped herself up in her dressing gown and crept away, but even as he thought that he should be getting up to help, he found that he couldn’t move.

Freddie blinked hard as he replayed what had happened. How did he know how to do that? Nobody had taught him, as such. But when he was there, in the moment and on top of her, that pressing need for friction, and the desire to just keep going and push through, had been intense and automatic. He had tried to be slow and gentle, but now he was scared that he had been too wild, that he might have hurt her, that she was too polite to say anything about it. He supposed that he could just ask, that they could talk about it, but he didn’t think he could possibly handle that right now.

His plan now was to eat a little something and then get himself out of Kate’s flat as quickly as possible. His stomach rumbled.

Kate was glowing. Freddie took her in as he stood in the kitchen doorway. In that tiny moment before she noticed him and he felt forced to retreat into his mental hole of worry, he watched her and marvelled at how happy she seemed. He had never seen a woman glow before, but there she was, stirring eggs in a pan over the hob, and she was shining.

Had he done that? Had he made her feel that way?

‘I guessed you couldn’t really go wrong with scrambled eggs,’ Kate offered when she saw him. The shine dialled itself down, she was retreating.

‘Yeah, that’s fine,’ Freddie said, coughing through an unexpectedly dry throat.

‘How do you take your tea?’ Kate asked, switching the kettle on. At the very moment she did so, two slices of toast pinged out of the toaster.

‘Brewed a while, not too much milk, one sugar,’ Freddie mumbled, before adding, ‘but let me get the tea. I’ll do the tea. Where do you keep the mugs?’

They danced around each other in the kitchen. Freddie was reminded of a science project he once had. He had spent an entire weekend making one of those games where you passed a wire circle over another wire and tried not to have them touch for fear of connecting the circuit and making the buzzer go off. Now, in her tiny, cupboard-sized kitchen, they were both charged wires, and Freddie was using all his energy and attention to make sure they didn’t touch and spark.

The breakfast was good and Freddie wondered if he had ever been this hungry in his whole life. Without him asking her to, Kate got up to put some more bread in the toaster and refilled the kettle.

‘This is really nice,’ he said, and he meant it.

‘I like making food for more than one person,’ Kate said. She had come back to the table and was using her fork to play with the last remnants of egg on her plate.

‘You’re a good cook,’ Freddie offered, not knowing what else to say.

‘It’s just scrambled eggs,’ Kate scoffed.

After the next round of toast, Freddie decided that it really was time for him to be leaving. He had always thought it would be perfectly easy to stay friends after their little experiment had ended, that life would go back to being exactly how it was before. It was meant to be easy. What Freddie hadn’t taken into account was the sheer complexity of emotions involved, and the fact that he would enjoy it so much. Because he had, hadn’t he? He thought he had enjoyed it. At least, he figured that he would want to do it again at some point, if he ever got the chance.

‘We don’t have to talk about it, if you don’t want to,’ Kate said finally, noticing that he was hesitating over his empty plate and finished cup of tea.

What was Freddie meant to say to that? He had no idea.

‘I think . . .’ He looked up at her guiltily as she struggled to find the right words. ‘I think that it was good and I just wanted to tell you that.’

‘It was good,’ Freddie conceded, the shame reaching his face in a fierce red blush. He thought about that moment of release, the pure ecstasy of it, with all the associated noises and facial expressions, and wondered how Kate could stand to look at him.

‘I just feel like maybe I sprang it on you, and the way I sprang it on you wasn’t fair, especially after how things were last night. I’m sorry for that, I wasn’t expecting it either.’

‘No, it’s fine. It worked out fine,’ Freddie said. He realised that he probably didn’t sound like he meant it, but he did.

‘Well, I’m pleased it happened. I’m pleased it happened in that way too.’

‘So am I.’

‘OK. That’s good then.’

‘Yeah.’

Freddie helped Kate clear up, still sensing and avoiding that static electric thing that was happening between them, and then went to brush his teeth and wash his face, before collecting his things and getting ready to go home. He felt Kate watching him the whole time. Thinking about him.

‘Busy Saturday planned?’ Kate asked as he stood in her entryway, backpack over one shoulder.

‘Not really. Was going to play some games. Maybe read some comics. You?’

