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"Oh no. No, no, no, no, no. No, they can't do this. No, that's just wrong." Gabrielle was looking at her phone as if someone had just sent her the most disgusting picture they could find.

William leaned over and tried to read the screen. "What's wrong?"

She turned the mobile toward her boyfriend, and, while he digested the information that had upset her, announced to the couple across the table, "They cancelled our booking."

"The show?" James asked.

"Our apartment." William seemed to have finished reading the part of the email that was on screen- the key section- so Gabrielle handed the phone over to Naomi.

"How can they cancel our apartment? I mean, you booked it weeks ago." James wanted to know.

"'Due to a computer error, the apartment you had booked is not available on the dates you requested.'" Naomi read from the email. With a flick of the finger, she scrolled down the message. "Blah, blah blah. 'We will refund all payments made this far, and have found you alternative accommodation.' That's not so bad. They've found us somewhere else to stay."

"Keep reading." Gabrielle told her.

Naomi scrolled down some more. "Doo, doo, doo. 'This luxury studio apartment is located close to....' Studio? As in one big open plan room, with only one bed? Oh no. No, no, no, no, no."

"But you ordered a two bed. How can they see that you ordered a two bed, and then put us in a studio? How messed up are their algorithms?" James was pressed up against his wife, reading the email as she did, as if looking for the clause she had missed.

"'We apologise for the inconvenience, but the provided apartment is the only one available in the city during the period you have booked.'" Naomi read on, finding the answers in the message almost as soon as the questions were asked.

"It sounds like we're getting the new apartment for nothing, though." William said. He gave a shrug. It may not have been what they ordered, but it was free.

"That's how I read it, too." Naomi said. "They've screwed up, and they're offering a refund to keep us happy. We could take that money and get hotel rooms."

"Which will be twice what we would have paid for the right apartment." William said. "A free flat for the weekend's not so bad. It gives us more money to spend on food and drink."

"Well, we're almost there now. You'd think they could have told me about this problem before we got on the train to London." Gabrielle took her phone back from Naomi. "What do you think, though. Should we take it, and get a free apartment- even if it'll be more awkward than having our own rooms- or should I start looking for hotel rooms?"

"Free apartment." said James, holding his right hand up, as if they were taking a vote.

"Free apartment." William repeated, lifting his hand as well.

Gabrielle looked at Naomi across the table. They'd known each other for so many years that she was confident of the answer she was about to get. "Free is my favourite price." Naomi said. "We can work out the sleeping arrangements later."

"Fair enough." Gabrielle pressed her thumb against the button icon on the screen. It didn't register. She jabbed her thumb at it. Still no response. Transferring the phone to her left hand, she held it steady whilst she pressed the button, carefully, with her right forefinger. This time it registered. "It is done." she announced.

"Hold on." William said, "Where is this spot they're putting us up in? I mean, free is good. But not if they've stuck us out in Zone 3, and everything we save goes into buses and the Underground."

"No, the postcode was close to the one for the venue, actually. Has anyone got a bigger screen? I hate looking at maps on my phone."

James had a tablet with him. After arguing with the wireless on the train for a couple of minutes, he managed to get it connected, and they could look at maps. With the tablet in the middle of the table, Gabrielle entered the postcode for their new apartment, and a little flag appeared on the screen.

"Okay. So that's the apartment, and the venue is there. And I had the location of the original apartment memorised. It's...." she turned the tablet, until the alignment of all the streets looked more familiar. "It's there."

"The new one’s a lot closer to the venue." William observed. Deciding that was a redundant reporting of the details on screen, he added, "We could probably see the venue from the flat. I call that a win."

"Maybe. I bet you don't think that when we end up sleeping on the sofa, though." Gabrielle was glad the new apartment was in a good location, and was looking for possible downsides in an almost superstitious move to head them off before they happened. If the railway carriage table they sat around had contained the slightest hint of wood, she might even have touched it for luck.

"What size is the bed?" Naomi asked.

Gabrielle went back to her phone, and clicked through to the apartment description. "It's a king size." she said.

