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For all the Isaacs and Toms out there,

thank you for seeing us.


FOREWORD


Thank you for picking up this book and taking a chance on a new author, it is very much appreciated. I wanted to say a couple of words before you get stuck in, not because I want to delay you, more that I want to introduce Rory to you a little bit. You see, Rory’s journey is very much my journey. I was ‘encouraged’ to look more feminine when I was younger so I would fit better in the world. Fortunately, I have an amazing wife who helped me become who I am. Before you get very misty eyes, no, this is not an autobiography, far from it. But the gender journey of Rory is similar to my own.

I know that there are a hundred and one ways to express your gender and for many of us it is as fluid as it is beautiful.

This is Rory’s story and I hope you enjoy it.

Charlie xx
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GEMMA


Gemma shut the door behind her with a weary sigh and leaned against it for a moment. It hadn’t been a particularly hard day at work but combined with an unexpected late spring shower that drenched her on her walk to the tube station – and a tube train filled with hot, damp commuters trying to avoid the worst of the weather – it was proving to be pretty rubbish. The icing on the cake, however, was a message from her mother, not only summoning her home next weekend but also announcing that her grandmother had booked a box at the local opera house and that Gemma’s presence was required. That kind of request demanded her attention and also hinted at expectation and an upcoming questioning.

She dumped her work bag, toed off her soggy shoes and entered the kitchen / lounge area of her small shared flat to find her flatmate, Teagan, holding out a glass of red wine with a smile.

“I figured you could use this.”

“Oh thanks!” Gemma replied. “I definitely need this after today.” She reverently sniffed the wine before taking a big glug, smiling as the alcohol washed over her tired body and started to relax and warm her.

“Your mum phoned here before calling your mobile, so I figured you’d need a drink. Want to talk about it?” Teagan’s Australian accent, softened by years of living in the UK, soothed her. She slumped onto one of their bar stools, oblivious to the damp clothes that were sticking to her body, and sighed. Teagan had a supportive family that loved her and accepted that she and her boyfriend would get engaged, marry, and have kids in their own time, and gently supported from a distance. Gemma’s parents, on the other hand, were desperate for a grandchild and were constantly setting her up with one woman or another hoping a baby would soon follow. Gemma tried to tell them she didn’t need them to set her up with anyone. She was perfectly capable of finding a girlfriend, as her litany of exes would attest. She was just not capable of making a relationship last longer than a few weeks before it inevitably went sideways. Gemma was beginning to think that marriage and kids were beyond her, even though the thought of a loving partner and happy home life was pulling at her heartstrings.

“My grandmother is putting together a group to go to the opera, and Mum is insisting I go home for it.” Gemma explained, “There’s an opera house near where they live. It’s a huge, great thing with substantial grounds, and posh people who also own houses with substantial grounds get dressed up and go to the opera.” She took a sip of wine. “It’s so fancy, you have half the opera, then dinner, then go back for the second half.” She held her glass out for Teagan to refill and tentatively poked at the dinner Teagan was cooking.

“Don’t you dare steal any,” Teagan warned. “Brad’s coming over later for dinner and a movie. You’re welcome to join if you want?”

“Oh, I won’t barge in on movie night. I’ll grab some leftovers from yesterday and hide in my room with Netflix and the rest of this wine.” She tried not to sigh and let her envy of Teagan’s evening with her partner show on her face.

“So, how dressed up is dressed up?” Teagan asked with a quirk of her eyebrow.

“Oh, very,” Gemma replied, as she dragged out the remainder of a pizza and lobbed it in the microwave. “Tuxedos for the men, cocktail dresses for the ladies, shoes you can’t walk in but make your ass look great.”

“Sounds very fancy.” Teagan leaned against the counter and fixed her friend with a pointed look. “But I know that you not-so-secretly love getting dressed up and that you adore your grandmother, so why is this trip suddenly weighing heavy?”

“Well,” Gemma started but stopped. She wasn’t sure how much to reveal to her friend as it would mean that she would have to admit to herself what she’d been hiding from ever since her mother’s message had popped up. “Have I told you about the Davies family that we were close with growing up?” At Teagan’s nod, Gemma continued. “I think their daughter’s going to be home at the same time, and she will go with us to the opera.” Gemma sighed. “Our parents are super close. Rory and I were best friends for many years, but I haven’t seen her in about a decade. I keep up with her on Facebook and through the parents.”

“Did you guys have a fight or something?” Teagan asked.

Gemma took a big gulp of wine and sighed. “No, we slept together one night and haven’t spoken since.”
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Almost a week later, Gemma was on the train heading towards her hometown and the ill-fated opera trip. She’d decided to go dressed for the night out and had a small suitcase with her. Apparently, the families had decided to really make a weekend of it and were staying at a nearby country house hotel, so she needed more than just an overnight bag. Having got rid of her ancient car last year, she had to take the train and then a taxi to the opera house. She could then catch a lift with her parents to the hotel. This meant she could have a drink, or several, at the opera, and she figured she would need them. She had been right in thinking that as well as her parents and grandmother, Rory’s parents, grandmother and Rory herself would join them. Gemma had half-heartedly tried to convince Teagan that it was absolutely not for Rory’s benefit that she wore her slinkiest black dress and killer heels, that she’d not spent ages twisting her dark hair into a sophisticated up-do to impress the other woman and that she’d not spent more time than necessary on her makeup, but Teagan wasn’t having any of it.

Gemma had told Teagan everything about her relationship with Rory and had found it to be a cathartic experience sharing it with someone, finally. After ten years of holding her secret close, she had laid everything out to Teagan and felt a weight lifting off her as she did so. Rory was two years older than Gemma and had been in the upper fifth at school when Gemma started as a first year. At that point, Teagan ranted about private schools, how years were labelled, and why posh people couldn’t do things the same as everyone else, until Gemma explained that Upper Fifth was year 11, First year was year 9 making Rory 15 and Gemma 13 when she had started at her new school. Gemma had been very nervous about starting at the big school, but her father’s best friend’s daughter was a prefect and from day one Rory had looked out for Gemma.

