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      The London heatwave showed no sign of easing off and the city was in meltdown, with commuters drooping and tubes melting. Sweat glistened on Tori’s arm as she pulled her suitcase into the lounge, the wheels trundling noisily on their laminate floor. She’d only been out of the shower half an hour and she already wanted another.

      “There you are!” her mum said, giving her a beaming smile. “All packed and ready for the weekend?” She eyed Tori’s suitcase. “Wouldn’t a rucksack be more appropriate?”

      Tori smiled. “If I owned a rucksack, I’m sure it would be.” She’d toyed with buying one, but decided she wasn’t a committed camper just yet. “And yes, we’ll be off just as soon as Holly’s done.” Tori’s girlfriend, Holly, walked out of the lounge and into her bedroom, shaking her head and talking sternly into her phone.

      “Everything okay?” her mum asked, nudging her head towards Holly.

      Tori shrugged. “It’s not been since her new boss started, but hopefully it’s just teething problems and things will settle down.” Tori hoped so, but she wasn’t sure how things were going to turn out.

      “And how do you two manage to look so serene and cool when I’m roasting from the inside out?” The temperature in the flat had to be touching 40 degrees, with sticky golden sunshine sliding down their widescreen lounge windows. It was all Tori could do not to stick her head under the cold tap.

      In contrast, Tori’s mum and gran were sat on her sofa, both wearing pastel colours and looking as if they’d just stepped off a magazine shoot for the more mature lady.

      Her gran flicked her short, grey hair and turned her head from watching the trains rattling by their window. “Years of practice, dear. That, and linen clothing. Lots of linen: just remember that in your future.” She let out a cackle. “So what float are you going to be on?” her gran added. “Are you dressing up like a banana?”

      Tori let out a sharp laugh, going to the sink to pour herself a glass of water. “Why would we be dressing up as bananas?”

      “I saw some footage of the Pride parade last year on the news. Two men were dressed as bananas,” replied Gran, as if that was explanation enough. She turned back towards the window. “You know, if I lived here I’d make up stories about the passengers. Either that, or just sit here waving.” Gran waved to illustrate her point.

      “You get bored with it soon enough. Well, everyone apart from Holly’s sister, Elsie, does. But in her defence, she is only three.”

      “Perfect age,” replied Tori’s gran. “At three years old, trains are still magical.”

      “That’s because she hasn’t had to be a commuter yet,” Tori said. “And to answer your question, the float is for a lesbian dating app, and I’m guessing there’ll be no bananas. At least, none that I’ve heard of.”

      Tori’s mum frowned and leaned forward, her dangly beads clicking together. “What are you going on that for? You’re not single!”

      Tori laughed. “Well spotted, mother,” she said. “I may not be single, but I can still support my friend’s business. Plus, I’m doing the marketing for her, so it’s sort of work.”

      “But everything’s okay with you two?” her mum asked, flicking her fingers towards the lounge door. “This is just a work thing, not a ‘you two’ thing?” She put the ‘you-two’ in air quotes with her fingers.

      Tori shook her head. “Everything’s fine, ‘us two’ are fine.” She mimicked her mum’s air quotes. “Like I said, we’re helping out a friend, that’s all. It should be fun, I’m looking forward to it.”

      Holly’s return interrupted the conversation and all three women turned to her. She took a step back, raising a single eyebrow. “What’s going on? Why are you all staring at me?”

      Tori walked over and gave Holly a kiss on the cheek. “Mum was just asking if we were okay, being that we’re going to Pride to promote a dating app.”

      Holly cracked an enormous smile. “If something was up, I think I could find more subtle ways of telling your daughter than that,” she said. “But everything’s fine. We’re supporting our friend, Trudi, as well as spreading the lesbian love.”

      “Will you be wearing feather boas?” Tori’s gran asked.

      “What’s with you and dressing up, Gran?”

      “Isn’t that what you do at Pride?” she replied.

      “If your granddaughter wears a feather boa, I’ll take a picture and send it to you, how’s that?” Holly said.

      “Perfect,” Gran said, appeased.

      “What are your plans for the weekend, anyway?” Holly continued. “I assume you’ll be painting the town red?”

      Tori’s mum and gran were staying at their flat to cat-sit. The object of their attention, their cat, Valentine, was currently flat out on the sofa, legs in the air, trying to get cool. It wasn’t an easy task.

      “We’re going to take in a matinee tomorrow, then probably get some dinner before heading back here to spend the evening with Valentine,” Tori’s mum said. “Looking forward to it — I haven’t been to a show in a few years.”

      “And I haven’t been in over a decade, so it’s a real treat,” her gran said. “I told everyone at my bridge club and they were all very impressed I had a granddaughter who lived in London.”

      “For what it’s worth, I prefer the sound of your weekend,” Holly said. “I’m not a huge fan of Pride, I’ve never had a good one. Plus, camping isn’t my bag. I’m reserving the right to book into a hotel, especially if it chucks it down.”

      “Brighton Pride is always sunny,” Tori countered.

      “Apart from last year?”

      Tori grinned. “Apart from that.” She paused. “It’s going to be great — camping is romantic. I wasn’t sure at first, but Trudi has convinced me. And apparently the campsite has a clubhouse and a shop, so it’s not like we’re in the middle of nowhere. Besides, didn’t we decide this summer will be all about trying new experiences?”

      “No, you decided that,” Holly replied, with a tight grin.

      “I’m sure you’ll have a great time. Camping is romantic,” Tori’s mum said. “You know, your dad always got grumpy when we were going away, but he always enjoyed it in the end. It was just a trait I learned to live with.”

      “Are you telling me I’ve got together with my father?” Tori asked, unable to wipe the smile from her face. Her dad had been gone nearly eight years, but he was still her benchmark for the perfect partner.

      “Nothing wrong with that,” her mum replied with a sad smile. “I had many happy years with that man, once he’d learned to open up and go with the flow.”

      “I’m not grumpy about going away — Pride and me just don’t see eye to eye. But who knows, maybe this one will change my mind.” Holly checked her watch. “But if we’re going to have these new experiences, we better shoot. We’re already going to hit the beginning of rush hour.”

      Tori gave her mum a hug, then her gran. “Now you’ve got my number if something happens, but I think everything is pretty self-explanatory. You’ve got your Oyster cards?”

      Tori’s mum nodded. “You don’t have to worry, I’m not old and senile just yet.” She gave Holly a hug. “And remember, just relax and have a good time.”

      “I’ve got your daughter on the case, I’m sure she’ll remind me,” Holly replied.

      Tori leaned down and stroked Valentine. Their cat cracked open an eye warily. “Be good for your grandmothers, Valentine!” His fur was a furnace under her fingers. “Poor kitty, he must be baking.”

      Valentine stretched in response, before closing both eyes again.

