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The spreadsheet had seventeen rows of data and not one of them had changed since half twelve.

Lindsey minimised it. Opened it again. The numbers sat there, patient and accusatory, same as they had been forty minutes ago when she'd last pretended to review them. The cursor blinked in cell D14. She could not, for the life of her, remember what D14 was supposed to contain.

Her tea had gone cold on the coaster. The coaster was a freebie from a craft brewery in Headingley that she'd never been to, that Claire had brought home one evening along with a punnet of raspberries and a bag of Haribo and the declaration that she'd had the worst Tuesday of her life and needed the sofa immediately. That had been, what. November. Lindsey still used the coaster every day. She picked up the mug, took a sip of cold Yorkshire Tea, grimaced, set it back down on the little cardboard circle with its peeling edges.

Outside, rain streaked the window of her bedroom in diagonal lines. March in Leeds. Grey sky pressed low over the rooftops of Headingley like a damp cloth. She could see the top of the Tesco Express from her desk if she craned her neck, and the bus stop where Claire caught the 56 every morning at quarter to eight, and the sad little tree on the pavement that had been losing the same three leaves since January.

Her phone buzzed. A Teams notification from her manager. Hi Lindsey, just checking in on the Q4 figures when you get a sec x

She typed Nearly there, just finalising! and then stared at the words for ten seconds before hitting send. She was not nearly there. She was not finalising anything. She was sitting at her desk in her pyjama bottoms and a faded Glastonbury t-shirt from 2019, feet tucked under her on the chair, doing nothing productive and thinking about flowers.

Friday. It was Friday tomorrow. Tesco flowers day.

The ritual had started two years ago, maybe longer. A Friday in winter, nothing special about it, except that she'd walked past the flower section on her way to the self-checkout and thought, nobody's bought me flowers in five years. And then, on a kind of grim autopilot, she'd picked up a bunch of yellow tulips and scanned them through with the rest of her shopping and carried them home and put them in the chipped ceramic jug that had been her grandmother's, and they'd sat on the kitchen counter looking cheerful and stupid and Lindsey had felt, for about eight minutes, like someone who had their life together.

Claire had come home from work that evening and spotted them immediately.

Aw, babe! You got us flowers!

Us. Our flowers. In our kitchen.

Lindsey had smiled and said just fancied something nice and Claire had leaned over to smell them, hip bumping the counter, and declared them gorgeous, and that had been that. Every other Friday since. Lindsey buying flowers for herself and arranging them in her dead grandmother's jug and letting Claire believe they were for both of them, because the fiction was better than the truth, and the truth was that Lindsey Miller, thirty-two years old, was a woman who had to buy her own flowers because nobody else on this earth was going to do it for her.

She pushed her chair back from the desk. Stood. Stretched her arms above her head until her spine gave three sharp clicks. Her bedroom was small and tidy in the way of someone who doesn't own much. A double bed with a grey duvet cover, a bedside table with a book she'd been reading for six weeks, a mirror on the back of the door that she mostly avoided looking in. The walls were painted a pale sage green. She'd done them herself the first summer she moved in, with a roller she'd borrowed from her dad and a podcast about true crime playing on her phone while she painted.

The flat was two bedrooms, one bathroom, a galley kitchen that two people could barely stand in without touching. A living room with a velvet sofa the colour of bruised plums that had come with the place and that neither of them could afford to replace, even now that it sagged badly on the left side and had a wine stain on the arm from their second Christmas together. Their second Christmas. Like a couple. Like it was theirs.

Four years she'd lived here. Four years of a shared Tesco delivery every Wednesday evening. Four years of splitting council tax and water bills down the middle. Four years of borrowing each other's shampoo and accidentally wearing each other's socks and leaving notes on the fridge that said things like bought milk, you owe me 80p, love you x. Four years of a relationship that was, by every measure Lindsey could think of, the longest and most intimate of her adult life, except for the fact that it was not actually a relationship at all.

She heard the kettle click in the kitchen. Then a cupboard opening. The clink of ceramic against the counter.