The families were close and, as the girls got on so well, they spent weekends and holidays together. They should have felt like sisters, but Gemma could never feel that way about Rory. When Rory started her last year of school, she came out publicly as gay and got her first girlfriend. Far from making her a social pariah as she had feared, it made her part of the golden couple at school. Gemma developed a big crush on her friend but couldn’t do anything about it. She was a lowly fifth year, and Rory was an upper sixth, school prefect, best scholar, and star of the hockey team, who was going out with the best-looking girl in the school. Gemma decided that in order to keep her friend, she had to keep the secret of her feelings to herself, so she hugged her secret close to her, just like she hugged her pillow at night, dreaming it was Rory holding her.

Rory left for university, and Gemma was heartbroken. She still saw her on family holidays and when Rory was at home during school holidays, but those were becoming fewer now that Rory had a life and friends at university. Rory quickly adapted to life at uni, and Gemma had felt like the annoying youngster left at home whilst Rory was living life and having fun.

Just after Gemma herself had left school and was about to start at university, a mutual friend had a huge house party for her birthday, and Rory came back for it. Rory had been there on her own and just as beautiful as Gemma remembered. They’d reconnected quickly and before long, drinks and giggles led to flirting, which led to kissing, which led to a night Gemma could never forget. Unfortunately, the best night of her life was followed by the worst morning. Not only had she got her first hangover but also her first note left next to the bed explaining that Rory had to get back to university for exams and to a girlfriend she hadn’t told Gemma about the night before.

Gemma looked at her reflection in the train window as it sped towards Larchester. She should hate Rory for her actions, but she found she couldn’t. Rory had been her first love, her first female sexual partner, and no one in the years since had come close to her in comparison. Gemma pulled a can of gin and tonic from her bag and opened it, downing half in one go before realising that her hands were shaking. She hadn’t seen Rory since that night, but in a moment of drunken weakness a year ago, following another short relationship breaking down, she had found her on Facebook. Rory had just turned thirty and was just as stunning as Gemma remembered, her smiling face shining from every pixel of every picture on her profile. Gemma had felt an unusual wave of warmth wash over her as she looked into Rory’s beautiful face, only to have her hopes of a reconciliation dashed at the phrase “Aurora Davies is engaged to Darcy Williams” that was plastered across her profile. That phrase seemed to mock Gemma, but unable to stop herself, Gemma had looked at all their engagement pictures. Each one radiated love and contentment, Rory’s stunning and swarthy good looks a perfect match for Darcy’s feminine features, perfect figure and bouncy blond curls.

Gemma had slammed her laptop shut in disgust at the hurt coursing through her and had got very drunk with Teagan and Brad, swearing off women for all of two weeks until she inevitably found another woman to warm her bed and who she fucked into submission trying to eradicate the memories of Rory’s fingers on her skin. She hadn’t told Teagan, but the night that she’d had the message from her mother summoning her home, she had dived into Facebook again to search for pictures of Rory. Fuelled by re-heated pizza and cheap wine, she had scoured Rory’s posts, noting that they all seemed to be posed and formal rather than the fun, flirty ones Gemma had on her Instagram. Gemma was amazed to see that Rory was much more girly than she remembered. At school, Rory was a tomboy, and Gemma could still remember burying her fingers in Rory’s short brown hair as she rode her fingers to oblivion. This femme version of Rory was, hopefully, less of a challenge to her heart and libido.

She realised far too late that she probably should have only had one can of gin on the train, rather than the three she had downed, as she tried to walk in her ridiculous heels towards the taxi rank at the station with her clutch bag in one hand, dragging her small suitcase behind her. She figured that if she was going to face Rory and her fiancée, then she would look sexy and unobtainable and tease Rory with what she was missing, and what she could have had if she’d only stayed in bed that fateful morning ten years ago. As the taxi pulled up to the drop-off point at the opera house, Gemma looked around for her mother. She paid the taxi driver and stood on the pavement for a moment when a tall, dark-haired figure in a black evening suit sauntered towards her. Gemma felt her breath hitch and was grateful for the sunglasses covering her eyes so she could appraise the figure of the woman who had been haunting her dreams for far too long. As her heart flipped and her stomach filled with butterflies, she realised that she absolutely should have had more gin on the train.

“Hello!” Rory’s voice was slightly deeper than Gemma remembered but just as cultured – and poured over her like melted chocolate. “Grandmother sent me to scoop you up and show you where we’re sitting.”

She reached out a hand and effortlessly took Gemma’s suitcase from her. “Would you like to take my arm?” Rory offered, “It’s been raining for the last few days, although mercifully it’s cleared up, but it’s still a bit soft underfoot in places.”

Gemma drank in the sight of Rory before her. In her heart and mind, she had been preparing for Rory in a dress, perhaps in clingy evening trousers, but Rory in a suit, with her hair twisted up into a tight bun and those warm brown eyes gazing at her was a sight nothing could have prepared her for. Rory was the perfect example of androgynous chic, and Gemma could feel her stomach flip, not only at the sight but also at the memory of what they had done together the last time they had been in the same room. She had told Teagan that she was not still attracted to Rory, that Rory was in her past. That was crap. She was still 100% attracted to Rory. She had told herself on the train that she was dressing to teach Rory a lesson, to show her what she was missing. To upstage her English rose of a perfect fiancée, but the fact was that she was still, after ten years of not seeing this woman, so attracted to her it hurt and if Rory crooked her finger, she would be in bed with her in a trice. The tarmac of the drop-off area morphed into a flagstone path that led to the gardens. Her heels clicked as they walked. Gemma was happy to let Rory take her wheeled suitcase and concentrated on negotiating the uneven path in her high heels. For now, they were in the shade of the hedges that lined the path, and Gemma tried not to sink into Rory as her body was crying out for her to do. She had no idea that her reaction to this woman would be so visceral. She had to remind herself that Rory was engaged and that in only a few moments, Gemma would be face to face with the woman who had captured Rory’s heart.

Before long, they turned off the path and were into the gardens proper. The scent of the flowers from the borders was almost overwhelming and reminded Gemma of summer days in her grandmother’s garden, playing and hanging out with Rory when they were teenagers. She took one look at the grass and decided to take Rory’s proffered arm for support. Her heels may make her ass look incredible, but they were not sensible for soft grass that had been rained on for several days. More than once, Gemma had to steady herself and felt Rory’s bicep tense under her jacket. Rory had always kept herself fit and was athletic as a child, and that, it seemed, had extended into adulthood. Gemma tried to keep her features neutral as Rory chatted gently about nothing of consequence and tried to walk straight, her heels and the three gins in quick succession on an empty stomach not helping in that regard.

