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The wine was a Côtes du Rhône that tasted mostly of effort — hers, for having ordered it, and whoever grew the grapes, for having tried. Lauren set it down on the bar and watched the condensation ring it left on the dark wood, a near-perfect circle, the kind of thing that meant nothing and somehow felt significant anyway. Around her the bar was doing what bars did on a Thursday night: a low roar of voices, the percussion of glasses, someone’s laughter scaling upward and getting away from them. She was not particularly sad. She was not particularly anything. She had come here because her apartment had started to feel like a held breath, and she needed somewhere to exhale.

She was on her second glass — the first had gone faster than intended — when the woman slid onto the stool beside her.

She didn’t crash-land. That was the thing. She arrived with a kind of easy authority, shrugging off a jacket that appeared to be made of something deliberately impractical, setting a small bag on the bar with the confidence of someone who owned the square foot of space they occupied. Her hair was dark and cut short on one side, longer on the other, curling slightly at the jaw like it had its own opinions. She was wearing a silk shirt the colour of a bruise — deep plum, almost black in the low light — and when she glanced over and caught Lauren staring, she smiled in a way that didn’t make Lauren feel stupid for staring.

“Is the wine terrible?” she asked, nodding at Lauren’s glass.

“Heroically,” Lauren said. “I ordered it anyway.”

“Solidarity.” The woman lifted two fingers at the bartender. “I’ll have what she’s having.”

Her name was Sophie. Lauren learned this within the first five minutes, along with the facts that she was a graphic designer, hated the word bespoke, and had once walked out of a film festival short film exactly four minutes in because, she said, she had a policy about accordions. Lauren found herself laughing before she’d decided to — a real laugh, the kind that costs something. It surprised her. She’d been stingy with laughter lately, rationing it without quite realising she was.

Sophie talked the way some people drove: with apparent ease and an underlying precision, knowing exactly where she was going. But she also listened. That was the part Lauren hadn’t expected. When Lauren spoke, Sophie looked at her with a quality of attention that felt almost luxurious — like she had set down everything else she was carrying just to hear this. It was the kind of thing that should have felt performative and didn’t.

“You seem like someone who’s been somewhere recently,” Sophie said, at some point in the second glass.

“That’s a strange way to put it.”

“Not geographically.” Sophie tilted her head. “Just — somewhere.”

Lauren turned her wine glass a quarter rotation on the bar. “I ended a relationship,” she said. “Five months ago. Which is fine. Which has been fine for a while. I think I’m just still —“ She stopped. “Getting used to the quiet.”

Sophie nodded as though this was exactly the right answer. “The quiet gets loud eventually,” she said. “And then it just gets quiet again. And then it’s actually quiet.” She paused. “Unhelpful timeline, I know.”

“No,” Lauren said. “Actually, no. That’s — that helps, weirdly.”

She felt a warmth on the back of her hand and looked down to find that Sophie had rested her fingers there, just briefly, just a point of contact — the way you might touch someone’s arm to emphasise a word — and then her hand was gone again. Lauren’s skin retained the memory of it with embarrassing fidelity.

The conversation continued. More wine appeared. Sophie told a story about a client who’d wanted a logo that communicated both heritage and disruption and Lauren laughed until her eyes watered, and when she looked back at Sophie, she realised Sophie was looking at her in a way that was hard to categorise. Not aggressive. Not predatory. Just — deliberate. Like she had reached a conclusion quietly and wasn’t in any rush to announce it.

“You have a really good laugh,” Sophie said.

Lauren felt the heat climb her neck before she could stop it. “I’ve been hoarding it,” she said. “I don’t want to peak too early.”

Sophie smiled, slow and private. She ran the tip of her finger around the rim of her wine glass. “I like how your brain works,” she said.

It was such a simple sentence. Lauren couldn’t explain why it landed the way it did, dropping through her chest like something thrown from a height. She was aware, suddenly, of the warmth of the bar, the low-grade music she hadn’t really been hearing, the proximity of Sophie’s shoulder to hers. Her body had been taking notes all evening, it turned out, quietly cataloguing: the line of Sophie’s throat, the way her hands moved when she talked, the specific frequency of her voice.

