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The car smelled like stale air freshener and motorway coffee. Kelly Piper pressed her forehead against the passenger window and watched the familiar landmarks slide past. The Tesco Express on the corner. The pub with the crooked sign. The row of identical hedges that meant they were close. Three months of freedom stretched ahead of her like an empty field, and she couldn't decide if that was thrilling or terrifying.

"You alright, love?" Her dad glanced sideways, phone already buzzing in the cupholder.

"Fine. Just tired."

"Long drive."

"Mmhm."

That was the extent of Brian Piper's emotional repertoire. He loved his daughter. He just loved her in the practical ways. Petrol money. The Wi-Fi password texted before she'd even asked. A fridge that would be stocked for approximately forty-eight hours before his work consumed him and the milk went sour.

The car swung into the drive. Same cracked paving. Same overgrown rhododendron threatening to swallow the front door. Kelly hauled herself out and stretched, her vest top riding up, the June sun warm on the strip of skin above her jean shorts. Twenty-one years old, home from her third year at Lancaster, and already the house looked smaller.

Three suitcases. A bin bag of bedding she should have washed before packing. A cardboard box of books she'd convince herself she'd read over summer and wouldn't.

"I'll get the big one," Brian said, already lifting it with a grunt.

"Careful, Dad. Your back."

"My back's fine."

It wasn't fine. But he carried it inside anyway, because that's what Brian Piper did. Carried things. Fixed things. Disappeared into his work by seven the next morning and didn't surface until dark. Kelly had made peace with it years ago. Her mum had made peace with it too, right up until the point she hadn't, and then she'd made peace with a removal van and a new flat in Nottingham and a boyfriend named Steve who apparently liked talking.

Kelly dragged the second suitcase up the stairs, thighs burning. Her old bedroom was exactly the same. Fairy lights she'd strung at sixteen. A corkboard of photos from sixth form. The single bed with its faded floral duvet that she'd begged her mum to replace at fourteen and now felt oddly comforting. She dumped the suitcase, unzipped it, stared at the tangle of clothes inside, and decided unpacking could wait.

Her phone buzzed. Jess. you home yet? is it depressing? x

Just got in. Same as always. Dad already on his phone.

tragic. come visit me in august yeah? mum says you can stay whenever x

deal x

Kelly tossed her phone on the bed and went to the window. Her room overlooked the back garden, a rectangle of lawn that Brian mowed religiously every Sunday in some sort of Protestant penance. Beyond the low wooden fence sat the neighbour's garden. And what a garden it was. Where the Piper lawn was functional and dull, the garden next door was lush. Roses climbing a trellis. A blue-tiled pool she'd forgotten about. Terracotta pots overflowing with lavender. A patio set with a glass-topped table, white cushioned chairs, a half-empty wine glass catching the light.

And a woman.

She stood near the rose trellis with a watering can in one hand, her back to Kelly. Dark hair, almost black, falling past her shoulders. A silk robe in pale green that stopped just below her thighs, the fabric shifting with each movement. Bare legs. Bare feet on the warm paving stones.

Kelly knew who she was. Amanda Webster. She'd moved in with her husband and their twins maybe three years ago, while Kelly was already away at uni. Kelly had met her once at Christmas, briefly, in the awkward way you meet neighbours over the fence while your dad makes small talk. She remembered a firm handshake, a low voice, dark eyes. But she didn't remember this.

The woman turned.

She was beautiful. Not pretty in the soft, forgettable way of most women her age. Beautiful in the way that made you look twice, then look away because you'd been caught staring. High cheekbones. Full mouth. A body that the silk robe outlined in a way that made Kelly's brain stumble over itself. The fabric draped over full breasts, cinched at the waist where she'd knotted the belt, then fell away to reveal those long, tanned legs.

Amanda looked up. Right at Kelly's window.

Kelly froze. She was standing there in full view, one hand still on the curtain, wearing a white vest and denim shorts with her hair in a messy bun. She probably looked like a student. She was a student.

Amanda smiled. Lifted one hand in a wave. The gesture was unhurried. Confident.

Kelly waved back. Her hand felt clumsy.

Amanda held her gaze for another second, still smiling, then turned back to her roses.

Kelly stepped away from the window. Her face was warm. The room felt smaller than it had a moment ago.

She sat on the bed and stared at the wall for a while, listening to her dad's footsteps downstairs, the clink of mugs in the kitchen, the distant sound of a radio. She thought about the summer ahead. The empty days. The friends scattered across the country. Tom, her ex, probably already shagging someone new in Manchester.

She thought about the woman in the green robe.

Ridiculous. She was just a neighbour. Just a woman watering her garden.

Kelly unpacked three t-shirts and a pair of jeans before giving up and going downstairs for tea. Brian was on his laptop at the kitchen table, phone to his ear, mouthing sorry, five minutes at her. He'd be at it for hours. She knew the drill.

She filled the kettle and stood at the kitchen window while it boiled, looking out at the two gardens side by side. The Websters' pool shimmered blue in the late afternoon sun. The watering can sat abandoned by the roses. The woman was gone.

Kelly made her tea and took it upstairs and unpacked the rest of her things and told herself she was being completely, absurdly ridiculous.

She checked the window one more time before pulling the curtains.

The garden was empty.
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Saturday evening.