She turned to look at Rory, but just then the wind shifted, and she got a whiff of Rory’s perfume up her nose and her body reacted immediately. It was the same scent that she’d been wearing the night they spent together, the same scent that haunted Gemma’s dreams and the same scent that now twisted her body into a new state of arousal. She tried to ignore the feelings coursing through her and concentrated on setting her features, and the onslaught of the combined Armstrong/Davies family interrogation. Despite Gemma not seeing Rory for so many years, their parents had remained good friends, oblivious to what had happened with their daughters, and she had seen Rory’s parents many times as she’d visited her own family, the last time only to be besieged with pictures of Rory and Darcy’s perfect engagement. She grimaced internally and tried to work out if she’d had too much or not enough alcohol to deal with this.
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RORY


Rory smoothed her shirt over her stomach and pulled her trousers up. She looked ahead at the taxi drop-off area. Gemma’s mother had told her that Gemma would be there around 3pm, so Rory volunteered to meet Gemma and show her where they had set up their picnic.

It was a beautiful English spring day with a gentle breeze to offset the unseasonable heat from the sun. She still felt a little uncomfortable in her suit rather than the evening gowns she had worn in the past. Her mother had raised an eyebrow when Rory had arrived in a black suit with an open-neck white shirt but said nothing. Slipping the suit on this morning had felt the most natural thing in the world. She still hated that she was wearing women’s brogues and hadn’t the courage to wear a bow tie like she wanted, but it was a first step. Now, she felt anxious and nervous. Not because of how she was dressed, but more because she was seeing Gemma again for the first time in nearly a decade. It may have been ten years, but her body still remembered what they’d done the last time they had met and how badly Rory had treated Gemma. She hoped Gemma had forgiven her after all this time.

A taxi appeared in the distance and Rory stood back into the shadows of the shelter nearby, not only because she didn’t want to appear sweaty in front of Gemma when they first saw each other, but because she just wanted a few seconds to herself to see her friend and previous lover before talking to her. The night they had shared had been seared into Rory’s brain ever since as one of her biggest fuck-ups. Gemma was a family friend. Their fathers were best friends, and their mothers were like sisters. They had grown up together and shared several family holidays. Rory had not thought of Gemma as anything other than a friend until that night. She sighed and tried to shake the memory off, but the vision of Gemma naked, writhing beneath her, was seared into her brain.

Rory had been home from university for a friend’s birthday, and Gemma had been there. At just 18, she was blossoming into a woman. Rory, who had been hurting from an argument with her girlfriend of the time and fuelled by too much alcohol, had succumbed to Gemma’s charms. They’d found a spare room at their friend’s house and had spent several happy hours discovering each other’s bodies in a way Rory had never thought she would. Shame and regret at her actions in the sober light of day had led Rory to scribble a note explaining that she had to get back to her girlfriend and exams, and dash away.

In the ensuing weeks, months and years, the shame faded and the regret at what she had done turned into regret for not pulling Gemma closer to her and staying with her. She had kept in touch with what Gemma was up to through their parents over the years, and they had connected on Facebook and Instagram like so many of their school friends. But this was the first time that she would see her in the flesh. Rory hoped they could become friends again. She had isolated herself in work for so long that she had few friends to count on and even fewer queer friends.

Rory had gathered from Facebook and Instagram that Gemma was living as an out, proud lesbian, and Rory envied her seemingly carefree lifestyle. Her posts, which Rory had obsessively consumed one night whilst nursing a large whisky, were full of parties and fun and women. Since graduating university, Rory had thrown herself into work and climbing the corporate ladder and had emerged at 31 with a decent house and a great job, but few friends and a vapid and vain fiancée who she had nothing in common with.

When Gemma emerged from the taxi, Rory stopped breathing for a moment. Gemma was stunning. The beautiful girl she had grown up with had become the most stunning woman she’d ever seen, and she had to take a moment to compose herself. The black dress clung to her like a second skin but left her shoulders bare. It flowed to the floor, but as Gemma moved, Rory could see that it had a slit up to mid-thigh, and a part of her brain imploded and left her mouth dry. The high heels she wore gave her poise and an elegance the gawky teenager that Rory remembered never had. A flash of desire washed over Rory and settled in her groin, and she could only imagine what Gemma’s ass looked like with those heels propping her up. Her breasts were fuller than Rory remembered, or were they just packaged up to look as delicious as they did? Rory didn’t care, and her heartbeat thudded in her ears as she took in the vision that stood in front of her. How stupid she had been to have let this amazing woman slip through her fingers. Realising her hand was trembling, she shoved it into a pocket and willed her body to move towards Gemma. She pulled on her boardroom persona and wrapped it around herself and tried to saunter nonchalantly towards Gemma. She was pleased that she could talk to Gemma without too much of a wobble in her voice and took her bag, not only to be helpful but also to give her something to occupy her hands.

She wasn’t sure what had prompted her to offer her arm to Gemma. Some part of her was trying to be the perfect gentleman/gentlewoman or however she saw herself, but another part of her wanted to have her close. Gemma’s mother had hinted that Gemma was single again, and Rory couldn’t help wanting to have her by her side, as if to ward off any potential suitors, even if it was only for the evening.

The walk through the gardens was blissful torture, and Rory tried to distract herself from gathering Gemma in her arms by babbling on about subjects of no consequence as they walked. More than a few heads turned towards them, and Rory knew it had less to do with her being a woman in a suit and everything to do with the stunning woman who was threatening her blood pressure.

They approached the table where the family was setting up the picnic for dinner. There were still two hours to go before the opera started, but it was obvious that both families were looking to enjoy the evening as much as possible. The grounds of the opera house were nestled into the lush, green hills outside Larchester and there was a gentle but excited buzz that rumbled around them as friends and families set up their own picnics and enjoyed the warm late spring sunshine after a few days of rain. In the distance, the pop of a champagne cork pierced the air. Rory navigated them over to the families and took in the sight before her. Her maternal grandmother Phyllis and Gemma’s paternal grandmother Mary sat under the shadow of a nearby tree, each holding a drink, which Rory guessed was gin and tonic, and chatted to each other like old friends who had been apart for months, even though they were close friends who spoke every day. Their fathers, Peter and George, positioned and repositioned the chairs around the large wooden table that had been set up for them. Most people brought their own picnic furniture, but Rory’s mother had booked both the picnic and the furniture from the venue so that they could travel by taxi, and everyone could enjoy a drink if they wanted. Rory could see from a distance how the mothers were organising their husbands, and she felt a wave of nostalgia for all the various holidays that they had shared over the years with the families behaving exactly as they were now. As they got closer, Rory could see Gemma’s grandmother smile and exclaim loudly.