‘Packing, mostly,’ Kate sighed, looking back over her domain. Freddie noticed the flattened cardboard boxes ready to be assembled, the chunky roll of black bin liners on the coffee table in front of the sofa.

‘OK, well,’ he paused. Now was the time. He could kiss her again – surely she wouldn’t mind if he kissed her again? ‘I’ll see you around?’

The chance was gone.

‘Sure,’ said Kate.

He couldn’t make out her expression, it was hard to read.

And then Freddie was outside her flat, and the door was closed behind him.


Chapter 18

Freddie hadn’t called her, hadn’t texted her, hadn’t anything-ed her. It was as if, once he had said goodbye after breakfast on Saturday morning, he had vanished off the face of the earth. Kate remembered his expression, something like terror, something like reticence, his inability to look her in the eye. She wondered if he regretted what they had done. She wondered, even though he had said that he had wanted it, if this whole endeavour was something Kate had forced upon him, whether Freddie was someone too shy to be able to say no. She felt like a terrible person.

But she also couldn’t ignore how she had felt that morning. How he had felt. There had been no screaming orgasm, but there had been something, a feeling of blooming deep inside her, a feeling like real pleasure was there and reachable, but still buried. She just had to dig a little further, she just had to be a little more patient. Kate thought about Freddie’s body, the weight and the warmth of it, and was surprised at the feelings it conjured in her now, wondered if they were directly related to him, or more generalised. Was it having sex with Freddie that she had enjoyed, or the feeling of having sex itself? Would it be like that with others? Could it be better?

‘You OK?’ Renee asked as they sat in the staff room waiting for the morning briefing.

‘Yes. No. I don’t know,’ Kate sighed, adjusting the shirt of her uniform. She felt self-conscious.

‘So, how’s Freddie?’

Kate stopped suddenly and glanced at her friend, worried. Was ‘I just had sex for the first time’ written in felt-tip pen right across her forehead?

‘Has something happened?’ Renee asked again.

Kate didn’t get a chance to reply because suddenly Beth was there, shuffling her papers and delivering the daily briefing. After she had finished and officially dispersed everybody to their posts, she called out: ‘Oh Kate, before you go upstairs?’

‘I’ll talk to you later,’ Renee mouthed meaningfully as she left with everybody else.

‘So, I’ve been talking with the Learning and Development team about that role you were interested in.’ Kate prepared herself for bad news, but Beth was smiling, her tone cheerful. ‘It turns out that the team there are in a bit of a pickle, and need some interim help before the new role can be properly filled. I put you forward – I hope you don’t mind?’

‘No, I don’t mind at all,’ Kate replied, trying to contain her eagerness.

‘They’re willing to consider it an elongated interview. A chance to see if it’s a good fit for both of you. What do you think?’

‘I think that’s fine; better than fine, in fact. I’d be happy to do it.’

‘Great. In which case, you start first thing tomorrow morning. Check with them what code you need to put in when you do your timecard. Don’t forget, otherwise you won’t get paid properly.’

‘I’d get paid more?’

‘Not much more, I’m afraid, but a bit. You know how tight things are around here. But it’s something.’

‘Thank you so much, Beth. I really appreciate it.’

‘Don’t worry – you’ve been putting in the work here. I’ll be sad to see you go, but you’ll just be upstairs.’

‘It’s just temporary, I’ll be back.’

Beth smiled, and then was on her way.

 

‘What did Beth want to talk to you about earlier?’ Renee asked when lunch rolled around.

‘They’re trying me out in the Learning and Development office, for that job I wanted to go for,’ Kate replied happily.

‘No way. That’s so cool. I knew good things were around the corner for you!’

‘I start tomorrow, can you believe it?’

‘So soon?’

‘I guess they’re desperate. It’s temporary, but I think if I impress them then they’ll let me stay on.’

‘Gosh, look at you,’ Renee stared at Kate curiously. ‘There’s something happening . . . a vibe. Is it the job, or is it that Freddie guy? Or both?’

‘We’re just friends, me and Freddie,’ Kate said quickly.

‘I don’t believe you.’

