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The train pulled out of Manchester Piccadilly twenty minutes late and Natalie Carter pressed her forehead against the cold window and watched the grey sprawl of the city thin into green. Two suitcases in the overhead rack. A carry-on wedged between her boots, stuffed with Biologique Recherche bottles and a half-empty pack of Gauloises she'd smoked through on the tarmac at Charles de Gaulle because the flight was delayed and she'd been hungover from the leaving party in the Marais and her hands needed something to do.

Four years. Paris. Done.

She caught her own reflection in the glass and inspected it the way she inspected everything. Long honey-blonde hair that needed washing, pinned up in a clip that was losing the fight. Hazel eyes, bloodshot. The lipstick she'd put on at the airport was too red for the 14:47 to Sheffield. She knew this. She'd put it on anyway. The leather mini was riding up and she tugged it down, then decided she didn't care and let it ride. Knee-high boots. A vintage Agnès B jacket she'd stolen from a woman whose name she could no longer remember, a sculptor who lived in the eleventh and cried beautifully and never asked for it back.

Natalie was twenty-two. She looked twenty-five. She moved like she was thirty. This was deliberate. All of it was deliberate. The tattoo on the inside of her left wrist, the small sapphic crescent moon she'd gotten at nineteen in a shop on Rue Keller with Simone holding her hand, was deliberate. The way she sat, one leg crossed over the other, taking up the whole double seat with her body and her luggage and her presence, was deliberate. She had spent four years at the Sorbonne learning to be this version of herself and she had graduated with a first in Art History and a private, unwritten degree in women.

Married women, specifically.

Not exclusively. But specifically.

The train rattled through Stockport and she closed her eyes and let herself drift. The hangover was the good kind, the kind that sat behind her eyes like a warm fog rather than a sharp blade. Last night. Claudette's flat above the patisserie, fairy lights, too much cheap rosé, Simone crying, Aurelie dancing on the kitchen table, and Natalie in the hallway at two in the morning with her tongue in the mouth of Aurelie's older sister, the one with the husband in finance, the one who had been looking at Natalie all evening like she was a problem she wanted to have. They hadn't fucked. Natalie had standards about timing. But she'd left the woman breathless against the coat hooks, lipstick smeared, wedding ring catching the light from the kitchen, and walked home in the dark with her hands in her pockets and a small satisfied heat in her chest.

That heat. That was the thing. Not the sex itself, though the sex was good. The moment before. The tipping point. The soft-eyed, nervous woman who didn't quite know yet what she was walking into, who was standing in front of a door she'd been politely ignoring for years, and Natalie. Key in hand.

She was, she would tell you herself, very good at it.

The train passed through the edge of the Peak District. Green hills. Dry stone walls. Sheep. England. Home. She opened her eyes and dug through her bag for her phone. Three messages from her mum, all variations on what time does the train get in love? and one from Simone that was just a series of crying emojis and a blurry photo of the kitchen table with a wine stain shaped like a heart.

She typed back to her mum. 3:47. Platform 5 I think. Cant wait to see you xx

Cant wait. Could she? She'd been away four years. The house in Dore with its cream carpets and its Farrow and Ball walls and her childhood bedroom still painted the sage green she'd chosen at fifteen. Her father's shed. Her mother's book club friends. The particular quiet of a South Yorkshire suburb in May, where the most exciting thing that happened was next door's cat getting stuck on the garage roof.

She'd left at eighteen, a virgin in more ways than one, and she was coming back as. Well. As this.

The train slowed into Sheffield station and she stood, stretched, pulled her suitcases down from the rack. Her reflection in the window again. She looked good. Tired and good. The kind of woman people looked at twice. She knew this because people looked at her twice. She had trained herself to notice.

Platform 5. The doors opened and she stepped out into the grey Sheffield air, cool after Paris, the particular smell of rain on concrete and diesel and something indefinably northern that she had forgotten she'd missed.

Her mother was halfway down the platform, waving, beaming, smaller than Natalie remembered or maybe Natalie was taller now. Sarah Carter, fifty-four, in a good coat, highlighted hair, the face Natalie would have one day if she was lucky. And beside her.

Beside her, holding a Costa cup in each hand, was a woman Natalie had never seen before.

Auburn hair pinned up in a soft chignon, strands loose at her neck. A navy coat, open, over something soft underneath. Freckled. Smiling. A wedding ring on her left hand, visible even at this distance because she was holding both cups with her fingers spread in that careful way people hold two hot drinks.

Natalie's mother reached her first, arms around her, the familiar smell of Chanel No. 5 and fabric softener.

"Oh love, look at you, look at you, you're so thin, have you been eating? You look gorgeous. Oh Nat, I've missed you."