“Oh, here they are!” Mary clasped her hands together and poked her friend.

“Oh, my dear, what a sight!” Phyllis stood as quickly as her body would allow and pulled Mary from her chair. Over the years, the older women had become close friends, and since their husbands had died, they were an inseparable and slightly lethal duo. Rory had suggested more than once that the older women could save a huge amount on phone calls and taxis if they got adjoining houses or even shared a house, but Phyllis was happy in her penthouse flat, and Mary had moved in with Gemma’s parents and was happily situated.

“Oh, you two make a lovely couple,” Mary declared. “George,” she poked her son in the shoulder, “take a picture of the girls.”

Both Rory and Gemma were only children, and the only grandchildren that Mary and Phyllis had, so they were naturally the apples of their respective grandparents’ eyes and the topic of many conversations between the two.

Rory put Gemma’s bag down next to the table and watched fondly as Gemma greeted first her own family and then Rory’s parents and grandmother. After they exchanged pleasantries and greetings, Mary again poked her son in the arm and demanded that he take pictures of Rory and Gemma together.

“Can you believe they are so grown up?” Amanda, Rory’s mother, looked almost dewy-eyed at the sight.

“I know, our babies are now lovely young women.” Isabelle, Gemma’s mother, agreed.

“No, no, no Aurora!” Phyllis snapped at her granddaughter. “You are standing as if you’re waiting to go into court!” Phyllis rushed forward and pulled the girls into position. “Stand here by this tree. The light is better, and Aurora, put your arm around Gemma.”

Rory found herself pushed into position and before she could think about it, her arm was around Gemma’s bare shoulder and Gemma’s arm was around Rory’s waist. Despite the years that had passed, they came together naturally, and Rory couldn’t help the smile that broke out at the feeling of the younger woman pressed against her again. Any thought that she might not be attracted to Gemma wilted in the heat of the sun and the feeling of Gemma’s body pressed against hers.

Rory heard the grandmothers oohing and aahing at the sight of their respective granddaughters grown up. Over time, they had watched both granddaughters mature, and because of the welcoming nature of both families, Gemma and Rory often felt like they had an additional set of grandparents. Despite having seen each grandmother many times over the past decade, this was the first time in ten years that Rory and Gemma were together, and of course, the parents and grandmothers took every advantage of them both being in one place together.

“You two certainly make a very good-looking couple,” Mary commented as her son was taking pictures.

“Yes, indeed.” Phyllis agreed. “You look wonderful together.”

“George, you are to send me that picture,” Mary commanded.

“Yes, me too.” Phyllis said. “I have a space on my wall where your engagement picture was, and this will fill it nicely.”

“I wondered where that had gone?” Mary turned to her friend. “Why have you taken it down?”

“I’m not having a picture of the tramp who broke my granddaughter’s heart up on my wall!” Phyllis spat out.

“She didn’t break my heart Granny.” Rory felt she needed to defend her ex. “We decided we were not a good match.” Shoving her hands into the pockets of her trousers, she rocked on her heels slightly. Every reason for their breakup ran through her head, and she considered what she should tell her family. She thought about all the times she’d slept away from Darcy as she couldn’t bear the way Darcy looked at her. She thought of the manipulative ways in which Darcy tried to force her into being someone she wasn’t. There was so much she couldn’t share with her family right now. She knew she was hiding a lot from them, but it was exhausting, and for now, she wanted to be just Rory, safe in her family and getting to know Gemma again. This was a second chance with her former best friend, and she didn’t want to fuck it up. She took a breath and explained to her family.

“It was simply that Darcy and I saw our married life a bit differently.”
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GEMMA


Gemma’s side felt cold as Rory moved away from her. She tried to listen to Rory explain why they had broken up, but all she heard was her brain telling her Rory is single, Rory is single. It was like a train on the tracks running round her head, Rory is single, Rory is single, Rory is sexy, and Rory is single. Gemma dragged her thoughts back to the present to hear Rory explain to her grandmother.

“It was simply that Darcy and I saw our married life a bit differently.” Rory had her hands shoved in her pockets. It was the same pose she’d had since childhood and was always employed when she felt exposed or uneasy about the situation. She could feel Rory holding back and thought there was more to the story than Rory was letting on. Her father had finished pouring champagne into elegant flutes, and Gemma took a glass from him and handed it to Rory, hoping to give her something to occupy her hands with. Rory looked impassive, but Gemma could sense her discomfort at being the centre of attention.

“I saw my future wife carrying on her career or being at home caring for our children or a combination of the two.” She took a sip of her drink. “Darcy saw married life as me working stupid hours to pay for everything whilst she flounced around at the country club, something she was already getting very good at.” She grimaced. “If children ever were to enter the equation, then she was happy to palm them off to other people to raise, which is not my idea of parenthood.”

Gemma studied Rory’s face and would have bet every bottle of expensive champagne her father had brought with him that wasn’t the full story. She hadn’t seen Rory for ten years, admittedly, but she felt she could still tell when the other woman was concealing things and not sharing the full truth.

Fortunately, Gemma’s mother changed the subject. Unfortunately, she talked about a mutual friend’s son, who had just got married and was already expecting his first child with his wife. Gemma sighed internally. Every time she came home, her parents talked of nothing else but family friends who were getting married and having children.

“I think you girls know her,” Isabelle turned to Rory and Gemma. “Michelle, I think you went to school with her?”

“Oh yes,” Amanda added, “she was in the same year as Gemma but on the hockey team with Rory.”

Gemma winced. She had forgotten about the night she had spent with Rory for all of ten minutes when the mothers brought it all back to the forefront of her mind. It had been Michelle’s eighteenth birthday party where they had hooked up. She swallowed and endeavoured to keep a neutral expression on her face.