      “Ready?” Holly asked Tori, picking up their tent and grabbing their suitcase.

      Tori gave her a nod. “Let’s do Brighton Pride!”
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      The campsite was already three-quarters full by the time they arrived on Friday evening, but their friends Trudi and Shauna had saved them a spot. Holly was beyond grateful. They were, after all, camping virgins, but they’d been persuaded with the promise of no rain, coupled with Trudi promising to cook them breakfast both mornings. That, and the exorbitant hotel prices in Brighton on Pride weekend had sealed the deal.

      Now, they just had to put their tent up. How hard could it be? Lesbians did it every single day, and usually with gusto. Heck, some of them even filmed themselves doing it and put the footage on YouTube. Holly knew; she’d watched enough ‘how to put up a tent’ videos this week.

      They dumped their stuff, and Holly scanned their surroundings. A patchwork of multi-coloured tents dotted the landscape, the recent hot weather turning the grass a crisp shade of dusty yellow. She’d already spotted four rainbow flags, and even though it was gone 7pm, the sun was still strong, bathing the whole site in a golden anticipatory glow of the weekend to come. The air smelt smoky, with aromas of sausages and weed, while over the sea in the distance, orange and white clouds hung in a pink-flecked sky.

      Holly hugged Trudi and Shauna, both long-haired lesbians with a penchant for heavy metal and technology. Together, they’d created a lesbian dating app called Babe Magnet, and that’s what they were all here to promote this weekend. It even had a polyamory option, which Shauna and Trudi were particularly proud of, being polyamorous themselves.

      “You look very comfortable already,” Holly said, as their friends sat back down in their stout black camping chairs, handily accessorised with drinks holders. “Anyone would think sunshine and beer agreed with you.”

      “I told you, camping is brilliant if you do it right,” Trudi replied. “And I can tell by your face you don’t believe me, but try to.” She waved an arm at her own tent, which was far bigger than the one Holly had brought: Holly could already tell she was going to have tent envy. You could stand up in Trudi’s tent, and it even had a porch. And was that a fridge Holly could see just inside the door? Add chilled-beer envy to the list, too.

      “I’m not sure you’re going to look on our tent as ‘doing it right’,” Holly replied. “It’s about a third of the size of yours, and I went for the easy option. Apparently you just shake it and it opens automatically. At least that’s what it said on the box.” She got the tent out of its case and shook it.

      Nothing happened.

      Holly frowned and shook it again. Still nothing. “Damn,” she said. “I read the instructions and watched it on YouTube, and it looked so easy.” She was trying to ignore the amusement on Trudi and Shauna’s faces.

      Tori stepped forward. “Maybe you have to unclip it first?” She took the tent from Holly’s hands, shaking her head. Tori proceeded to unclip it, laid out the ground sheet, then shook the tent loose. It sprung up obediently. “And here was me thinking you were the butch one.”

      Holly grinned at her girlfriend. “I sometimes forget,” she replied. “You know, I thought I’d have tent envy, but ours has a certain something, don’t you think?” Holly stood with her hand on her chin, admiring their lemon and grey tent, which Tori was now down on her knees beside, shaking out the canvas and straightening the frame.

      She looked up at Holly. “When you’re done admiring, can you help me with the guide ropes?” Tori held out some tent pegs.

      “Course,” Holly replied, grabbing two from Tori. “This might even be fun. At one with nature and all of that.”

      Tori glanced over at her, blinking. “You’ve changed your tune from the gloom of the train.”

      “That’s because the train was the temperature of Satan’s pizza oven,” Holly replied, sweeping her arm in front of her. “But now we’re here, I see the open air has its attractions. Plus, it’s far away from Gordon, which is always a plus.”

      “Who’s Gordon?” Trudi asked.

      Holly’s face clouded over and her stomach churned. Even the mention of his name had an effect. She hammered in a tent peg before replying. “Gordon is my new boss who’s currently making my life a living hell. But we’re not going to talk about him this weekend because he’s already ruined my week.”

      Trudi frowned. “Sorry to hear that — you’ve always loved your job. You’re one of the few people I know who does.”

      “I did love it,” Holly replied. “But now, not so much. I haven’t been the best to live with this week, what with that, plus I’ve been dreading Pride.” She cast her gaze around the site. “But even I have to admit, this isn’t too bad. It feels like a festival — there’s even a bar over there.”

      “Welcome to camping in the 21st century,” Trudi replied. “You’re going to love it.”

      “And look,” Shauna said, producing two extra camping chairs. “We brought these for you as we had a car, and we’ve got ice-cold beer and wine, too.”

      “We appreciate that,” Tori replied. Together, she and Holly finished hammering in their tent pegs, and then the tent was up — all within ten minutes.

      Tori stood back, admiring their work. “Not bad for an amateur.”

      Holly had to agree as she accepted a beer from Shauna, sitting down in her camping chair. “If this sun keeps up, I might change my mind on camping.”

      “Camping rocks,” Shauna replied. “Plus, sex in a tent is just that little bit more thrilling.”

      “Now that I can get behind,” Holly said with a grin. “Maybe at the end of this weekend, I’ll be a camping and Pride convert. Maybe I’ll book every Pride going, you never know.”

      “I’ll just settle for you enjoying this weekend,” Tori told her with a smile, before turning to her friends. “I’m surprised you’re so relaxed — is everything ready for tomorrow?”

      Trudi nodded. “All done — we’ve been putting the finishing touches to the float all day. All we have to do tomorrow is climb aboard and have a fabulous time.”

      “That we can do, no problem,” Tori said.

      “A toast then: to a fantastic Pride!” Trudi said, raising her can to the crowd.

      “And here’s to us camping. May we survive and not get blown away in a giant tornado,” Holly replied with a grin, touching her can to Trudi’s.
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      Holly’s camping enthusiasm lasted a whole eight hours, till around 3.30am the following morning. Because it was then she was woken with a loud screech, followed by a pressing weight on top of her and hot, searing pain all the way down her right side. Her eyelids sprung open and she struggled to remember where she was. Then it hit her: she was camping. Only, something was very wrong with her camping situation right now. Something — or someone — was moving around on top of her, just a couple of millimetres of tent canvas separating them, and whoever it was, they were crushing her into the uneven ground beneath. The tent roof was now stuck to her face, as was whoever was on top of it.

      “What the actual fuck?” Tori spluttered, as she eased her eyes open, trying to make sense of what was going on. “What the hell is on my leg?”

      “I think it’s a person. I’ve got one on me, too,” Holly replied, her voice raspy as she tried to breathe. It wasn’t easy, and the pain in her side was getting worse. Nothing made sense at all.  “Can whoever just landed on our tent get the fuck off it?”