"Missed you too, Mum." Natalie hugged her back, chin on her mother's shoulder, eyes on the woman behind.

Her mother pulled back, hands on Natalie's arms, looking her up and down in that way mothers do that is half-admiration and half-inventory.

"Sweetheart, this is Melissa." Her mother turned, beckoned. "She insisted on driving me. I've been telling her all about you."

The woman stepped forward. Close enough now for Natalie to see her properly. Thirty-five, maybe. Pale skin that flushed pink at the cheeks from the cold. Brown eyes, warm, the kind that creased at the corners when she smiled. Full mouth. The navy coat fell open over a cashmere jumper in charcoal grey, and even the jumper, modest and sensible, could not disguise the body underneath it. Full. Curved. The kind of figure that expensive clothes draped over rather than contained.

She handed one of the Costa cups to Natalie's mother and shifted the other to her right hand and extended her left.

"Natalie. So lovely to finally meet you. Your mum hasn't shut up about you for weeks."

Soft Sheffield accent. Gentle. A laugh in the words.

Natalie took her hand. Warm fingers, firm grip, the gold wedding band smooth against Natalie's palm.

"Hi. Sorry, do I know you from. Has mum mentioned."

"Melissa moved onto Claremont Road eighteen months ago," her mother said, taking the Costa cup and already steering them all towards the exit. "Book club, love, I told you. She's become my absolute rock while you've been gallivanting."

"Hardly gallivanting." Natalie fell into step beside them, pulling her suitcases. "I was getting a degree."

"In looking at paintings, love, let's not oversell it."

Melissa laughed. The sound was bright, unforced, the kind of laugh that belonged in a warm room with wine.

"Your mum tells me you speak fluent French now," Melissa said, walking on Natalie's other side, matching her pace.

"Fluent's generous. Functional. I can order wine and argue about Impressionism."

"That's all anyone needs, isn't it?"

Natalie looked at her. Properly looked. The wedding ring. The soft blush at her cheeks. The way she held her coffee with both hands now, tucked against her chest, a gesture that was somehow both nervous and composed. And Natalie felt it. That familiar small tug behind her sternum, like a thread being pulled taut. The one that said.

This one.

Not urgently. Not yet. But the signal was there, quiet and certain, the same signal she'd felt in Paris a dozen times. A married woman. Soft-eyed. A little flustered. The kind who had wondered.

They reached the car park and Melissa unlocked a dark green Volvo estate with a beep and helped load the suitcases into the boot. Her hands were sure. She moved with a particular kind of grace that Natalie catalogued without thinking about it. The way she bent. The way she straightened. The way she brushed her hands on her coat afterwards and said right then, home? with a small smile directed at Natalie's mother but landing, for just a fraction of a second, on Natalie.

The drive took twenty minutes. Natalie sat in the back with her carry-on on her lap and watched Melissa drive. Confident. One hand on the wheel, the other resting on the gearstick. Her mother talked the whole way, filling the four-year gap with neighbourhood gossip. The Hendersons had divorced. The corner shop had become a craft gin bar. Melissa's husband, a man called James apparently, worked in banking and was away a lot. Poor thing, she's on her own half the week, that's why I dragged her along today.

Melissa caught Natalie's eye in the rearview mirror. Smiled. Looked back at the road.

The house in Dore was exactly as Natalie remembered it. Red brick. Bay window. The hedge her father refused to cut into a sensible shape. She stood on the pavement with her suitcases and looked at it and felt the strange double-vision of homecoming. The girl who'd left and the woman who'd returned, overlaid.

"Cup of tea before you go, Mel?" Her mother was already at the front door, keys out.

"Oh, go on then. Quick one."

They went inside. Natalie's father appeared from the kitchen in his gardening trousers, hugged her, told her she looked too thin, went back to whatever he'd been doing with his runner beans. Natalie hauled her suitcases upstairs, threw them in her room without unpacking, and came back down to find her mother and Melissa in the kitchen, kettle on, biscuit tin open, talking about some woman called Joanne who had apparently caused a scandal at book club by bringing a bottle of prosecco and crying about her ex-husband.

Natalie leaned in the doorway and watched.

Melissa had taken off her coat. The charcoal jumper clung to her in the way that expensive knitwear does. Soft. Following the shape without announcing it. She was leaning against the counter with her mug in both hands, hip cocked, laughing at something Natalie's mother had said. When she laughed she tipped her head back slightly and the column of her throat was pale and long and freckled at the base.

Natalie watched her put a hand on her mum's arm when she laughed. A casual touch. Familiar. The gesture of a close friend, the kind of intimacy that builds over months of wine nights and morning coffees and shared confidences.