“Oh yes, I remember she had that lavish party for her eighteenth at that huge house they used to own.” Isabelle unhelpfully added.

“Used to own?” Rory spluttered around her champagne at the mention of Michelle’s house, and Gemma wondered if she still thought about that night as much as she did. In Gemma’s mind, Rory had walked away from their night together without a backward glance and fallen straight into the arms of her girlfriend, whilst she had mourned Rory’s loss for months until university and a parade of eligible women sought to lessen the blow.

“Yes.” George weighed in on the discussion. “About five years ago, Jeff lost most of his fortune and had to sell the house. Talk around the golf club is that Jeff encouraged Michelle into marriage with the Wilson boy so someone else would pick up her shopping bill!”

Both Rory and Gemma laughed at that. Their joint laughter at a shared memory warmed Gemma and loosened any residual animosity she felt towards Rory.

“Well, Michelle always did have very expensive tastes.” Rory smiled at Gemma.

“Hmm, always designer this and Gucci that,” Gemma remembered.

“She played at being an accountant for a bit but only long enough to find a husband and retire early.” Isabelle filled up everyone's glasses from the bottle of champagne before depositing the empty bottle next to the boxed-up picnic. “I always thought she had a thing for you, Rory.”

“No, it was Sarah who had a thing for Rory at school,” Amanda retorted. “I thought you two would always get back together.”

“No, she got together with a lioness at university before the lionesses were cool,” Rory replied. “We keep in touch, and I can always get tickets for the England games if I want them. They are trying for a baby and, apparently, I’m first choice for godmother!”

“Oh good,” Phyllis interjected, “that will hopefully get you in the mood for producing your own children soon.”

Rory’s face contorted into a grimace and she shot Gemma a pained look as the grandmothers went off again on individual diatribes, and then a collective one, about how unfair it was that at their age, they still didn’t have a great grandchild between them and did Rory and Gemma realise that Deborah from the Bridge club had three great-grandchildren already and was insufferable about it.

“It’s not a competition,” Gemma interjected in a not-quite whisper.

“Oh, but it is!” Rory turned and looked at Gemma, amusement glinting in her brown eyes. “I made the mistake of going to bridge club the last time I was down here, and everything is a competition! Who’s older, who’s been widowed the longest, who has the most grandchildren and great-grandchildren, whose offspring earns the most. It was exhausting, and I was lucky to get out alive!”

“Oh yes.” Phyllis interjected, “as soon as they knew she was a London lawyer there were offers coming in all around the room. It’s your own fault for turning up in a Porsche.” Phyllis clucked her tongue and held out her glass to her son to refill.

“You know you could do worse than to consider some of those offers, Aurora. You are not getting any younger.”

“What would be brilliant,” Mary interrupted her friend, “would be if Aurora and Gemma got together, wouldn’t that be something.”

Gemma felt an icy wave washing over her and hoped her face didn’t give her away. As much as her body was thrumming with need at Rory’s mere presence, she couldn’t even contemplate being with Rory. At least, that’s what she was trying to tell herself.

“Oh no,” Rory replied quickly.

“No, I mean,” Gemma continued.

“We’ve been friends forever,” Rory offered.

“I’m not sure that would work,” Gemma continued.

“Oh mothers!” Peter chided, “Rory and Gemma are like sisters. They wouldn’t be interested in each other.”

Gemma sincerely hoped her foundation was strong enough to hide any blush that might form on her cheeks. She could always put it down to the sun, she thought. Even though it was late spring, it was a blazing hot day, and she could easily burn if she spent too long in the sun. She gripped her champagne flute tighter. The last thing she needed was for the families to find out that she and Rory had slept together, even if it had been years ago.

“So, Rory, why don’t you tell us all about the exciting world of corporate law and mergers and acquisitions?” Gemma’s dad, George, asked. He owned a small solicitor’s firm in Larchester and had given Rory the push and introductions to get her started on her career in London.

“Oh well, there is nothing much to tell,” Rory replied. They had all moved to the table now and taken their seats. The fathers took the end seats with their respective wives to one side. The grandmothers sat on the side of the table in the shade, which left Rory and Gemma to sit next to each other on the side of the table in the sun. They were having their starters now and then would move on to the main course and dessert during the long interval. Rather than focusing on the delicious food they were eating, the families put both Rory and Gemma under the piercing beam of interrogation that only a family can muster, asking about their lives and careers in London. First, Rory spoke of her time as a corporate lawyer specialising in mergers and acquisitions, and then Gemma was under the microscope about her work at a non-profit organisation.

Eventually, the grandmothers got bored listening about their granddaughters’ careers and got their heads together discussing something that neither Rory nor Gemma could hear. The conversation then fortunately moved on to the golf club, where the four parents were all members, and Rory and Gemma had a reprieve for a moment.

“Wow.” Rory snagged the bottle of white wine and filled Gemma’s glass up. “I’ve not been under this much cross-examination since we debated in law school.” She grinned, and Gemma felt her face light up at the look on Rory’s face.

“I know! I had to do an interview once for the telly about the non-profit and campaign we were working on,” Gemma agreed, “and it wasn’t half as bad as this was.”

“Oh yes, I saw that,” Rory exclaimed, “You did very well. I was impressed.”

Gemma felt herself blushing, unsure why praise from Rory filled her with so much joy. Her parents were often annoyed that she didn’t have a glittering career like Rory or some of their other friends, but Gemma was happy and proud of her work with LGBTQ youngsters.

“Where in London do you live?” she asked Rory. It felt odd that her friend was so familiar to her in many ways, but a complete stranger in others.

“Woodford, northeast,” she replied. “It’s not a bad commute to the office, although I don’t have to go in as much anymore. I travel a bit for the job and can also do a decent amount from home.”

“I share a flat with a girl in Croydon,” Gemma replied, “although she and her boyfriend are always talking about moving in together, so I may be looking for something else soon.” She shrugged.

“That would drive me potty,” Rory confessed. “It’s the main reason I bought my own home as soon as I could. I can’t stand the idea of moving and renting.”

“It’s okay.” Gemma replied, “Teagan and I took a while to get used to each other, but she is honestly like my best friend now.”