Kate took a moment to consider if now was the right time, if this was something that she wanted to reveal. She hadn’t even told Lindsey the full details. They’d messaged afterwards, but Kate had felt coy, wanting to keep it to herself for a while before letting her friends in. She’d wanted to protect the moment in a tight warm hug inside herself for as long as possible. But it was easier with Lindsey. A few blushing emojis followed by the aubergine emoji was enough to keep her at bay. With Renee right in front of her, it was harder to be discreet.

‘He came over on Friday night.’

‘And?’

‘And we . . .’

‘You didn’t?’

‘I did.’

‘Good for you! I knew you liked him!’

‘I‘m not sure I . . .’ Kate stuttered before Renee interrupted her, eager for gossip.

‘So, was it good?’

‘Um . . . I guess?’

‘Which means it wasn’t good.’

‘No, it was good.’

‘If it was good, you’d know. You hesitated. If it was good, there’d be no hesitation.’

Kate didn’t know how to tell Renee that she didn’t have much to compare it to. She had liked it. She wanted to do it again. But there were threads of angst tied up in it too, and confusion about how Freddie had reacted afterwards. It made her uncertain to claim the experience as a total success.

‘No, it’s not that: it was good and I think it could be even better next time. But the problem is, I think it might have been a one-time thing,’ Kate admitted to Renee, trying to sound confident, and not too sad about it.

‘Really?’

‘Yeah. We’re really different, and he’s got a lot going on—’

‘So that means you need to get back on the horse. Pronto.’

‘I do?’

‘Yes, you do. Freddie is the past. More boys are the future. This is your time, Kate! Everything is looking up for you and you need to make the most of it. What about finally embracing online dating?’

‘Tinder is awful though.’

‘Doesn’t have to be Tinder. There are loads of other ones out there. Ones where you get to read more about the person. Personality type stuff.’

‘I’m not sure, it feels a bit soon.’

‘Kate. You can do this. If you want to get yourself over a one-time guy, the only way to do it is with another one. Just have fun.’

Renee reminded Kate of a sweet puppy when she was sincere. Her eyes were glittering in the staff-room light, large and hopeful. It made it very hard to say no to her.

‘When I get home later, I’ll try some apps and see what happens.’

Once Kate got home, she got to work. She downloaded the app Renee had suggested, wrote a basic profile and started flicking through the pictures of eligible men. Somehow, some of Renee’s electric hope had fired its way into her and she was happy and excited. She felt good. Her body felt good. She remembered again the way Freddie’s hands had felt, how she had discovered nerve endings she had no idea previously existed, and knew that she wanted to feel like that again. If all she had with Freddie was their silly little virginity pact, if he didn’t feel anything more, then what was stopping her from finding someone else and trying again?

She was a little stunned when she matched with Ethan. He was good-looking, in a quirky, interesting way, with a patch of white in the stubble of his otherwise dark beard. The written part of his profile was appealing too: he’d just come back from a three-month trip to East Asia, undertaken after he’d decided to jack in his desk job in the City, and was now a freelance creative, whatever that meant. He said that he hated being tied into gym membership contracts and preferred to go on long runs instead. He cycled around the city, didn’t have the head for novels, but liked popular science audio books by ‘leading thinkers’.

Kate was nervous about her photos though, not because she thought they were bad; the opposite actually. She liked the way she looked in them, but wondered if they told any objective truths. There was a way to position the face, a way to hold the camera, and a direction against the light, which all conspired to give her face sharpness, and give her cheekbones some semblance of definition. She hoped that she was being fair to herself, that she was being fair to whoever ended up picking her.

Hey, Ethan had messaged.

Hey back at ya, Kate had replied, smiling.

What are you up to? he had asked. She wondered if it was a sexual question, but then reasoned that it was still only seven in the evening.

Pretty tired, long week at work.

What do you do?

I work in an art gallery.

That’s really cool. I used to paint a lot, Ethan typed.

I did too but haven’t for a long time. Keep meaning to take it back up.

Ethan was cute, at least in his messages. He kept the chat restrained to conventional conversation, no asking what she was wearing, or requests for photos. He professed to being a feminist, which impressed Kate, and told her that he always thought of himself as a sapiosexual. She had to look that one up and was relieved by what she found.

He seemed genuine and easy-going, and the arrangement to meet came quickly.

 

Kate was waiting for him by Bill’s just behind Long Acre, the night bright with the Covent Garden bustle, the air cool after a heavy rain shower that had passed quickly earlier in the afternoon.