      “Sorry,” a man replied, moving slightly quicker now. However, as he did, he jammed his knee into Holly’s hip and trod on her calf.

      The pain soared up her left side and ricocheted off her brain. “Ooowwwww! What the hell?”

      Perhaps this was why she’d never done camping before. Holly heard muffled groans from outside the tent.

      “Can you try to do it without standing on us, too?”

      “Sorry, I’m really sorry,” a male voice said. “We were looking for the loo and didn’t see your guide ropes. It’s really fucking dark out here.”

      “And it’s really fucking crushed in here,” Holly replied.

      Holy shit, her leg was killing her.

      “Trent, come on, get off the tent.” The tent was shaking as one of the apparently two men on top of it tried to move the other.

      “What the hell’s going on?” That was Trudi’s voice.

      “Can you help whoever is on our tent, off our tent,” Holly yelled, her voice now laced with desperation, the weight of the man still crushing into her like a boulder.

      Beside her, Tori was wincing and holding her side. “You okay?” Holly asked.

      Tori nodded grimly, lost for words.

      “One, two, three!” came Trudi’s voice from outside, and whoever had been lying on top of Tori was up.

      Tori rolled over, clutching her right side. “I hope my ribs aren’t buggered,” she said with a wince.

      “One, two, three!” said Trudi again, and Holly’s captor was righted. Holly sat up, rolling her shoulder and wincing in pain. Everything hurt, from her ankle to her cheekbone.

      Trudi poked her head in the tent. “You all okay in here?”

      Holly nodded, still clutching her arm, then rubbing her leg. She flexed her foot: all fine. She moved her leg — it hurt, but it was still moving, thankfully. “We’ll live.” Holly gave her girlfriend a kiss on the cheek before clambering to her knees, swearing again in pain, then crawling to the door of the tent.

      The men had been right, it was still pretty dark outside.

      One of them was less mobile than the other, sitting on the ground, his face illuminated by Trudi’s full-beam torch. He had a shock of ultra-blonde hair and looked dazed. His friend staggered when he went to walk, too. As Holly approached him, the stench of whisky on his breath almost knocked her out. She could just make out he was wearing a red hoodie.

      “Really sorry: we were on our way to the loo and your tent’s pretty small.”

      “Nothing to do with the booze you’ve drunk?” Holly was rubbing her shoulder and still wincing. Her body felt misaligned, not quite right.

      The man looked over at his friend. “We’re sorry — it’s just dark, man.” He grabbed his mate and forced him into a standing position. “I think it’s best we go.” And with that, the two of them staggered off into the night.

      “You’re going the wrong way for the toilets!” Holly shouted after them. If that’s where they had been headed, they should at least complete their journey.

      The man held up an arm, but when his friend lurched to one side, he hastily put it back under his arm to keep him upright.

      “Pillock,” Holly muttered, as Tori emerged from the tent, hugging herself.

      Holly put an arm around her, before turning to assess their tent, which was now severely lurching to one side. She shivered — 3.30am was not the warmest time on a Brighton clifftop, it turned out. Especially when you were dressed in only a T-shirt and shorts. Maybe she’d been right all along — camping and Pride were best avoided.

      “Fuck-a-doodle-doo, those tents poles don’t look happy.” Holly frowned as she assessed their tent. “So you know you said we should have got a bigger tent?”

      “Uh-huh,” Trudi replied.

      “I think you might be right.”

      “Or a hotel room,” Tori mumbled.

      Holly turned to her. “What happened to camping being romantic?”

      “That was before some idiots fell on us.”

      Trudi rubbed Tori’s shoulder and threw her a sympathetic smile. “Would you like to come into our tent tonight? There’s room, and if anybody falls onto us, they’ll just bounce off.”

      “Are you trying to get us to be polyamorous?” Holly asked, with the world’s tiniest smile. She was making jokes, despite everything — that really was a camping miracle.

      Trudi laughed. “You’re not my type, sweetheart.”

      “In that case, that would be brilliant. Just for tonight, then we can try to sort this mess out in the morning when we can see what we’re doing.”
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      The Babe Magnet float was an enormous single-storey lorry, and Trudi and Shauna’s team had done an amazing job with it. It was covered with the company logo and slogan, along with an enormous magnet in the middle and a bevy of babes on board. Masks had been given to most who’d agreed to help, so when Tori had got on half an hour ago, she’d come face to face with Pink, Ruby Rose, Madonna and Cara Delevingne. Now the float was on the move, the crowd were going wild for it. All things considered, there were worse things that could happen to a lesbian on a Saturday lunchtime.

      “All going okay?” Tori shouted, nudging Trudi with her hip as she approached her from behind. Trudi was standing next to DJ Shauna at the back of the float, who was already pumping out the tunes with a thumping bassline. To her right, Madonna was getting the crowd worked up, arms in the air. That she was also wearing a pair of gold hotpants wasn’t doing any harm, either.

      Trudi nodded. “Going great, and look at this crowd — isn’t it incredible?”

      Tori had to admit it was — being part of the parade was giving her Pride goosebumps. From their higher vantage point, the entire seafront was awash with sunshine, rainbows and goodwill. To her right, the sea winked like a nervous date, and on both sides, the pavements were clogged with well-wishers and party-goers getting in the mood for the day. Tori had only ever been to London Pride before; Pride by the sea was something else.

      “It’s awesome.” Tori pointed down the float to where Holly was standing, arms above her head, clapping and whooping to the music. “Whisper it, but I think my girlfriend might just be enjoying herself at Pride.”

      “She’s over last night, then?”

      Tori nodded. “I talked her round this morning. You can’t let a couple of drunken idiots derail your weekend, can you?”

      “Nope. Plus, I’ve got some tequila to ensure the vibe stays on a certain level,” Trudi replied, winking.

      “You are the hostess with the mostess,” Tori replied. “And this is definitely the best float. Where did you get the giant model of a magnet?” Tori glanced up, admiring the structure which was at least 10-foot high, an inflatable female doll sitting astride it.

      “Mate of Shauna’s did it for us — I love it!”

      “And my next question: when did you get all these ladies to agree to wear celebrity masks and hotpants? Did I miss that memo?”

      “You might have.” Trudi grinned at her old friend. “But I’ve got a mask if you want one?” She reached around the DJ stand and came up with Ellen DeGeneres and Clare Balding. “You and Holly can fight over who you want to be.”

      Tori gave her a look. “She doesn’t have a choice — I’m Ellen.” She set off down the float, past Ruby Rose and Cara DeLevingne, who were both blowing Babe Magnet whistles and grinding their hips for the crowd. When she got to Holly at the front, the grin plastered on her girlfriend’s face was a sight to behold. She fished her phone from her pocket and snapped Holly unawares, before snaking an arm around her waist, which drew a cheer from the crowd.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were in danger of having fun.”