“I used to be your best friend,” Rory spoke softly, and Gemma strained to hear her. “I’m sorry I messed that up for us.”

“Don’t be. I was a big girl, and I knew what I was doing.”

“Yes, but.” Rory took a breath and checked that everyone else was still occupied by their own conversations. “I shouldn’t have left like that; I should have made sure you were okay. I should have stayed, I…” She took a deep breath, holding it for a moment before releasing it. “There isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t regret what I did.”

Gemma was stunned. Just as she was about to ask if Rory regretted the night they spent together or leaving her in the morning, the grandmothers piped up again.

“Why don’t we take a turn around the lake before the opera starts?” Mary asked no one in particular, “I could do with a leg stretch.”

“Oh yes.” Phyllis agreed. “I think a walk would be lovely.” Both grandmothers stood, and Phyllis waved a hand at Rory’s and Gemma’s parents. “You young ones can take care of the table, I’m sure. Rory, Gemma, why don’t you accompany us?”

Rory and Gemma smiled at each other at the thinly veiled instruction that was not a request at all. Each grandmother was a force to be reckoned with individually, and together they were a force of nature that accepted little standing in their way. Rory stood first and helped Gemma up from her chair. Gemma’s dress, whilst lovely and showing a lot of cleavage, was not the easiest to manoeuvre in, and she was grateful for the assistance.

Rory proffered an arm to Gemma’s grandmother Mary, who, thanks to a hip operation a few years ago, was the slightly frailer of the two. Not that either Rory or Gemma was brave enough to suggest that to the feisty woman, but it would be better for her to have Rory’s arm whilst Gemma accompanied Phyllis who needed no help thanks to her ongoing regime of walking two miles to the newsagent each day for her newspaper.

They walked together as a foursome, taking in the sights and sounds of the gardens as they went. It was still early, and the afternoon sun had lost none of its heat, so they went gently so as not to get too hot with their walk. Gemma loved being in the countryside again and loved the feeling of the hot sun warming her skin. The gardens looked incredible, and there was an excited buzz in the air as they walked. For many people, a trip to Larchester Manor Opera was a dream come true, an event they had been looking forward to for many months, if not years, and there was a happy, excited feel around the place. The lovely weather helped, and all around the gardens, people had set up their picnics.

Gemma took great delight in seeing the variety of picnics that people had brought. Some were simple plates of sandwiches, eaten whilst reclining on a rug. Others were more elaborate, with cutlery and crockery laid out on tables. Gemma smiled at a young couple who had arrived with little more than a couple of meal deals from the local petrol station and were obviously people watching as their eyes were bugging out and heads were swivelling around taking everything in. There was one very elegant group of women who had gone the whole hog and had candelabras and china plates with silver cutlery and crystal glassware on the table. For every group, there seemed to be a different type of picnic and setup. What remained the same throughout was the feeling of togetherness and friendship that could only come from a shared experience and breaking bread together. It was a very pleasant way to spend the last few minutes before the performance started.

Gemma heard a bell tinkle gently through the gardens, indicating that the first act would start in ten minutes, and realised that they would need to return to the table and scoop up their parents. As Phyllis was more than content to walk unaided and indeed carry on a conversation with little input from her companion, Gemma had a moment to drink in Rory’s figure. She and Mary were walking just ahead, and Gemma loved to see how much care Rory was taking with her grandmother. Rory had proffered her arm to Mary as they walked around the lake, just as she had done earlier with Gemma, and she also positioned herself so that Mary was protected slightly from the undulations of the ground nearest the water. Rory’s head dipped towards the shorter, older woman, and she was nodding as if she was listening intently to what was being said.

Every so often, Mary would point at something with her stick, and Gemma could just imagine her grandmother pointing out some plant or other that she thought Rory should know about. Gemma’s eyes raked down Rory’s athletic body. She allowed her gaze to linger on the gentle swell of Rory’s hips and that gorgeous ass of hers before taking in the magnificently long legs that seemed to keep going.

When she had been a teenager, Gemma had loved to watch Rory racing around the hockey pitch in her very short shorts. Gemma had tried out for the team once, more as a way of spending time with Rory than any interest in the sport. But she underestimated the sheer amount of fitness that was required and was content to be an enthusiastic supporter instead. Unfortunately, she always had to share the touchline with Rory’s girlfriend, and it was Sarah who got to embrace a sweaty and smiling Rory after a victorious game or who commiserated with her after a loss. Gemma was always the gawky best friend who either had an awkward hug as an afterthought or a fist bump if Rory was too muddy. Gemma had lost count of the times that she’d had a naughty dream containing Rory and her hockey gear. As she’d matured, so had her fantasies, but they still featured Rory and those shorts but just got a lot more X-rated. Gemma gently shook her head to remove those thoughts from her mind.

“Do you know if Rory still plays hockey?” She asked Phyllis when the older woman paused to take a breath.

“Oh no.” Phyllis was almost dismissive. “I think she gave that up after university. You don’t get to be as successful as she has by wasting time running around hockey pitches.”

Gemma was sad. She had hoped that Rory would still play so there would be half a chance of going and watching her run around a pitch again. Attending a hockey game would have been a great excuse to see Rory again. Gemma smiled and allowed the kernel of hope that she and Rory could be friends again to grow in her chest. Now that they had got over the awkwardness of being apart for ten years, Gemma hoped they could make plans to meet up again after this weekend. In just a few short hours, she’d realised just how much she had missed her friend.
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RORY


Rory’s eyes adjusted to the interior of the opera house after the blinding sunshine of the afternoon. It was a gorgeous piece of architecture, and every time her grandmother brought her here, she found herself relaxing and letting the stresses of life waft away from her. The last few members of the audience were making their way to their seats, and a buzz of anticipation rippled around the auditorium.

Gemma’s grandmother had booked tickets in one of the private boxes at the back of the auditorium, and it added an extra level of luxurious intimacy to the event. They were seeing a Mozart opera, and she found it a very easy one to listen to as it didn’t require too much concentration on her part. Whilst she was not a huge opera or classical music fan outside of these trips, she enjoyed the theatre, drama and spectacle of a live operatic performance. She loved being able to turn her phone off and being plunged into the darkness to enjoy sublime music that would wash over her like a wave of cool, refreshing water, which took away all her stress, just for a moment.