She was a little surprised when he didn’t look exactly like his photos, but not enough to be turned off the idea of spending the evening with him. Ethan had listed his age as twenty-nine and his height as six foot two. Neither seemed to be accurate. If Kate had to guess, she would have put his age nearer thirty-five. Also, she was five foot nine and he was only a bit taller than her. But she pushed her concerns away and considered that as her photos were styled to be as flattering as possible, he might be a little surprised seeing her in the flesh too.

At least it was definitely him. The beard had grown out since he took the profile photos, and was a little unkempt, but there was that distinct white patch regardless. He smiled when their eyes met.

‘Hi, Kate!’ He went right in for a hug, which she found reassuring, and flattering. ‘Did you get here OK?’

‘Yes, I only work around the corner.’

‘At the gallery?’

‘Yes.’ She liked that he had remembered. ‘How about you? A good day?’

‘Ah, you know. I’m between contracts at the moment, so just trying to keep myself busy with other things.’

Kate wondered if that was code for him being unemployed, but chose not to dwell on it.

They went into the restaurant and Kate felt herself stiffen when Ethan held out the chair for her when they got to their table. It seemed a pretty old-fashioned gesture for someone who had proudly announced that he was a feminist. She took him in, noticing that his T-shirt was a little stretched out and faded, his jeans battered and slouchy. Another thing she brushed aside. First dates from online apps were casual and informal, weren’t they? Wearing a nice wrap dress and her black boots, maybe she was the one who had got the date-wear wrong?

‘Starters?’ Kate asked, glancing over the menu.

‘How about straight to mains?’ Ethan countered.

‘OK, I’m more of a dessert person anyway.’

‘Oh, I’m not really that into sweet things,’ he added. Maybe he was broke; Kate could empathise with that. Except that when she checked the menu, she decided that she really wanted a starter. She resolved to offer to share, and to insist on paying her side of the bill. Once again she thought about his profile, how he had declared himself a feminist, and thought that it wouldn’t be a big deal.

Ethan watched her eat her fried halloumi sticks in silence, his hands in his lap.

‘So, tell me about your travelling? Where exactly did you go?’ Kate asked between mouthfuls.

‘Oh, you know, the normal places.’

‘Like where?’

‘I did Thailand and Singapore, then South Korea, finally ending up in Japan.’

‘Wow. I wish I could just escape like that. What was your favourite place to visit?’

‘I honestly don’t think you’ve lived until you’ve slept on a beach in Thailand, under the full moon. It just puts everything else into perspective, you know? Like nothing really matters in this life, like all the things we think are important are actually not that important at all.’

‘I feel that. Or, at least, I wish I could feel that. But, you know, rent. And money in general. Are you sure you don’t want one of these?’ she said, gesturing at her plate.

Ethan declined, and Kate detected a slightly worried look on his face.

Conversation was stilted as they ate their mains. Kate had chosen a Caesar salad because she figured it would seem a little more delicate after the halloumi, plus there was less chance she would end up with anything down her front, while Ethan went straight in with his hands on his burger, chomping down and getting covered in sauce in the process. It wasn’t pretty.

‘Are you really going to have dessert?’ Ethan asked when she asked the waiter for the menu.

This was the first nice meal she’d had out in ages, and she had wanted dessert. Then she wondered: was he commenting on her weight? Or was he just in a hurry to leave?

She put the menu down and asked the waiter for a decaf coffee instead. She felt deflated and uncertain. But otherwise, he was being fairly pleasant, so she put her insecurities about him aside, yet again.

‘Let me pay for what I had,’ Kate said when the bill came. Ethan was being strangely protective over letting her see it, even though she could easily guess what was there.

‘No, this is a date. I’ve got this.’

‘I insist. I had a starter, and a glass of wine. You didn’t even drink.’

‘Well, I insist too.’ With his head bent down as he got his wallet from his pocket, the subdued lighting cast angry shadows over his face. He wasn’t being playful. Kate wondered if he was angry with her but let him get on with it.

Afterwards they walked. He was being nice again. They joked, she laughed. They talked about South Korea and Japan, and Kate told him about the big corporate job she used to have. She didn’t mention she’d been made redundant from it, but she wanted to tell him about her life there because she thought that breaking free of it was something they had in common.