Amanda Webster set her wine glass on the marble countertop and slid onto a barstool, crossing one leg over the other. The kitchen was quiet. Mark's flight had landed in Edinburgh three hours ago. He wouldn't call. He rarely did on the first night away. Probably already at the hotel bar with his hand on some PA's knee, buying her gin and tonics and telling her about his disappointing wife. Amanda took a sip of her Sancerre and smiled at the thought.

Let him.

She'd stopped caring about Mark's affairs approximately four years ago, on a Tuesday afternoon in November when she'd found a hotel receipt in his jacket pocket and felt nothing. Not rage. Not sadness. Not even surprise. Just a flat, grey acknowledgment that her marriage was a business arrangement and both parties had silently agreed to operate outside the contract.

The twins were at camp until the end of the month. Sophie and James, sixteen, cheerful, oblivious. They loved their dad in the uncomplicated way teenagers love the parent who buys them things and doesn't enforce bedtimes. They loved their mum in the slightly-more-complicated way teenagers love the parent who actually shows up. Amanda adored them both with a fierceness that had nothing to do with Mark and everything to do with the two small bodies she'd grown inside her own. But she did not miss them when they were away. She missed the noise, sometimes. The mess. The teenage arguments about Wi-Fi bandwidth and whose turn it was to load the dishwasher. But the absence of her children meant the presence of her freedom, and Amanda had learned, over the years, to value that above almost everything.

She pulled her robe tighter and took another sip of wine.

Kelly Piper. Little Kelly from next door. Brian's girl. The one who'd left for university at eighteen and come back at twenty-one looking like something out of a perfume advert. All legs. All hair. Wide blue eyes and that hesitant wave from the upstairs window.

Amanda remembered her from Christmas. A shy handshake. Braces recently removed, skin still carrying a trace of adolescence. Nothing remarkable. Nothing that would make you look twice.

Today was different.

Today the girl had stood in that window with the afternoon light behind her, wearing a thin white top with no bra and tiny shorts, her blonde hair piled messily on top of her head, and Amanda had felt something spark at the base of her spine. Something old and familiar and deeply pleasurable.

Recognition.

Not of Kelly specifically. But of a type. The type Amanda had been drawn to for the better part of a decade. Young. Uncertain. Beautiful in that careless, unconscious way that meant they'd never truly been looked at. Girls who didn't know yet. Girls who suspected, maybe, in the quiet hours of the night, that something about them didn't fit the template. But hadn't yet had anyone confirm it.

Amanda had confirmed it for several women now. It was, she thought, a kind of public service.

She swirled her wine and let her thoughts unspool.

The yoga instructor had been first. Rachel. Married, miserable, thirty-four. Amanda had taken her apart over the course of three months, and when Rachel had left her husband and moved to Bristol with a woman she'd met on a dating app, Amanda had sent flowers and felt genuine satisfaction. Then the school-gate mum. Then the barista. Then, last autumn, a brief thing with a woman at her gym who'd pressed her up against the steam room tiles and made her cum with two fingers while other women chatted unknowingly on the other side of the frosted glass.

She liked women. She had always liked women. She had known since she was fourteen and her best friend's mum had leaned over her at the dinner table to refill her water glass and the proximity of the woman's body had made Amanda's skin prickle in a way she couldn't explain and couldn't forget. She'd married Mark because it was 2004 and she was twenty-two and it was what you did. She loved him, in the way you love someone you've shared a mortgage and two children with. The way you love a business partner. The way you love a piece of furniture that's been in the same spot so long you'd notice the gap if it left.

But she did not want him. Hadn't wanted him in years. Perhaps had never truly wanted him, not in the hungry, consuming way she wanted women. Not in the way she'd wanted Rachel, spread out on this very kitchen island with her thighs open and her back arched. Not in the way she'd wanted the barista, kneeling between Amanda's legs in the back room of the coffee shop while the espresso machine hissed on the other side of the door.

And not quite yet, but soon, perhaps, in the way she wanted Kelly Piper.

Amanda finished her wine and rinsed the glass. She stood at the sink for a moment, looking out at the darkening garden. The light in Kelly's bedroom was still on. The curtains were drawn now. Behind them, a shadow moved.

She dried her hands on a tea towel and smiled.

No rush. These things took time. You couldn't rush them, or they spooked and ran. You had to be patient. Warm. Available. Let them come to you. Let them convince themselves it was their idea.

Amanda Webster turned off the kitchen lights and went upstairs, and lay in her enormous empty bed, and thought about blonde hair and long legs and wide blue eyes, and planned.
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Monday morning.

The kitchen cupboards were bare. Not metaphorically bare. Genuinely, embarrassingly bare. A tin of chickpeas. A bottle of soy sauce with a sticky lid. Half a sleeve of stale digestives. And not a single grain of coffee to be found.

Brian had left at six. A yellow Post-it on the fridge door read: Sorry love. Will do a shop tonight. There's a tenner in the drawer. Dad x

There wasn't a tenner in the drawer. Kelly checked twice.

She stood in the kitchen in her denim cut-offs and a loose white vest top, the one she'd slept in, and weighed her options. The Tesco Express was a fifteen-minute walk. She had no bra on and no intention of putting one on at eight in the morning. The alternative was the neighbour.
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