She shifted in her seat, tugged to adjust her jacket, and then remembered that Gemma was sitting next to her. A different sort of stress took hold of her. If she had been in any doubt about breaking up with Darcy, then Gemma’s reappearance in her life had washed away that doubt. In the years that she and Darcy were together, never had Rory had such a visceral reaction to her, or such a deep one. Never had she wanted to throw caution to the wind and capture Darcy’s lips in a bruising kiss as she did with Gemma. She shifted in her seat again, but this time it was because she suddenly felt uncomfortable in a whole different way. Idly, she cast a glance sideways and got as far as Gemma’s breasts before snapping her eyes away. She looked stunningly gorgeous, and Rory felt every part of her body react to her. It would have been much easier if she hadn’t had ten years’ worth of guilt and regret coursing through her. But she had to live with that decision, and it felt wrong to look at her when Rory was certain that the years of longing must be pouring out of her eyes.

The lights dimmed, and an expectant hush descended on the waiting crowd. Rory dimly recognised that the conductor was being applauded and that the music had started, but she found she couldn’t lose herself in the action like she always had before. She shifted awkwardly again until a gentle hand rested on her thigh and Gemma whispered in her ear.

“Will you stop fidgeting.” Gemma’s voice was husky in her ear, and the wisps of her warm breath tickled Rory’s neck.

Rory dipped her head to reply—being sat down took away the advantage of Gemma’s heels, and Rory was again the taller of the two. She took a breath before replying and immediately regretted it. Gemma’s perfume shot up her nose and directly to her groin, and she shifted awkwardly again. She had stupidly not adjusted her trousers when she sat down, and the seam was pressing into her clit and causing all manner of interesting problems.

“Sorry, I…” she whispered back but got a glare from her grandmother and quickly stopped talking. She lifted herself out of the seat briefly to adjust her trousers and jacket and sat again. She cast another longing look at the woman who sat next to her in the dark and wondered just how she was going to get through the next couple of hours.

Rory had just relaxed into the comedy of the opera and was laughing along with the rest of the audience when the character of Cherubino burst onto the stage. Traditionally, and tonight, he was played by a female singer. In the past, Rory hadn't really thought about it, but tonight, it pierced her heart more than she wanted. As Cherubino flirted and flounced around the stage, Rory mused that no one batted an eyelid at this woman wearing men’s clothes, but when she considered it, it gave her palpitations.

Her eyes flicked to the supertitles as Cherubino started his aria ‘Non so piu’. In it, Cherubino sang of not knowing himself. Rory knew enough of the story to know that Cherubino was talking about his feelings for women. He was, after all, an adolescent teenager going through puberty and learning about love for the first time. Rory gulped and tugged at her shirt. This suit and shirt didn't fit properly because she’d bought them online, too embarrassed to go into a shop. She wished she’d had the guts to wear a bow-tie, but had caved at the last minute and worn her shirt open-necked with a few pieces of jewellery to feminise it. Makeup had been completely out of the question, but as she rarely wore it in the past, it hadn’t seemed to have surprised anyone that she wasn’t wearing any tonight.

She remained lost in her thoughts until Cherubino’s second aria, which he sang directly to the very attractive countess. He sang of love and his confusion over his feelings. This aria tipped Rory’s thoughts back to Gemma. Cherubino’s gorgeous mezzo-soprano voice effortlessly pierced the air as he complained of feeling on fire one minute and then cold as ice the next.

Ever since Gemma had got out of the taxi this afternoon, Rory had been feeling the same. Earlier, she had glanced down to where Gemma’s leg was resting next to hers and got a glimpse of a sliver of smooth, silky skin visible through the slit in Gemma’s dress. That was enough to send her pulse skyrocketing again, and meant that she paid absolutely no attention whatsoever to the action on the stage.

Unfortunately, as they emerged back into the evening sunshine, her grandmother had immediately grabbed her and demanded her opinion on the opera and the singers. Rory tried her best to answer as noncommittally as she could, but she feared it was obvious that she was bluffing her way through the answers.

Her ordeal, fortunately, was short-lived as they arrived back at their table, and they set up for the main part of their meal. There was a gap now of an hour and a half for them to eat their dinner, and Rory hoped she would be free from too much cross-examination.

Since her relationship with Darcy had finished, she had been on a journey to explore who she was again. She had fallen into the trap of becoming the person her fiancée had wanted her to be rather than the person she was. She had allowed Darcy to change her, and that had prickled at her. She waved to her parents to sit down, then she and Gemma set out the food, moving seamlessly together. It was like every holiday they had shared in the past, and the ten-year gap melted away as if they had never been apart. Before long, the table was set, and everyone was enjoying the sumptuous dinner. If it had been this easy with Darcy, then perhaps their relationship would have survived, but by now Darcy would have criticised the food, the place settings and the wine that Gemma’s dad had generously provided as well as correcting Rory and how she was laying things out.

Rory suggested that this time they move around and that the granddaughters should sit with their grandparents. She couldn’t take another moment sitting next to Gemma. To have that gorgeous woman pressed so close to her but being unable to act on her attraction was more than she could handle. She congratulated herself on her strategy until she realised she was now sitting directly opposite Gemma and had a full view of her lovely face. Her eyes slowly roamed over the expanse of skin that Gemma’s dress left uncovered, and she looked longingly at her long, slim neck and that gorgeous chest that she just wanted to fall into.

She inwardly rolled her eyes and tried to concentrate on the conversation, relieved that, for a moment, she and Gemma were out of the line of questioning.

As the evening drew on and the light faded, the candles that her mother had strategically placed around the table provided more of the light and bathed Gemma’s face in the most wonderful warm glow. Rory felt her insides melt a bit more and wondered again why she hadn’t said no to her mother’s invitation.

Her mother had been insistent that Rory attend. Amanda Davies always loved a party and had been nagging her for weeks. Initially, Rory had cried off as Darcy wasn’t going to be with her, but Amanda had brushed off her excuses. It was only when Rory had met her parents and the Armstrongs at the hotel earlier today that Amanda had confessed that Gemma had been invited.