She watched Melissa tuck a strand of escaped auburn hair behind her ear.

She watched her say oh, Sarah, stop it with a soft pink flush rising up her neck.

And Natalie decided. Casually. The way she always decided. Not with urgency. With the patient certainty of someone who has done this before and knows exactly how it will go.

She was going to have her.

Not yet. Slowly. The way she liked.

The tea was drunk. The biscuits were eaten. Natalie's mother walked Melissa to the front door and they hugged, the easy embrace of women who see each other three times a week. Melissa pulled on her coat and gathered her bag and turned to Natalie, who was standing in the hallway behind her mother, arms crossed, leaning against the banister.

"Lovely to meet you properly, Natalie. I'm sure I'll see you around."

"Yeah. Definitely."

Melissa kissed her mother on the cheek. Then, on the way past Natalie, she leaned in. Close. The smell of her perfume, something warm and woody, not floral, unexpected. She kissed Natalie on the cheek. Very lightly. Her lips were soft and dry and the contact lasted perhaps one second. When she pulled back she held Natalie's gaze for a beat. A small, private smile. Not quite readable.

"Welcome home."

And then she was gone, down the path, navy coat, auburn hair, the Volvo starting up on the street.

Natalie stood in the hallway. Her mother had already disappeared back to the kitchen, calling something about running a bath. The front door was still open. Cold air on Natalie's face.

She pressed her fingertips to the place on her cheek where Melissa's mouth had been. The skin was warm. She replayed the smile. The beat of eye contact. The particular quality of welcome home in that soft voice.

Had she imagined it?

She would spend the next three days wondering.
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The kitchen in her parents' house had not changed. Same cream Aga, same scrubbed oak table, same row of Le Creuset pots on the shelf above the window that her mother had been collecting since before Natalie was born. The afternoon light came through the window over the sink and made everything golden and warm and aggressively domestic. Natalie sat at the table with a mug of builder's tea she hadn't asked for and watched her mother move around the kitchen like a woman in her natural habitat.

"She's gorgeous, isn't she?" her mother said, not looking up from the chicken she was seasoning. Sunday roast on a Thursday because her daughter was home.

"Who?"

"Don't who me, you haven't stopped looking out the window since she left."

Natalie hadn't been looking out the window. She had been looking at her phone. But her mother was not entirely wrong about the general principle.

"Melissa? Yeah, she seems nice."

"Nice." Her mother made a sound. "She's more than nice, love. She's been a godsend, honestly. Since you've been away and your dad's been. Well. You know what he's like, he's in that shed fourteen hours a day. Melissa dragged me out of myself."

"Out of yourself?"

"I was getting a bit. You know. Quiet. Empty nest. Don't look at me like that, it happens. Anyway. She moved in next door but one and turned up at book club and it was like. I don't know. She just saw me. Does that make sense?"

It made sense. Natalie knew women like that. Women who saw other women. Who made you feel visible. Who touched your arm when you laughed and remembered your birthday and texted to check if you were okay on a Tuesday afternoon. Natalie knew that kind of woman very well. She had taken several of them to bed.

"How old is she?"

"Thirty-five. Why?"

"Just asking."

Her mother looked up from the chicken. "Natalie."

"What?"

"I know that face."

"What face? This is just my face."

"That's your scheming face. You've had it since you were four and you wanted the biscuit tin off the top shelf."

Natalie laughed. "Mum. I'm asking normal questions about your friend. That's allowed."

Her mother regarded her for a long moment, the kind of look that said she knew more than she was letting on and was choosing, for now, not to press. Then she turned back to the chicken.

"She runs her own business, interior design, does very well at it. Works from a studio in their back garden, converted the garage herself. She's talented, Nat, you should see her work. Very clean, very modern, not like that cluttered rubbish you see on those property programmes."

"And the husband?"

"James. Banking. London half the week. Pleasant man, bit distracted, you know the type. Always on his phone. I think." She lowered her voice, conspiratorial. "Between you and me, love, I think they're in a bit of a rough patch. She never wants to talk about him. Changes the subject. You know."

Natalie knew. She knew the particular shape of a marriage that had gone quiet. The woman who didn't talk about her husband. Who changed the subject. Who filled the space with friends and work and wine because the alternative was sitting in the silence of a house with a man who didn't see her anymore.

"No kids?"

"They tried. It didn't happen. She doesn't talk about that either. Some things you don't push."

"No. You don't."

Her mother slid the chicken into the Aga and wiped her hands on a tea towel. She turned and leaned against the counter and looked at Natalie with the kind of clear maternal gaze that could see through walls.

"She's a sweetheart, Nat. You'll love her."

Natalie smiled. "I'm sure I will."
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