      Holly shook her head and put on a mock frown. “Never. I’m hating the adulation of this crowd. Absolutely hating it.” She gave Tori a grin and a wink, before planting a kiss on her lips. “So tell me: why have we never done this before?”

      “Because we’ve never known anyone with a float before.” Tori squeezed her waist again. “Are you really enjoying it? I was worried you were going to sulk after last night.”

      Holly smiled. “I thought about packing up, but that would be defeatist. Besides, we promised Shauna and Trudi, and I’m having a new experience, like you told me.” Holly swept her arm in grand circle. “You know why I hate Pride, but today is making me see it differently.”

      “Good. You can’t hold on to the fact your ex cheated on you once at Pride to avoid all Prides, forever.” Tori paused. “That’s like having one bad grilled cheese sandwich, and then avoiding all grilled cheese sandwiches forever more. You wouldn’t do that, would you?”

      “I’m not a masochist,” Holly said, laughing. “But I get what you’re saying. And look, I’m dancing on a float, isn’t that enough?”

      “You’re the original hula-girl,” Tori replied, holding out the Clare Balding mask. “And now you can be the original hula-sports presenter.”

      Holly looked at the mask, then back at Tori. “Really? We’re wearing masks?”

      Tori grinned. “We are. I’m Ellen, you’re Clare Balding. I can’t wait for them to kiss — it’s going to cause such a scandal.”

      “Poor Portia and Alice,” Holly said, fixing the mask over her head. “Come on then, Ellen, give me your best shot.”

      Tori pulled down her mask, then pulled Holly towards her for a full-on cardboard smooch.

      The crowd screamed for more.
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      It didn’t matter which direction Holly looked — every which way, the parade was awash with sparkly, rainbow-flecked happiness. She couldn’t remember feeling this much love at Pride before, and she knew why she hadn’t, too: her ex, Jen. Because of her, Holly’s lifelong ambition had been to avoid Pride, but it was getting harder and harder these days. And today, here she was, embracing it. Perhaps now, the voodoo would be laid to rest, and she could get on with enjoying Pride like everyone else. She was certainly trying.

      Tori appeared at her side, interrupting her thoughts. Holly had her mask hoisted on top of her head and she was contemplating taking it off all together: even though it was only cardboard, it was too hot to wear for long.

      Tori held up a roll of Babe Magnet stickers and a bag of branded keyrings. Her mask was on her head, too, and sweat glistened on her face. She looked adorable.

      “You ready to give these out and be chirpy?” Tori asked, shaking the bag.

      “On-brand, I know — I got the message from Trudi enough this morning.”

      “Perfect, then.” Tori got on her tip-toes and gave Holly a kiss. “These masks are so damn hot — you going to keep yours on?”

      “I was wondering the same.” Holly shrugged. “Maybe for the next ten minutes, then when I start drooping, I’ll take it off.”

      Holly let Tori jump down first when the parade came to a temporary stop, then she followed, sweat running down her back. She flipped the mask down and got to work stickering the crowd, and giving out keyrings to excitable women. One thing Holly learned: people love getting free things — even stickers. One woman screamed so loudly in her ear, she had to take a step backwards.

      Holly was just finishing putting a sticker on another, thankfully less audible woman when she turned and bumped into a doctor from the medical float in front of them, who was also giving out freebies — but his were first-aid guides. Far more practical than Holly’s Babe Magnet keyrings, but slightly less fun.

      “Sorry!” Holly said, from behind her mask. “Bit tricky seeing where you’re going with this on.”

      The doctor shook his head, giving Holly a smile. “No worries,” he said, in an accent she picked as Australian. “Would you like a first-aid guide?”

      “I’d love one,” she lied. “I would offer you a Babe Magnet sticker, but I don’t think it’d get you very far.”

      The man laughed. “Not really my cup of tea.” He turned. “However, my colleague here would love one, wouldn’t you?”

      Holly got a keyring ready as the man snagged the arm of his co-worker, a woman almost the same height as Holly, with a figure and hair the same colour of Holly’s ex, Jen.

      And then the woman turned to face Holly, and that’s when Holly realised why the woman had the same hair and stature as Jen. Because the woman was Jen. Jen who’d broken her heart at Pride. Jen, her university love. The relationship was ultimately doomed because all along, Holly’s heart had belonged to Tori. But still, Jen was the reason Holly hated Pride. And now here she was, back at Pride and standing in front of Holly.

      Really?

      Holly stopped breathing and stared, her skin prickling, her heartbeat slowing down like a wind-up toy in need of a boost. Her words had stalled and her mouth was dry. She was so over Jen, it was seven years ago.

      But still.

      Seeing her after all this time threw her off, made her trip over her own thoughts and emotions. Holly was still holding out the keyring, her hand paused mid-air, and Jen was still smiling at her like she didn’t know her. Why wasn’t Jen reacting in the same way she was? Why the hell was she being so cool when all Holly wanted to do was turn and run, because honestly, no good could possibly come from this. Ever.

      “Great name, Babe Magnet. And I love the magnet model on the float. Really cool.” Jen was simply chatting to Holly like she didn’t know her. Like she hadn’t run over her heart at uni. Like Pride seven years ago never happened at all. How could she be so cool? “And Clare Balding is my absolute favourite, by the way,” Jen added. “Although you’re a little taller than you look on TV.”

      Of course. The mask. That’s why Jen was acting so casual — because she didn’t know it was Holly. As far as Jen was concerned, she was chatting to a Clare Balding-alike, and nothing more.

      And then Jen flashed her grin. That grin. The grin Holly had fallen for all those years ago. The grin that had started the ball rolling down the hill, towards the fatal Pride from which they never recovered. That ruddy grin. Seven years on, and that grin could still cause trouble. And Holly had no doubt it still did.

      And now Holly had to respond, had to hand over the keyring, had to act like this was a totally natural transaction. But as soon as she opened her mouth, Jen would know, wouldn’t she? They’d only been together a year, but it was enough to bruise Holly, to make her wary of ever trusting another woman again. As soon as she opened her mouth, Jen would know it was her.

      So she gave over the keyring, their hands touching briefly. Holly’s stomach dropped on contact and she flinched. Had Jen noticed? She wasn’t sure, as the eye holes on her mask meant she only had tunnel vision. And then guilt drenched her as if she were standing under a shower of it and it was dripping from her every extremity. Even standing next to Jen, she felt as if she was being unfaithful to Tori.

      She had to say something, which meant she had to reveal herself. So, with the cheers of the parade drowned out by her heartbeat thundering in her ears, Holly moved the mask up over her face and onto the top of her head.

      And then Jen noticed who she was. Now it was her turn for her mouth to drop open and simply stare.

      Beat.

      “Hi,” Holly said eventually, wanting to take the upper hand in this one.