She knew where they were headed, and felt a tangle of hope and dread as she rounded the corner and saw it: the rainbow alley she’d found with Freddie. This time it was stuffed with people posing for pictures, and Kate didn’t suggest that they stop to experience it. She didn’t think that Ethan had noticed it at all, or if he had, he clearly wasn’t interested.

As they walked, Kate tried to imagine having sex with Ethan, and what it might be like. There would have been a time, not so long ago, where she would have been freaking out by this point, wondering how she was going to broach the subject of her virginity. She imagined all sorts of possibilities: men getting angry with her, men laughing at her, men simply walking out of the door without any further attempt at communication. She liked that she didn’t have to have that horrible conversation any more and reckoned that she could probably get away with passing off her still considerable inexperience as nerves.

Ethan was nice enough. She wasn’t experiencing any fire-cracker emotions but Kate was beginning to wonder if they even existed. Maybe she just wasn’t a fire-cracker emotions kind of person. She didn’t mind Ethan’s body, and if he didn’t mind hers, then why shouldn’t they sleep together? This could be fine. Kate was determined this would be fine. She looked up at Ethan and smiled at him. He smiled back.

 

‘Sorry it’s all in boxes,’ Kate said when she brought Ethan back to her place. She had wanted to see where he lived, but he said that it wasn’t a good idea.

‘I’m in the process of moving,’ she added.

A lot had made its way over to her parents since Freddie had been there just a week before. There were only bare essentials in the kitchen, and all her knick-knacks assembled over the past few years had been packed up and shoved out of the way. She offered Ethan a drink in the only glass she had left and made herself a drink in the one remaining mug. It wasn’t even a fresh bottle of wine, but one that was already half-empty from a few nights before.

When they sat on the sofa she asked about the white patch in his beard.

‘Everyone asks about it,’ he moaned. ‘And it’s not even that interesting. It’s just a patch, it doesn’t mean anything. I’ve had it forever, but I guess no one could really see it until I grew my beard. To be honest, I’m a little bit tired of talking about it. I don’t ask you about the colour of your hair.’

Kate sat still, holding tight to her mug of wine. She had this sensation of forcing herself smaller, of folding herself up into a tiny box so that she didn’t take up so much space.

‘Sorry,’ Ethan said finally, after noticing the silence that followed it. ‘I snapped, I’m sorry.’

‘It’s fine. It was a stupid question.’

‘I just hate small talk, you know? After everything I’ve experienced, after you feel that kind of bliss, it’s just hard to go back to things that are so trivial and meaningless.’

‘I don’t think that making conversation is meaningless. I was just trying to get to know you.’

Kate absently wondered how she was going to get Ethan out of her house, if she needed to. But then he started being sweet again.

‘I think I’m nervous around you,’ he admitted, looking down into his glass of wine. ‘You make me nervous; I think you’re pretty amazing.’

‘You do?’ Kate did not feel amazing.

‘Well, look at you. You’re beautiful, and you’re confident, and you know what you’re talking about. I like that about you. I like it a lot.’

Kate blushed and felt her heart move inside her; not a pang of desire exactly, more of a lurch, but maybe it was possible she was confusing things. Nobody had ever called her beautiful before. Nobody in her whole life, bar maybe her parents when she was a lot younger, had ever told her that they thought she was beautiful.

‘I think you’re someone I could see a future with.’

Kate couldn’t think of any meaningful words to say back, but it turned out that she didn’t need to, because suddenly he was kissing her, hungrily. He was almost climbing over her, pushing her back on the sofa, his hands already on her breasts. Kate barely had the chance to put her mug of wine down before she gave in, letting him push into her, completely dominating her space. His physicality was just as overwhelming as his words, leaving her no room to breathe or think. He was just suddenly there, all over her.

‘Wait, wait,’ Kate said, pushing back, trying to gain her breath, trying not to dwell too long on the strange, new taste of his mouth.

Ethan sat back in his place on the sofa, looking like he was struggling to regain his composure.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘It’s just, I think you do something to me. It’s like I can’t help but be an animal around you. I’ve been holding back all evening, you’re just so beautiful.’