Claire. Making tea. Or toast. Or both.

Lindsey stood in her bedroom doorway and listened to the small domestic sounds filtering down the short hallway of their flat. The pad of bare feet on lino. A drawer sliding open, cutlery rattling. Radio 6 turned on low, the way Claire always had it when she was pottering. The clunk of the toaster being pushed down.

She should go back to the spreadsheet. She should sit down at her desk and finish the work she was being paid to do and stop standing in her own doorway like someone waiting for permission to enter their own home.

Her phone buzzed again. Becca, this time. A photo of her toddler covered in yoghurt, captioned help me.

Lindsey smiled. Typed back three laughing emojis. Put the phone in her pocket.

Becca lived in Didsbury now, an hour up the M62. Two kids under four. A husband who worked nights at the hospital. They managed a phone call every week or two, a visit every couple of months when the logistics aligned. Becca was the only person on earth who knew everything, or nearly everything, about what lived in the space between Lindsey and her flatmate. The only person Lindsey had ever said it out loud to. I think I'm in love with her, Bec. Eighteen months ago, on the phone, lying on this very bed, saying it into the ceiling like a confession. Becca hadn't been surprised. Becca had said I know, babe. I've known for ages. What are you going to do about it?

And Lindsey had done nothing. Of course she had done nothing. Doing nothing was what Lindsey did best. It was her specialist subject. She could win Mastermind on it. Lindsey Miller, thirty-two, from Leeds, and her specialist subject is smiling and saying it's fine when it isn't and waiting for someone else to make the first move and never, ever, ever saying what she actually wants.

Her mother, three hours north in a village near Thirsk, did not know. Her two older sisters did not know. Her dad, certainly, did not know. Nobody in her family had ever heard the word bisexual applied to Lindsey, because Lindsey had never applied it to them. Adam, her last boyfriend, five years gone now, had used her flat as a landing pad for eighteen months while he got his life together, then gotten his life together elsewhere, with a woman named Sophie who he'd married within ten months of moving out. Lindsey had found out about the engagement from Instagram. She'd been at work. She'd gone to the toilets and sat in a cubicle and stared at the photo of him down on one knee in a garden somewhere sunny and thought, very clearly, of course. Of course you did. Of course it was that easy for you.

She was not bitter about Adam. Not anymore. She was bitter about the shape of herself that Adam had revealed. The shape that said: I will wait. I will be patient. I will be kind. I will be the soft place you land, and I will ask nothing in return, and I will call it love because I don't know what else to call it.

Teachers had written very pleasant on her report cards. All of them. Every year. Lindsey is a very pleasant girl. She'd found the pile in a drawer at her parents' house last Christmas. Eleven years of very pleasant.

She was very pleasant. She was very, very pleasant. She was so fucking pleasant she could scream.

The toaster popped in the kitchen. She heard Claire's voice, muffled and melodic, singing along to whatever was on the radio. Something with a guitar. Claire couldn't sing. Not well. Not in tune. She sang all the time anyway.

Lindsey looked at herself in the mirror on the back of her door. Pyjama bottoms. The Glastonbury shirt, soft from a hundred washes, a small hole near the collar. Hair in a clip that was losing the battle. No makeup. Shadows under her eyes from the four hours of sleep she'd managed, because she'd been awake until two listening to Claire come home from somewhere, listening to Claire brush her teeth through the wall, listening to Claire's bedroom door close, lying in the dark calculating the exact distance between their beds. Two walls. A hallway. Four metres, maybe five.

The closest person to her in the entire world, sleeping four metres away, and Lindsey hadn't touched another human being in three weeks. Not counting the casual brushes of cohabitation, the accidental touches at the sink, the way Claire scooted past her in the kitchen with a hand on her hip that lasted half a second and burned for an hour. Not counting those. Those didn't count. Those were torture dressed up as friendship.

She heard the front door open. Then close. The sound of keys being dropped in the bowl on the hallway shelf.