      “Holly.” Pause. Jen was still processing, still gobsmacked.

      Holly was glad that seeing her flummoxed Jen just as much as the other way around.

      “We meet again. At Pride.” Holly was determined to control the conversation. To let Jen know she still remembered.

      But Jen’s face showed no great reaction. She simply nodded. “We do,” she said, now getting her voice back, shaking her head. “Who would have thought?” Pause. “You’re looking well.” Jen’s gaze raked Holly’s tall frame.

      Holly felt goosebumps break out all over her body. “You, too,” she replied.

      “What’s it been? Six years?”

      “Seven.”

      Jen whistled through her teeth. “Time flies.” She nodded at nothing in particular. “So is this your float?” She studied her keyring more closely. “Babe Magnet. Nice name.”

      Holly shook her head, concentrating on her breathing. Slow and steady, that’s what was called for. “It’s a friend of mine’s — me and Tori are helping out on the float.”

      “You and Tori! Of course it’s you and Tori, just like always. How is she?”

      Holly nodded her head. Stay calm, you’re in control of this. You’re not 21 again. There’s absolutely no need to panic. No need at all. “She’s good. Really good.” Holly hesitated. “Actually—”

      “—Jen, you coming? The float’s way up the street. We should catch up.” Jen’s colleague who’d originally introduced them was tapping Jen’s shoulder.

      “Yeah, give me a minute,” Jen said, turning to the man, before turning back to Holly. “It’s lovely to see you. Might see you around later? And say hi to Tori for me.” She paused, looking Holly in the eye. “You’re looking great, seriously. Even with the Clare Balding mask.” Jen held her gaze for a moment, before giving Holly a wink and following her colleague up the street.

      Holly watched her go, her heart still pounding, but Jen never looked back. She just walked away, because Jen was good at that. Leaving Holly standing in the middle of the parade, whistles and cheers all around, but now with a single dark cloud looming over her head.

      So much for Pride being one happy love-in. How could it possibly be now Jen was here? Holly shook her head, then looked around for Tori. She couldn’t see her — she guessed she was nearer their float. Holly took a deep breath and began jogging along the parade, not bothering with stickers now, every step bringing her closer to Babe Magnet. Unfortunately, every step was now also bringing her closer to Jen, too.

      And that was the last place in the world she wanted to be.
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      It took them another hour to reach the park, which was heaving by the time they arrived. A riot of people and colours was scattered around the massive space, along with fairground rides, stalls, dance tents and bars. The ground was dusty underfoot just like the campsite, and everywhere Tori looked, bare flesh of all shades and states of sun-distress was on show.

      They arranged to meet Trudi and Shauna in the Women’s Tent later, and left them to deal with the float while they grabbed something to eat. Tori was hoping that was what Holly needed, because from being full of Pride love earlier, she’d now gone into a Pride funk and Tori had no idea why.

      They strolled across the field, past the Wild Fruit tent pumping out some bass-laden dance track, past a tarot-card reader, past a set of toilets with thick queues already. Tori grabbed Holly’s hand, but her girlfriend didn’t even turn her head towards her, just kept looking around the field, her face creased with concern.

      “Babe,” she said, squeezing Holly’s hand.

      Holly didn’t look her way.

      “Babe.” Tori’s voice was more insistent this time, and Holly turned her head. Tori stopped walking. “Are you going to tell me what’s going on? Because I know you keep saying nothing’s wrong, but I can tell when something’s up. I’m your girlfriend. I know when something’s not right, and something’s not right. So are you going to tell me, or do I have to tickle it out of you?”

      Holly cracked a smile at that at least. “I’d like to see you try,” she said. “And I told you, nothing’s wrong.”

      Tori sighed — Holly’s voice was monotone, a sure sign something was up. “And I don’t believe you. You’ve gone from Mrs Pride-Positive, back to Pride being a terrible thing. So what’s changed?”

      “Nothing, I just remembered that Pride isn’t really me after all.” Holly shrugged her shoulders.

      As if to prove Holly’s point, at that moment a woman ran past them in tears, closely followed by another women, a stricken look on her face.

      “You see,” Holly said, pointing at the pair. “That’s what happens at Pride — couples fall apart because one of them cheats on the other. There’s too much choice, that’s the issue, and people get overwhelmed.” She shook her head. “I don’t know why I thought this year would be any different, because it’s not. Pride is still a ticking time bomb. I don’t know how I even let you talk me into this.”

      Tori shook her head, staring at Holly now. “Where’s this coming from? You were telling me that being on the float had changed your opinion less than two hours ago. And now you’re on some weird anti-Pride crusade? I don’t get it. I’m here, I’m not overwhelmed by choice and Jen was years ago. You were young, these things happen.” Tori was trying to understand, but Holly wasn’t making it easy.

      Holly chewed her lip as she stared at Tori. “I know we’re fine, babe. I know that. But Pride is just odd. Everywhere you look you see people from your life — past and present.”

      “Which can be nice — it was lovely seeing some familiar faces on the parade today.”

      “I know,” Holly nodded. “But there are also people you see who you don’t want to see. And then all the old Pride memories come flooding back.”

      “Like who?”

      “Just people — crowds, sights, smells, memories.”

      They came to a halt in front of the cider van, and Tori sat Holly down on a free picnic table. “We’re not finished, but we’ll carry this on with some food inside us as I’m starving. Wait there.” Tori gave Holly a look, and she held her hands up.

      “I’m not going anywhere.”

      She gave Holly a quick peck on the lips, before drawing back and shaking her head lightly. “You’re impossible sometimes, you know that?”

      Holly gave her a thin-lipped smile.

      Tori returned five minutes later with two sausage baps and two pints of cider — she’d developed a taste for cider this summer. Holly had been trying to turn her onto lager, but Tori had told her that was a step too far.

      Holly reached over and poured a generous amount of ketchup onto her bap, before putting the top back on and taking a bite. When she finished chewing, she smiled at Tori. “I didn’t realise how hungry I was.” She took another bite.

      Tori, with a mouthful, nodded in agreement. When she’d swallowed her food, she settled her gaze on Holly.

      “Are you going to spit it out, then?”

      “The food’s not that bad.”

      Tori rolled her eyes. “It’s a good job I love you.”

      “I know.”

      Tori went to say something, then paused. Out of the corner of her eye, over Holly’s shoulder, she clocked a familiar face in the food queue. Was that who she thought it was? She sat up straighter on the picnic bench, putting her bap back in its cardboard holder. If that was who she thought it was, then holy shit, she had to act fast, or Holly would really start to believe Pride was out to get her. Unless… Tori was just about to resume chatting to Holly, when the penny dropped. She glanced back at Holly and raised one side of her mouth.

      “What?” Holly asked, defensive.