Now Kate knew that he was lying, but she also wasn’t sure if she cared. It was just sex. Sex that she wanted.

I can turn the tables on this, Kate thought. I can control it.

Ethan was just as much an opportunity for her as she was for him. There was sex, laid out on the table right in front of her. He clearly wanted it, wanted her, and she was allowed to want sex for sex’s sake too, wasn’t she? Yes, it was a shame that it came wrapped up in a scumbag package (by this point Kate was wondering how much else he had told her was a lie; whether he had ever been to East Asia, or if he had been on a long-distance run in his entire life), but who was she to be choosy?

Kate told herself that this was what she wanted. That this was what she had to do to get the feelings that she wanted to feel.

‘Let’s go to the bedroom,’ she decided, and his eyes grew wide with surprise and satisfaction.

There was no hesitation here either, just instant and insistent fumbling. The fact that Kate didn’t know what to do or where to put her hands didn’t matter as Ethan’s mouth was constantly attached to hers, his hands heavy on her, pawing and prodding. The moment her dress was unwrapped, his hands moved to the top of her tights. The moment they were rolled down, he was unhooking her bra. Then, after he flung his top off and to the other side of her room, he announced: ‘I’m turning the lights off.’

Again, there was no chance to object. Ethan practically jumped off the bed to flick the switch, before he was suddenly back to kissing her. There was something automatic about his technique, like a machine hard at work, but she didn’t know how to tell him. In fact, there seemed to be no way to tell him anything, because the kissing could have almost been designed solely to shut her up and stop her complaining.

‘Slow down, slow down,’ Kate said, eventually managing to pull herself away.

‘What?’ Ethan asked. In the darkness, he seemed to have lost his ability to tell her she was beautiful. His tone was gruff and impatient.

‘I just don’t think we have to move this fast,’ Kate said.

‘You’re not one of these “three date” girls, are you? I thought this was a done deal.’

‘No, I’m talking about this precise moment. It’s a bit much. What’s the hurry? Why the rush?’

‘Look, you took me to the bedroom, so is this going to happen or not? I have an interview in the morning and I’d like to get off sometime soon, before it gets too late.’

‘Wow, that’s romantic.’

He growled. Or was it a groan? Either way, a sound came out of him that revealed his annoyance.

‘I thought I was the one doing you a favour here.’

‘Wait, what?’

He sighed and the bed shifted as he fell backwards, as if he had given up. Kate sat still, utterly paralysed with contempt. She had him pegged on the scumbag scale for sure, but not to this extent. Who the hell was this guy?

‘So this is clearly not going to happen now, so I give up. Home truth time. I don’t like you, you’re not exactly my type, but I thought this would be easy.’

‘Easy? Your type? So what was the plan here?’

‘Don’t be an idiot. You know what’s going on.’

‘Clearly I am an idiot. Enlighten me.’ Kate got up and went to get her dressing gown before she turned on the light switch. She looked back at the bed, at the man who was there, lying all the way back, his hand rubbing his forehead in frustration, his proud erection clearly still in evidence. Kate wondered if she was going to vomit with repulsion.

‘You’re going to make me say it?’

‘Say it.’

‘I just needed to get laid. I’ve got a big day tomorrow and I need to relieve the tension. I know girls like you need a bit of wining and dining first, so I did that. I even paid for it.’

She stared at him, feeling her rage build, and determined not to let him see the tears that were forming. ‘So what, you think I owe you?’

‘Whatever.’

He paused. Kate wondered if perhaps he had enough humanity to stop talking because he could see that she was upset, but apparently not.

‘Are you at least going to let me jerk off before I leave? I’m not going home like this,’ he gestured to his penis.

‘Get out,’ Kate snarled. He stared at her, disbelieving, so she repeated it, louder: ‘Get out now.’

Without time to get himself together properly, Ethan was forced to put his jeans on first and stuff his underwear into his pockets. Kate stayed intimidatingly close as he grabbed his socks, shoes and coat, before slamming her front door behind him, so that he’d have to finish sorting himself out in the hallway.

‘Damn it,’ she murmured to herself, after she had heard him leave the building.