"There's plenty of space on a king size bed. I'm sure we can share it." Naomi had a smile that could have been read in any number of ways. Gabrielle decided it showed satisfaction at having solved the problem. Until Naomi gave her the hint of a wink.

They had known each other for ten years now, all the way from University, friends and, for brief moments when they had both been single, lovers. Very brief moments, because Naomi had met James at University, and they had been together ever since, now married five years. Gabrielle had worked her way through an annoying number of failed relationships, before getting it right with William.

That wink could have been innocent enough. But Gabrielle, for some reason, had flashed back ten years, to the times before Naomi and James had met. Back then, there were evenings where such a wink, a little nod, or some other gesture only the two of them assigned any importance to, meant something special. It wasn't always because whatever boys they were with didn't meet Naomi's high standards, but it was a suggestion that they should go home together.

They had never thought of their loving as anything more than an extension of their friendship. They were both more interested in men for long term romantic attachments, anyway. But they enjoyed sex. So, if neither of them currently had a man, why shouldn't they satisfy each other?

Gabrielle's room in her second year house had had a double bed, and two duvets, for those cold winter nights when the heating just wasn't up to the job. Sometimes, it had contained Naomi as well. That had kept her extra warm.

"How do we collect the keys, again?" James was asking. Was he repeating the question? Had she drifted off into thoughts of lesbian trysts with her best friend?

"Oh, the keys are kept by a local shop. I have to show them the QR code in the email, and they'll verify it, and give us the keys." Gabrielle swiped through the email until she found the symbol she was talking about. The two dimensional bar code looked like a double sized chess board, after it had been smashed up and the tiles rearranged randomly.

"I guess that's the first job then. We can drop off the luggage, then find a pub for a meal and a few drinks." James said.

"And we can work out the sleeping arrangements. It'll be easier once we've seen the layout for real." William added.

"Oh, I thought it was settled that we're all sleeping together. The arrangement is boy, girl, boy, girl, just like a dinner party." Naomi said with a smile. No wink this time, though.

Problem solved, James closed the map on his tablet, and decided to read a book on it. Beside him, his wife went old school, and pulled out a tired looking old paperback. This one had aged so much that the edges of the pages had gone beyond yellowed, on to a shade of brown.

Naomi did like to dig these old, forgotten publications out of the backs of second hand bookshops and charity shops. She had always insisted it was a reaction to studying English Literature at school, and getting marked down for writing her own impressions of the story, rather than the exam board's accepted interpretation. She had avoided all the acclaimed classics and modern must-reads, since then, revelling in discovering obscure genre pieces and forgotten authors. It was an almost hipster devotion to obtuseness, and Gabrielle loved her for it.

They were still at least three quarters of an hour from arriving in London, so, now that the drama was over, William went back to annotating the ring bound report his work had saddled him with the day before he went off on a long weekend away. Gabrielle closed the email, and checked out social media on her phone.

But that brief thought earlier, about the period when she and Naomi had been more than simply friends, was sticking with her. She couldn't help but remember how her friend looked and felt naked.

Naomi had always been that bit more daring and forthright. Bossy, some would say, only to receive a glare that would ensure they were more careful about their choice of words in future. That she was just over five feet tall- whilst Gabrielle was nearer to six- made her confidence more surprising to new acquaintances.

Their height difference had made Naomi's wedding to James amusing. Even when the bride wore heels and the chief bridesmaid was in flats, Gabrielle had still been tall enough to dominate their shared photographs. There was one where she stood behind Naomi, looking over the top of her head at the camera. James was as tall as Gabrielle, and slightly shorter than William. How did he and his short, slim wife fit together, Gabrielle wondered.

Naomi was a keen swimmer and cyclist, and her small frame boasted fine definition from all the exercise, rather than bulking up because of it. Gabrielle recalled those little breasts, pressed against her fuller chest as they played together in bed, or those shapely legs draped over her shoulders as she went down on her friend.

She felt the warm flush of embarrassment, mingling with a little excitement, in her cheeks. The other three around the table were far too engrossed in their reading to notice, though. If she concentrated on the phone’s screen for a while, she might calm down again, and they'd remain none the wiser.