      “This sudden mood change — was it brought about by seeing anyone in particular?”

      Holly shrugged, but looked away.

      Tori had hit the bull’s eye, hadn’t she? “Someone from your past, beginning with the letter J?” Tori’s gaze travelled over Holly’s shoulder again, which made Holly swivel in her seat. She swiftly turned back to Tori and crouched over the table.

      “What are you doing?” Tori knew what she was doing, but she had to ask.

      “Hiding.” Holly was now as low as she could possibly be to their picnic table, her face almost in her sausage bap.

      “Hiding from Jen? Why do you need to hide?”

      Holly sighed. “Because it was all going okay till she showed up. And then I saw her on the parade and things are bound to spiral out of control now, aren’t they? Jen has that happy knack, remember?” She was still crouched over her meal like she was guarding it with her life.

      Tori wanted to laugh, but knew that was probably the wrong choice of action. Instead, she leaned over and kissed the top of Holly’s head, at which her girlfriend lifted herself more upright. “Try not to get ketchup on your chin, okay?” Tori said. “Just in case she walks over because she’s behind you.” Tori understood Holly didn’t want to deal with her past, but it wasn’t that big a deal. Jen was just one of Holly’s exes — albeit the one who’d done the dirty on her.

      “She better not walk over,” Holly said, wiping her chin and running her hands through her hair, stopping abruptly. “I didn’t just put ketchup in my hair, did I?” she asked, freaked.

      “You did not,” Tori replied. “And why didn’t you just tell me about seeing Jen?” After all, it was hardly as if Tori was a saint when it came to dealing with past girlfriends. “And I don’t get why you’re hiding — you’re in a very different place now.”

      But just as she said that, alarm spread through Tori and her heart began to race that little bit faster because Jen was heading their way, smiling at Tori, sausage bap in hand. And while Tori was completely at ease in their relationship, meeting someone’s ex again, especially the ex who broke Holly’s heart, still made her prickle. She meant what she’d said, it was water under the bridge, but it didn’t mean she wasn’t still a little protective of Holly.

      “I thought that was you!” Jen said, coming to a stop right behind Holly. “Tori Hammond, as I live and breathe. Long time no see.” She leaned over the table, and Holly sat up as straight as was humanly possible. “I was just looking for some ketchup, mind if I borrow yours?”

      What could Tori say? That her girlfriend would rather eat her own toenails than engage Jen in conversation? That Holly was having an irrational reaction to seeing her ex, and could Jen get someone else’s ketchup just this once? But she couldn’t say any of that. So instead, Tori nodded. “Be my guest.” She didn’t look at Holly because she knew exactly what her face would be portraying. Confusion. Pain. Wondering why Tori was putting her through this.

      Jen sat down next to Holly and carefully poured ketchup onto her sausage bap, before taking a bite and sitting back with a smile on her face. “I needed that,” she said eventually. “Hard work being on those floats, wasn’t it?”

      “Certainly was,” Tori replied. “What float were you on?”

      “Medical LGBT. Second year I’ve done it — loved it last year so decided to come back. Chicks dig dentists.”

      “So you finished your training?” That was Holly talking now, a miracle, as if she’d suddenly found her voice again.

      Jen nodded, a broad smile on her face. “Yep — I’m a fully fledged dentist now, working in Surrey. So if you need your teeth doing, you know where to come. I do mates’ rates.” Jen went into her backpack and fished out her card. “Here, just in case you ever have a dental emergency, feel free to call me.” She nodded, holding out the card to Holly. “Seriously.”

      “We’ll definitely do that,” Tori said, reaching over and taking the card.

      Jen took another bite of her bap, before addressing Tori again. Perhaps she’d worked out that Tori was the more receptive of the two right now. “So, Tori, what are you up to these days? You did a business degree, right?”

      Tori nodded, her mouth full.

      “I remember you coming to visit Holly at uni and us three going out and getting hammered.” Jen grinned at the memory. “Fun times.”

      Holly almost choked on her bap. “Narrow it down,” she said, with an almost smile. “You mean the night with the gig at the Apollo?”

      Jen nodded, snapping her fingers together. “Yes, the Apollo! We had some top nights there, didn’t we?” Pause. “I sound so old, we’re only 28.”

      “But getting older every minute,” Tori said.

      “So you guys are still in touch,” Jen said, waggling her finger one way, then the other. “Not that I’m surprised; you always were tight. Holly mentioned you were on the float together when I bumped into her earlier.” Jen glanced at Holly, and Holly had the good grace to look sheepish.

      So she had seen Jen earlier, and not only that, she’d spoken to her. Tori was going to have to have words: when everything had erupted with Nicola at the start of their relationship, they’d agreed no secrets, and that’s the only way it could be.

      “So was that your float, Tori? Are you seeing someone or are you waiting for Babe Magnet to work its magic?” Jen’s relaxed demeanour was so at odds with everyone else at the table, it was almost funny.

      Holly flinched at Jen’s words, and every muscle in Tori’s body contracted as she shot Holly a look.

      She hadn’t told her. Why hadn’t she told Jen they were seeing each other? The hairs on Tori’s arms stood up, on the defensive.

      “Not my float I’m afraid, we were just helping out a friend,” Tori said, trying to keep her voice even and relaxed, in utter contrast to how she was actually feeling. It was working so far. “And I don’t need Babe Magnet’s help, because I am seeing someone. Me and Holly are together now.” Tori sat back, fighting the urge to blow out a long breath. Maybe Holly was right. Maybe Pride was more trouble than it was worth if it threw half the lesbian community into a field together and waited to see what happened.

      Both Jen’s eyebrows shot up together. “You are? Well that’s terrific!” She almost sounded sincere, too. “I mean it — you guys always had a special bond, so it makes sense.” Pause. “So how long have you been together?”

      “Around eight months,” Holly said, rolling her shoulders as if she was the most relaxed she’d ever been in her life. Tori wasn’t buying it for a second.

      “And yeah, it’s going well, isn’t it?” Holly reached across the table and took Tori’s hand in hers.

      Tori nodded. “It is.” She squeezed Holly’s fingers. “How about you?” she said to Jen.

      Jen glanced down at her bap, then back up to the two of them, before shaking her head. “Unlike you, I am in need of Babe Magnet’s help, so any tips you can give me would be most appreciated — I seem to be perpetually single. I don’t think I’m too bad a catch, but dentists don’t seem to be in fashion this year.”

      Now Tori remembered why she’d never really liked Jen — she was just a little too fake for Tori. Sure, Tori could be shallow with the best of them, but Jen took it to a whole other level. “Well, if you need some help, Babe Magnet is your best friend. They even have a polyamory bit if that’s your bag.”

      Jen shook her head. “Nah, tried that, more trouble than it’s worth. I’m after a one-on-one now, something serious, a keeper.” She glanced down at Tori and Holly’s still intertwined hands. “Like you two.”