Still, she would not let herself cry. She would have broken utterly if she had let a single tear fall. She briefly thought about ringing Renee, but couldn’t bear the thought of her friend’s ferocity. She’d surely want to hunt the man down and shred his flesh with her fingernails, before telling Kate to pick herself up and try again. But that wasn’t what she wanted. Calling Lindsey was out of the question too; it was very early in the morning in Hong Kong, and she didn’t want to cause any upset when it was impossible for Lindsey to do anything from the other side of the world.

She didn’t want Renee, and she didn’t want Lindsey.

What she wanted was someone who would listen to her and be kind to her.

What she wanted was Freddie.


Chapter 19

He’d drafted a bunch of messages to send to her, but none of them had been quite right. Some sounded too chill, some not nearly chill enough. He didn’t know if he should say a simple thank you, or if she had expected anything more. He thought briefly about sending her flowers, but wondered if that was corny and old-fashioned, and also whether it was appropriate for ‘just friends’. Flowers felt like something more. So he waited, hoping that the right idea would pop into his head suddenly, but the inspiration never hit, and the moment passed. The moment was still passing. The moment had gone on longer than a week.

This wasn’t a romance and could never be one. So why couldn’t he stop thinking about her? Why did the very idea of sending her a simple message fill his head with so much turmoil? Eventually he started thinking that forgetting everything, and just disappearing from each other’s lives, would be the easiest thing. The only way to avoid any awkwardness. The only way to stop him getting hurt.

‘So, you’re not dead then?’ Damien peered around the doorway, eyes squinting in mock concern, tone droll. ‘Thought I should probably check.’

Freddie was lying on his bed staring at the ceiling, the comic he was reading dangling from one hand towards the floor.

‘Aren’t you meant to be asleep?’ he asked. ‘It’s daytime.’

‘Things to do today, people to see. Which is more than can be said for you, apparently?’

Freddie groaned and rolled over on to his front, hoping his flatmate would take the hint and leave him alone.

‘Freddie, are you depressed?’ Damien asked in a matter-of-fact but not unkind voice.

‘What? No.’

‘Because you seem pretty depressed right now.’

‘I’m not depressed.’

‘I just think it’s good for me to know these things in case I have to get in touch with your emergency contacts or anything.’

‘We haven’t swapped emergency contacts, Damien.’

‘No, but should we? In case your depression gets worse?’

It was hard to tell whether Damien was joking or not. It was possible that this was his way of expressing concern, Freddie pondered, but it was doing little to help.

‘Is this about that girl?’ Damien asked. ‘Did you try the frog?’

‘I just want peace and quiet, please.’

‘Did she dump you?’

‘No, she didn’t dump me.’

Damien stood in the doorway, impassive, like a heavy, expressionless statue.

‘What is it, Damien? Why are you just standing there?’

‘I think it’s time to pop the kombucha,’ he announced finally.

‘The what?’

‘Come with me.’

Curiosity getting the better of him, Freddie met Damien in the kitchen, where he was hovering over his personal cupboard. Most of the space in the small kitchen was shared, but where they could, both Freddie and his flatmate had found private places to keep the food and treats they didn’t want the other to know about. Freddie’s contained a box of too-sugary cereal he saved for weekends and some other guilty pleasure snacks, as well as his favourite frying pan and a couple of mugs he felt protective over. Damien’s cupboard, on the other hand, contained three mysterious flip-top bottles filled with what could only be described as luminous golden liquids.

Damien studied the bottles carefully, lifting them up to see them catch the light, gently swirling the contents, and on one of them, flipping the lid to take in the aroma. The expression on his face was the closest Freddie had ever seen him get to a genuine, happy smile. Just the tiniest of movements from the muscles around his lips.

‘This one is ready,’ Damien declared soberly.

‘What is this stuff? Is it safe?’ Freddie asked.

He had visions of his flatmate concocting illegal moonshine (was this illegal?) and running some sort of alcoholic drug-den from their home. And yet there was something magical about the potions too. The way they glowed in the light, and their intoxicating molten-gold colour.

Damien put the other two bottles back in his private cupboard and brought the chosen one over to the counter.

‘This has been brewing for nearly two weeks now, and was crafted from the finest black tea leaves I could find,’ Damien explained. ‘I then flavoured it with blackberries and elderflower. Would you like me to leave them in, or strain them out?’

‘Damien, what is it?’
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