“So,” Sophie said, after a comfortable pause that Lauren hadn’t wanted to end. She picked up her jacket from the back of the stool. “I have a bottle of Burgundy at home that is, I promise, actually good. And I live about eight minutes from here.” She said it the way someone might suggest a different restaurant — practical, open-ended, leaving plenty of room for the answer to be no. “You’re welcome to come see for yourself.”

Lauren’s heart did something that couldn’t be described as anything other than lurching. She sat with the question for a moment, aware of several things simultaneously: that she was not drunk, that she was not being reckless, that something had been running just below the surface of this entire conversation and she had known it for at least an hour, and that her body had already answered before she opened her mouth.

“Okay,” she said. The word came out steadier than she felt.

Sophie’s smile widened just slightly at one corner. She stood, shrugged on the impractical jacket, and waited while Lauren gathered her things. They walked out of the bar together into the cold air, and Lauren’s heart was running fast and bright in her chest like something newly lit, and she did not try to put it out.

​

​



​

The eight minutes felt longer than eight minutes, and also, impossibly, shorter. Lauren watched the pavement pass under her feet and tried to take slow breaths that didn’t feel like slow breaths. Beside her, Sophie walked with that same ease she’d had on the barstool — unhurried, grounded — and their shoulders bumped once on a narrow section of pavement and neither of them moved away.

Sophie’s building was a converted Victorian terrace, the kind with original tiles in the hallway and radiators that ticked and groaned like old arguments. She turned the key and pushed the door open and stepped back to let Lauren in first, a small courtesy that registered somewhere in Lauren’s chest. The hallway smelled of old wood and something faintly herbal — a candle, maybe, or dried flowers on a shelf. Lauren had half a second to take in a framed print on the wall, a coat hook dense with jackets, a pair of boots dropped without ceremony on the mat — and then the door clicked shut behind them and Sophie’s hand was on her shoulder, turning her gently, and Lauren had just enough time to realise what was happening before it did.

Sophie kissed her.

Not tentatively. Not with the hedged quality of a first move hedging its bets. She kissed Lauren with a quiet confidence that left no room for misinterpretation, her hand moving from Lauren’s shoulder to the wall beside her head, and Lauren’s back came to rest against the plaster and for one full second she didn’t move at all. She stood there with Sophie’s mouth on hers and felt herself go completely still the way you go still when something surprises you so thoroughly that the body forgets its instructions.

Then something gave way.

She wasn’t sure if it was a decision or a surrender or something that didn’t have a name yet. Her hands found Sophie’s waist — she felt the shift of silk, the warmth beneath it — and she kissed her back, and Sophie made a small sound against her mouth that undid several things in Lauren simultaneously. The kiss deepened, unhurried, exploratory in a way that felt less like a beginning and more like a conversation that had already been going on for some time and was only now being said out loud.

It was different. She had known, abstractly, that it would be different, but the abstract had not prepared her for the specific. Sophie’s mouth was softer than any mouth she’d kissed before — not weak, not passive, but soft in a textural way that made Lauren want to stay there for an unreasonable amount of time just cataloguing the sensation. The kiss moved slowly, and there was no part of it that was trying to get somewhere quickly, and that itself was a kind of revelation. She was used to kissing as a corridor — a means of getting to the next room. This felt like the room.

Sophie pulled back just enough to look at her. This close, her eyes were very dark. There was a small, considering pause, the way a painter steps back from a canvas.

“Okay?” she asked.

“Yes,” Lauren said. The word came out rougher than intended. She leaned forward and closed the distance herself.

Sophie’s hands moved with the same deliberate confidence as everything else about her — no rush, no grab, just a steady exploration of Lauren’s body that made her feel simultaneously very seen and very warm. Her palms traced Lauren’s sides, her waist, the curve of her hips through the fabric of her dress, and Lauren felt each point of contact like something being mapped, like she was being learned. She heard herself make a sound she hadn’t planned — soft, involuntary, swallowed back almost immediately — and felt Sophie smile against her mouth.

“Don’t do that,” Sophie said.

“What?”

“Swallow it.” She kissed the corner of Lauren’s mouth. “I
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