      Holly choked at that, and a small piece of sausage bap flew out of her mouth and landed squarely on Tori’s top lip. Holly sat frozen, staring at Tori, as did Jen.

      Tori lowered her gaze, then grabbed her napkin and wiped her top lip. “Thanks, babe.”

      “Now that’s love, right there,” Jen said, bursting out laughing. “If someone did that to me, I’d kill them. But you, you just wiped it off and moved on.” Jen nodded. “That’s what I want.”

      “You want someone to spit sausage bap onto your top lip?” Tori said.

      Jen waved her hand. “You know what I mean.” She paused. “Do you have any Babe Magnet flyers?”

      Tori shook her head. “Our mates are bringing them later, but they’re not here yet. But it’s live on the internet, so just look it up on Google.” Tori reached into her pocket. “And if you have any trouble, drop me a line. My email’s on my card,” she said, handing Jen her card.

      Jen put it carefully into the front pocket of her backpack. “Will do.” She jumped up from the picnic bench. “I’ll leave you lovebirds to it.” She paused, looking at Holly. “I still can’t believe you’re together, although when I think about it, it’s actually perfect.” She raised an eyebrow. “Nothing ever happened while we were together, did it?”

      Holly’s mouth dropped open and Tori waited for an expletive to fall. But before it could, Jen stepped back in.

      “I’m just teasing you! Anyway, Babe Magnet — I’ll be on the case tomorrow!” She picked up her sausage bap. “See you around!”
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      “Why didn’t you tell her we were together?” Tori’s face was pained.

      Holly didn’t blame her. If the shoe was on the other foot, she’d be peeved, too.

      “I was just about to, and then one of her colleagues turned up.”

      “How very convenient.”

      Holly sighed, putting her elbows on the table and managing to jam one of them into her empty sausage bap container. She recoiled, staring at the ketchup now coating it. “Terrific, just terrific. And you think I’m being dramatic when I say that Pride has it in for me.”

      Tori didn’t say anything, just handed her napkin over to Holly to clean herself up. She did it as best she could.

      “Anyway, what I told you is true. We’d just started to chat, and then she was dragged away.”

      Tori scrunched up her face. “No ulterior motive?”

      Holly shook her head. Was Tori bonkers? “What, to get back with my ex who left me for someone else at Pride, seven years ago? Not top of my list, no.”

      Tori sighed. “Okay, I believe you.” Pause. “And you missed a bit.” She reached over and stroked her finger along Holly’s cheek to mop up a fleck of ketchup that had somehow landed there. While she did so, Holly turned her face and kissed the back of her hand.

      Tori smiled despite herself. “But you still should have told her. I mean, look at you — she must realise what a mistake she made all those years ago.”

      Holly laughed at that. “If you knew Jen like I know Jen, you’d realise that’s not the way she thinks. Jen is all about herself: me, myself and I. Jen wouldn’t look at me and think she shouldn’t have let me go. She never doubts her decisions. Jen makes a decision, and moves on.”

      “Which has worked out really well for her, judging by what she said about relationships.”

      Holly shrugged. She’d done enough soul-searching about Jen over the years to know it was Jen’s issues that split them up, but that didn’t stop her still being riled by her. Exes had a way of doing that, no matter how far along the road you were.

      “And I did go to tell her, honest. I love you, you know that.” Holly paused to let her words sink in.

      Tori shrugged like a teenager.

      Holly smiled. “Babe, you know I do. Seeing Jen just threw me off, that’s all.”

      “You sure?” Tori’s voice had mellowed now, and she sighed, her breasts heaving as she did.

      “I love your breasts, I’ve told you that, right?”

      Tori shook her head. “We’re having a serious conversation here.”

      “I’m serious about your breasts if that makes a difference.”

      Tori sighed again. “But you have to tell me this shit. I don’t want secrets.”

      “I know.” Holly gazed at Tori and she seemed to be accepting of that, which was a good thing.

      “But you know, your whole doom and gloom thing with Pride — it stops here. We could go to a million Pride festivals around the world, but if your attitude is bad, they will be, too.” Tori furrowed her brow. “This is a bit like your issues with going away for mini-breaks — that all your other relationships have gone bad after those. You had that in Rome, remember?”

      Holly’s stomach dropped. “I remember.”

      “But you have to let this go. It’s me and you now, nobody else. You’re letting too much past stuff drag you down, and there’s no need.” Tori reached out and took Holly’s hand in hers. “I’m the basketcase in this relationship, remember? We don’t have room for two,” she said softly.

      Holly flexed her jaw before replying. “I’ll try, I really will.”

      “Promise?”

      “Absolutely, I promise.” Holly licked her hand. “But now I need to find a toilet, because my hand smells like it’s been dipped in sausage fat and ketchup.”

      “That’s because it has.”

      Holly laughed at that. “And after that, I promise to find my inner Pride button and press it hard.”

      Tori raised an eyebrow. “Are you talking dirty to me?”

      “Is it working?”

      “Ask me later.” Tori closed her eyes briefly, before shaking her head. “This is the bad thing about Pride, though, I will admit — every lesbian you’ve ever slept with, met, known or had the briefest dealings with turns up. Every single one of them. That’s why you have to get drunk, just to handle it.”

      Holly swung a leg over the picnic bench. “Why aren’t we drunker, then?”

      “Go to the loo, get us another cider on the way back and we’ll work on that.”
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      Several hours and a vat of cider later, Tori was dancing with Holly, Shauna and Trudi in the Women’s Tent, a lazy, drunk smile playing on her lips. After a few false starts, Pride was finally going well. Tori swayed, sweat on her skin, as all around her, women moved their hips and lips in time to the music.

      She leaned over to give Holly a kiss, when out of the corner of her eye, she saw a familiar figure. Jen. Now looking slightly more dishevelled than she had a few hours ago, her face red, her dark hair matted to her head, her eyes glassy. Jen was chatting with Trudi, who then threw her head back, laughing. Hang on, Jen knew Trudi? How on earth did that happen?

      Seconds later, though, Tori’s eyes clouded over with horror and she had to do a double-take. She stared at the space in front of her where Trudi and Jen were currently locking lips and kissing, but she couldn’t be sure she was seeing things right. She banged her head with her hand, then closed her eyes. But when she reopened them, Trudi still had her eyes tight shut, her mouth was still on Jen’s. And Tori could swear there was tongue being used, right there in front of them.

      She had to shield Holly, who would totally freak out at this.

      Too late.

      Holly had seen Tori’s face, had turned her head, too, and was now gawping at Trudi and Jen. Tori winced as her girlfriend turned back to her, mouth ajar, pointing.