Claire. Back from somewhere. Her run, probably. She ran three mornings a week, Tuesday, Thursday, Saturday, a loop through Hyde Park and up to Woodhouse Moor and back. Lindsey knew the route because Claire had shown her on Strava once, and because Lindsey had memorised it, and because sometimes on Claire's running mornings Lindsey stood at her bedroom window and watched for the dark ponytail bobbing past the bus stop on the way back, and felt like the most pathetic woman alive.

Footsteps in the hall. The bathroom door opening and closing. The tap running.

Lindsey looked at her reflection one more time. Pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. Took a breath that did nothing useful.

Then she left her bedroom and walked down the hall toward the kitchen, because the kettle had boiled and her tea was cold and she wanted a fresh cup, and that was a perfectly normal reason to be in her own kitchen at half three on a Thursday afternoon, and it had nothing whatsoever to do with the woman currently washing her hands in their shared bathroom.

She was filling the kettle when she heard the bathroom door open again. Steps in the hallway, light and quick.

You're allowed to want things, Linds.

Becca's voice in her head. She turned the tap off. Set the kettle on its base. Pressed the switch.

The kettle began to heat. Lindsey stood in her kitchen and waited, and did not think about what she was waiting for, and did not admit to herself that she had come out here for a reason that had nothing to do with tea.
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Claire appeared in the kitchen doorway still glowing from the cold, cheeks flushed a raw pink, her dark ponytail stuck to the sides of her neck in damp tendrils. Earbuds dangling from one hand. Running tights that caught the light where they stretched tight across her thighs, the fabric clinging to the full shape of her, wet in patches from the rain. A cropped grey hoodie, unzipped, with nothing visible beneath it but the thin strap of a sports bra cutting across her collarbone.

"Kettle on?"

Lindsey nodded. "Just boiled."

"You're a saint." Claire moved past her toward the cupboard, and as she did, her hand found the small of Lindsey's back. Fingers spread. A brief, warm pressure through the thin cotton of the Glastonbury shirt, and then gone. "I'm absolutely freezing. It's pissing it down out there."

"I know. I can see." Lindsey kept her voice level. She opened the fridge. Took out the milk. Closed the fridge. Normal woman. Normal behaviour.

Claire stretched up on her toes to reach the shelf where they kept the nicer mugs. The ones that weren't chipped. The movement lifted the hem of her hoodie and exposed a strip of stomach, pale and soft, a faint line of muscle definition she'd earned from the climbing wall. Lindsey looked at the milk.

"I thought you weren't running today."

"Changed my mind." Claire dropped back onto flat feet, mug in hand. The one with the cat on it. Her favourite. "Couldn't sit still. Too much energy. You know when you just have that buzzy thing and you need to move?"

Lindsey did not know. Lindsey's excess energy went nowhere except inward, where it sat and festered and kept her awake at night. "Yeah, totally."

"Plus I wanted to try that new route past the cricket ground." Claire leaned against the counter, facing Lindsey, peeling her hoodie off her shoulders. Underneath, the sports bra was black and sweat-damp and did very little to flatten anything. Her breasts sat full and heavy against the fabric, the outline of her nipples visible where the cold had made them peak. Lindsey poured milk into her mug. Concentrated on the pour. The exact colour of the tea. Not too light. Not too dark.

"Was it good?"

"Gorgeous. All that bit through the park, you know, past the bowling green? Really quiet. I had it to myself basically." Claire pulled the band from her hair and shook it loose. Dark waves, damp at the roots, spilling over her shoulders. "You should come with me sometime."

"Maybe."

"You always say maybe." Claire grinned. The grin that creased her whole face. The chipped front tooth that Lindsey had spent four years not staring at. A childhood bike accident, she'd been told once, the first month they'd moved in together. Claire had been nine. Had cried, apparently, not because of the tooth but because her knees were bloody and she'd torn her favourite jeans. Lindsey remembered the exact evening Claire had told her that story. Sitting on the sofa with their feet up, a Wednesday, nothing on the telly, just talking. Lindsey had stored it away in the same place she stored everything about Claire. The private archive. The mental museum. Alphabetised, cross-referenced, completely insane.
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