William and James both knew about Gabrielle and Naomi's sexual history together. William also knew about Gabrielle's sapphic experiences before her friend. And he had been there for her one time with another woman since then. All that was a part of the past now, though, something they almost never talked about. Not because they were embarrassed or ashamed by it, but simply because all four of them had so much else going on in their lives to discuss. So why had the memories come back, so vividly, just now?

This wasn't not thinking about it, Gabrielle told herself. She spotted a link to a news article that might interest her, and clicked through. Perhaps that would be the distraction she needed. She re-read the first paragraph three times, losing her place every time, as she wondered what fun Naomi had had with other women.

When they had been each other's fall back option for sex, Naomi had admitted that she had never done anything with another woman before. Then she had met James, and been with him ever since. So, was Gabrielle the only woman she had ever made love with? She liked to think so. Then again, Gabrielle had been with another woman whilst she was with William. In fact, he had introduced them, and been a part of the fun.

Would Naomi and James take another woman to bed with them? If they had thought about it, why wouldn't they have invited her? And why was she feeling jealous about a hypothetical?

So much for thinking about something else. Now she was so flushed that she felt like she was radiating heat. It was time to go for a walk. She had the aisle seat, so she just had to lean out and look up and down the walkway. She saw the sign for the toilets to the left of the farthest doors. She needed to go anyway, or she'd be getting desperate just as the train pulled in to the station. Slipping from the seat, she used the head rest to pull herself upright.

Naomi and William looked up, distracted by the movement. Gabrielle gave enough of a nod down the carriage for them to understand where she was headed, and she strode off.

One thing guaranteed to damp down sexual excitement was the inside of a railway carriage toilet. And Gabrielle had been getting excited, for reasons she couldn't really understand. She cooled down quickly enough. There was something about having to breathe through her mouth, so she didn't have to smell the little room, that helped. Done, and with her hands as scrupulously washed as the limited water flow in the sink allowed, she returned to their table far more composed than she had left it.

* * *

It was only the signs on the shop fronts that saved Euston station from the seventies. Square, concrete and drab, it wasn't the most pleasant introduction to the capital. They wheeled their cases from the platform, through the gates and on to the marble effect floor of the main foyer. Huddled under the directions board, they planned their next move.

"Remember when we would have done this with just a backpack each?" James asked, twirling his and Naomi's suitcase around on its wheels.

"We were young and stupid." his wife told him.

"Well, it's only a couple of stops on the Underground." Gabrielle said, checking her phone again. "But I don't want to heft this case up and down all the stairs and escalators."

"Taxi?" William asked.

"I think so. Everyone?"

With James and William dragging wheeled suitcases, it was impossible not to look like tourists. But it seemed to work for them, the clack of the wheels was a warning to all the commuters staring at screens as they passed. The taxi rank was a short hike away, but they made it without being bumped into, which felt like a victory.

The journey to the apartment was less victorious, with traffic running slowly. Accepting they were tourists, they all stared out of the taxi's windows, checking out the buildings they were passing.

The one way streets of Soho made the journey slower again near its end, as they took a roundabout route to their destination. Gabrielle pointed down a side street. "I think we're down there. And that's the shop where we can pick up the keys. This is good, we can get out here."

Leaving James and William to handle the cases and settle the fare, Naomi and Gabrielle went to the pick up point. The woman behind the counter seemed almost bored with the process of scanning Gabrielle's phone and handing over the keys, even as the reader failed to recognise the code the first two times. Naomi got distracted waiting for the technology to make the appropriate connections, and wandered off, returning with wine, vodka and beer.

The side street might better have been described as an alley. It was just wide enough for a car, and, four abreast, they blocked it as they walked down it. The grey-brown brick building had clean lines and minimal ornamentation, marking it out as being built in the nineteen twenties or thirties. The inside was very white, the communal space bland and non threatening. Their apartment was two floors up. Naomi and Gabrielle did the hard work of carrying the drinks and the keys upstairs, leaving James and William to struggle up with the cases.
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