      “Have you seen this?” Holly’s voice was piqued. “Why is she kissing Trudi? Have I stepped into an alternate universe?”

      Tori shook her head. Really? Of all the women at Brighton Pride, Trudi and Shauna had to pick Jen to get jiggy with? And did Jen have some kind of homing device when it came to Holly and the damage she could cause? It certainly seemed that way. Tori had to try to calm this situation down. “Hang on.”

      Tori leaned over to Shauna.

      “Hey — what’s going on?” She inclined her head towards Trudi and Jen.

      Shauna simply grinned at her. “We were just trying out the polyamory bit on our app, and we met Jen a couple of hours ago. She seems nice, so.” Shauna shrugged. And then, as if terribly choreographed, Jen turned from Trudi and leaned in to Shauna, and began snogging her instead. Tori’s insides churned as her mind spun. She almost didn’t dare turn around for fear of what Holly may or may not be doing. And today had only just turned around, too…

      Tori glanced at Trudi, who gave her a thumbs-up, before being sucked into a kiss from Shauna, now with Jen the willing watcher. Tori’s eyes boggled.

      She turned, grabbed Holly’s hand without saying a word and dragged her out of the tent, sobering up at breakneck speed.

      It wasn’t until they got outside and they could hear each other properly that Holly finally spoke. “What the actual fuck? Is Jen just doing this to play with my mind? Why is she in there kissing Trudi and Shauna?”

      Tori sighed, shaking her head. Sometimes, life was just a bit too comical, wasn’t it? “Believe it or not, they met via the polyamory bit on their app.”

      “But Jen said she wasn’t into that.”

      “I think Jen lied.”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time.” Holly shook her head, her breathing all over the place. “You know, this is exactly how I found her kissing that other girl at Pride all those years ago. In a tent, snogging her, when she was going out with me. Talk about history repeating.”

      “She wasn’t kissing me, though,” Tori pointed out, holding up her index finger. “Key difference.”

      “No, but she was kissing my friends, infiltrating my life again. I mean, really, why does Pride do this to me? Why does it mess with my life so much?” Holly threw both her hands in the air, vexed beyond belief.

      Tori grabbed an arm and caught her gaze, not saying anything for a moment, just trying to calm Holly down by being calm herself. She wasn’t sure it was working, but at least Holly stopped ranting for a few seconds.

      “You know, like I said, this has nothing to do with Pride being out to get you, this is just a weird, odd coincidence.”

      “No, this is Pride doing its worst.”

      Tori sighed. “It might seem that way, but I’m telling you, it’s not true.”

      “I beg to differ. So my new plan is to get through this Pride, then never go to another ever again. It’s safer that way. Trust me on this.”

      Tori went to say something, but she could see it was pointless. Boycotting Pride wasn’t the answer: dealing with Jen and her buried feelings was the answer. But Holly wasn’t going to listen tonight, whatever she said.

      “Okay, let’s go with that for now. Let’s get through this Pride and see where we are, okay?”

      Holly nodded her head. “One thing I know is, I’m not going back in that tent. Can we get out of here?”

      Tori nodded — it was probably for the best. “Let me just let them know, then shall we head down to the beach?”

      “As long as we’re not here, anywhere else is fine.”
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      The beach was still very much alive at just gone 10pm, with clutches of friends strewn across the hard pebbles like confetti, plumes of smoke lacing the air and laughter reverberating all around. To their right, a tanned surfer type was playing The Eagles on a well-loved guitar, while straight ahead, a bottle of Smirnoff Red was being passed around a group of five, all slurping it neat. Straight ahead, the sea was a portrait of inky black, the water swaying back and forth in a laidback groove, kissing the sand and pebbles before retreating back to where it’d come from.

      The walk down to the beach had been punctuated with expletives, but now Holly had calmed down marginally, ready to breathe in some salt air and reset her mind. How easy that would be she wasn’t sure: the world was just too weird right now. They clip-clopped down the stone steps from the promenade, past the bars and restaurant under the arches, and then slalomed across the hard curves of the pebbles underfoot, hand in hand. When they got close to the sea, Holly pulled Tori down onto the beach for a slow kiss, before letting her go.

      “Thanks for being such an amazing girlfriend today.” And Holly meant it. They’d worked through so much today, and then Jen kissing Trudi and Shauna had knocked her for six. But whatever happened, Tori was always in her corner.

      “No problem. It’s part of the job description.” Tori paused. “But that really was a turn-up for the books, wasn’t it?”

      Holly laughed. “You could say that.”

      Tori kissed her again. “I mean, I don’t blame them — she is still pretty good-looking and charming. There was a reason you fell for her in the first place.”

      “True. But she was never a patch on you.”

      “Now who’s the charmer?” Tori said, a smile coating her words.

      Holly paused for a moment. “You think they’re going to bring her back tonight? If we have to have breakfast with her, I might cry.”

      Tori chuckled at that. “Let’s cross that bridge when we come to it, but don’t worry about that for now. If she’s there tomorrow, we can bugger off and get our own breakfast. I promise I won’t make you sit through that.”

      Holly sighed. “Good.” Pause. “Let’s just hope she doesn’t offer them free dental treatment in exchange for being a permanent third wheel in their relationship. Everybody knows dentists are hard to come by.”

      “It doesn’t stop her being an idiot — she let you go, after all.”

      Holly draped her arm around Tori a little tighter. “She does have a good job, though. Way better than mine.”

      “You can sort your job out when we get back — if it’s not what you want, get another. You’d walk into another job.”

      “Hmmm,” Holly replied. “I’m just a bit miffed that Gordon’s driving me out when I was perfectly happy.”

      Tori gave Holly a kiss on the cheek, before getting up and running down to the water’s edge, turning as she reached it. “And you will be happy again, but no more Gordon talk, remember?” Tori inclined her head towards the sea. “Fancy it?”

      “Fancy what?”

      “A little Pride adventure and spontaneity.”

      “Pride skinny-dipping?” Holly tried to keep the incredulity from her voice, but it wasn’t working. Going into the sea and getting wet? Yes, it was still warm, but she didn’t have any great desire to do that. Holly turned her head — they were hardly the only ones on the beach. “Haven’t I suffered enough today?”

      “You’ve suffered?” Tori’s tone was laced with incredulity, which made Holly laugh. “I’ll make it worth your while.” Tori held out a hand, an unmistakable glint in her eye.

      Holly glanced to her right, as the group of friends nearest to them emitted gales of laughter at something one of them just said. Beyond them, a couple were huddled together with a bottle of red wine, currently lost in each other’s kiss. Nobody was paying much attention to them at all.

      Holly got up and went to Tori, taking her hand and drawing her into an embrace. “I don’t think so,” she said, before meeting Tori’s gaze. “Why don’t we just go back to the tent and get spontaneous there? It’ll be a lot
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