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The listing had said top floor flat, period features, natural light, and Melody had thought yes, obviously, because that described every flat in London worth looking at and meant nothing until you were actually standing in it. Six viewings in three weeks. Two of them smelled of damp and the lives of previous tenants. One had a bathroom window looking directly into a neighbour's kitchen. The others had been affordable, which is to say not good.

This one was in Islington. The address alone was a warning.

She buzzed the intercom and waited, hands in the back pockets of her jeans, looking up at the white-rendered Victorian terrace. Four storeys. Bay windows on the lower floors. The sort of street that had been affordable in 1994 and had a Farrow and Ball shade named after it by 2010.

"Hello?"

"Melody Marx. I rang about the flat."

A pause, then the buzz and the click of the latch. She pushed through.

The hallway was clean and wide, original tiled floor still in place, black and white diamond pattern worn smooth in the centre. At the bottom of the staircase stood a man in jeans and a grey t-shirt washed enough times to look comfortable. Mid-thirties. Brown hair, a bit untidy. His face had the settled quality of a man who'd grown into himself without making it a project.

"Rob Callahan," he said, and offered his hand.

"Melody." Good handshake. "You live here?"

"Ground and first floor. The top floor is let separately." He gestured up. "After you."

She went first. The staircase was good, original tile on the half-landings, decent plasterwork on the ceiling that someone had sensibly left alone.

Rob stepped past her at the top to unlock the door, and she walked in before he'd finished opening it because she could see the ceiling height through the gap, and that was enough.

The flat was good. She'd known it would be, and she'd hoped it wouldn't be, because knowing you can't afford something is easier when the thing itself disappoints.

It did not disappoint.

Front room with the bay window facing the street, afternoon light at an angle that made the room warm without effort. The original fireplace was still in place, tiled surround, not blocked off. Wooden floors, stripped and finished. Two bedrooms off the hallway, one bigger than she needed, one workable. The kitchen was the only concession to modernity: clean, well-fitted, functional.

She stood at the bay window and looked out at the street.

"Soundproofing?" she said.

"Better than you'd expect. Walls are a foot thick."

She turned. Rob had his arms crossed and was watching her with something that went a beat beyond professional interest. She noticed it. Set it aside.

They did the rest of the tour. Loft boarded and lit and large. Bathroom with the original cast-iron bath alongside a functional shower. Every window opened cleanly. The lock on the front door was solid.

Back in the front room, she was already deciding where the sofa would go.

"What's the asking?" She already knew. She'd looked at the listing six times.

"Eighteen hundred. Twelve-month minimum, two months deposit."

"Bills?"

"Water included. Gas and electric are separate."

She ran the maths she'd already run, and it came out the same. Eighteen hundred was possible. The kind of possible with no breathing room.

"Is there any flexibility on the price?" she said.

Rob looked at her. Not at the room. At her. His eyes moved across the tattoos running down both her arms from shoulder to wrist, up to her face, and when they met hers, they were more direct than they'd been.

"Ordinarily, not much," he said. "Three hundred is about as far as I'd go." A pause. "But there's something I've been thinking about since you walked in."

She waited.

"I've had purely transactional tenants before. Money in, nothing else. And I've had arrangements that worked better for both sides." He was picking his words with a carefulness that was slightly too careful. "I'd want someone I got on with. Someone I might see more of. Regularly."

"Regularly," she said.

"An arrangement. On an ongoing basis." He held her gaze the whole time. "If you were open to it, I could be more flexible on the price."

She took a moment. The room was quiet, London muffled to a murmur below them, and she looked at Rob Callahan standing there with his hands now in his pockets, being as direct as a man could be about a thing like this without quite saying the thing.

She looked at the fireplace. The bay window. The ceiling with its original cornicing.

Then she looked back at him. He'd do. He'd more than do, actually.

"How much more flexible?" she said.

"Five hundred off."

"Six hundred."

"Five-fifty." He said it fast. He'd expected her to go higher.

She considered him for exactly as long as it took to decide.

"Done," she said.

She picked up her bag from the windowsill. Looked at the doorway to the hall.

"We should probably work out what the arrangement actually looks like," she said, and walked into the bedroom.

She sat on the edge of the bed and dropped her jacket beside her. Rob came in and stood inside the door.

"Close it," she said.

He did.

She reached for his belt. He was closer than she'd registered, and when she got it open, he put his hand in her hair. Not pushing. Holding on.

She looked up at him. "Bad boy," she said. "Look at you."

"I wouldn't say..."

"You just propositioned your prospective tenant." She worked his jeans open with two fingers, unhurried. "That's naughty." She let the word sit. "I love naughty."

She pushed his jeans down and looked at what she had and made a sound of direct appreciation.

"Oh, hello," she said.

She wrapped her hand around him and stroked him in long, even pulls, her thumb circling the head on each upstroke. She felt him harden fully in her grip within seconds and heard his breathing change, going careful, the deliberate control of a man trying to hold himself together.

"You've been thinking about this since I walked in," she said.

"Since I opened the door," he said.

"Honest." She tightened her grip and heard him pull in a breath. "I like honest."

She took him in her mouth.

His hand went tight in her hair. Not pulling. Holding on. She started slow, lips and tongue both working, taking him deep and then drawing back and starting again. Her tongue worked in long strokes along the underside of the shaft, circled the head, pressed into the ridge below it, and she heard the sounds he was trying not to make and made no effort to help him. She took him as deep as he would go, held him there for a count of three, felt him at the back of her throat, then pulled back slow and went again.

She got a hand on his inner thigh. Rested it there, not moving. Just adding to his situation. She could feel him trembling with the effort of holding still, and she worked him right to the edge, until she felt the change that meant he was close, the first involuntary shift of his hips, and she pulled back.

The sound he made was satisfying.

"Not yet," she said, standing up. She was nearly eye-level with him, and she liked that about him. "Your turn."

She pulled her
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