It was obvious Amanda wanted to know the real reason behind Rory and Darcy’s breakup, but Rory found she couldn’t talk to her mother about it. That would mean she’d have to talk about the other things going on in her life, and that was too much for her to reveal at the moment. Rory had hoped for any reason to get out of seeing Gemma again, but she knew she couldn’t avoid Gemma forever and as the evening went on, she realised she didn’t want to. She missed her best friend and the closeness that they had once shared as teenagers, and Rory had hoped that she could recapture that friendship. Her attraction to Gemma, however, had caught her completely unawares, and her body physically ached to reach out and hold her. She finished her wine and refilled everyone’s glasses, relieved that they were all getting taxis to the hotel.

As before, the grandmothers suggested they should all enjoy a walk around the lake before the second half of the opera, but to Rory’s horror, the parents coupled up and the grandmothers toddled along together, which left her and Gemma side by side. After a few minutes of traipsing after their families, Rory took pity on Gemma in her high heels and again offered her an arm to lean on. She had no idea what to say to Gemma and so they walked behind the families in companionable silence until Gemma’s grandmother pointed out something in the distance that Rory and Gemma absolutely had to look at.

Reluctantly, Rory and Gemma agreed, and Rory led them off across the garden to the art installation that they were instructed to see. It comprised several statues delicately arranged in the corner of the garden. Now that the light was fading, spotlights lit the statues and sculptures, and the effect against the twilight of the sky was quite dramatic. Gemma preferred to wander from sculpture to sculpture, whilst Rory wanted to read every inscription, so they drifted apart for a few moments, which gave Rory some breathing room. Once she had looked at everything she wanted to, she found Gemma squinting at a piece that consisted of twisted and rusty metal that looked tortured.

“What’s that meant to be?” Rory stood behind Gemma and spoke gently into her ear so as not to disturb the reverent quiet that most people seemed to feel necessary around the pieces of artwork.

“It’s called ‘Torment’ and represents the conflicting emotions within the sculpture.”

Rory hummed and looked at the piece again. It certainly spoke to her on some level as she thought about her own identity issues. She had been introspective ever since the character of Cherubino had burst onto the stage. Recently, she had been thinking about how she presented herself to the world and, if she was honest with herself, that had been a big part of her split from Darcy. She had been thinking about it through the first two acts of the opera but couldn’t yet find the words to explain it more to either herself or her family. This piece of art, however, gave a glimpse of the turmoil she was feeling. She was about to look at the information card next to the piece when Gemma spoke again.

“Do you feel like we’re being thrown at each other?” Gemma turned in front of Rory and, because of their closeness, Rory felt their breasts rub against each other. All thoughts of the artwork and her inner turmoil were completely forgotten at the sensation of having Gemma pressed against her.

“Well, I don’t mind if you don’t.” She flipped an eyebrow up and shot her best smile at Gemma. She was beyond the point of trying to hide her attraction to the other woman. No one had looked at her the way Gemma did for a long time, and Rory loved how it made her feel. As the sun had gone down, the cool summer evening air had wrapped itself around them and provided an air of intimacy that had not been so evident in the full sun and blazing glare of their families during the afternoon.

Gemma pushed at Rory’s chest as if to indicate that they should move somewhere a bit more private for the talk that was about to happen. Not for the first time that evening, Rory felt butterflies tickling in her tummy and a sickening feeling settling over her. What if her attraction to Gemma was not reciprocated? Had she behaved in a way that made Gemma feel uncomfortable? She took a quick look around the gardens and spotted a bench under a tree that was unoccupied and steered Gemma towards it.

She sat and fiddled nervously with her cufflinks and waited for Gemma to speak.

“I just feel…” Gemma began and then halted, her eyes locked on something in the distance, and Rory chose not to interrupt her train of thought.

“It’s almost like…” Gemma stopped herself again and huffed in annoyance.

“You’re fucking gorgeous, you know that.” Gemma fixed her with a glare. “And I thought I was completely over you and my attraction to you and then you turn up looking like this,” Gemma waved a hand across Rory’s torso, “and obviously the families would like nothing better than for us to leap into marriage and start making babies, and the grandmothers are pushy and… fuck I’ve had too much wine!”

Gemma slouched against the back of the bench, her entire posture one of defeat and exhaustion.

Rory was stunned. She’d only ever heard Gemma swear once before, and that was the night they had been together. Rory had fixed her lips around a very willing and responsive nipple and buried her fingers into Gemma when the other woman had gripped hold of Rory’s shoulder, thrust her head back in ecstasy and screamed every swear word she knew into the room they had found. Hearing the words dropping from Gemma’s mouth now not only was a contrast to the refined elegance of their surroundings but put Rory’s brain back to that wonderful night and dreadful morning when everything had changed for them.

“Does it help that I’m pretty attracted to you too?” Rory gulped down a nervous swallow as she spoke. Her earlier swaggering bravado, which was mostly an act, was slipping away at the realisation that not only was Gemma still bloody gorgeous, but that a repeat of their night together may well be on the cards.

“You are?”

“Of course I am, you look amazing.” Rory reached a hand out and took hold of Gemma’s fingers. “And it doesn’t help that my wretched brain remembers every moment of our night together and has been playing it on repeat for me ever since you arrived.”

Rory searched for Gemma’s eyes with her own and when they locked, the fire that flashed between them was undeniable.

Just as Rory was about to speak again, the bell rang round the gardens to warn that the next act was about to start. Both women jumped up from the bench, having been schooled by their respective grandmothers throughout the years to be on time, especially at the theatre. Rory smoothed her suit back into place and offered a hand to Gemma. This time, instead of hooking her hand through her arm as she had done before, she intertwined their fingers and gave Gemma’s hand a gentle squeeze. She didn’t know where this night was heading. She wasn’t ready for another relationship and she absolutely didn’t want another drunken tryst with Gemma – that would surely ruin their friendship forever – but the pull of this woman was like nothing she had felt for any other woman in her life and she needed her right now like she needed air to breathe.

They joined the crowds of people gently making their way back into the opera house. This was something she enjoyed about being here, nothing was rushed or frenetic. It was easy and relaxed and a complete contrast to her busy life in London, which was full of meetings and talking and rushing around the city. She felt Gemma stumble slightly on the uneven ground and pulled her close. Reluctantly, she released Gemma’s hand and linked her arm with hers as it was much easier for walking. She desperately wanted to wrap an arm around Gemma’s waist not only to keep her safe and support her but also to show to the wandering eyes that kept giving Gemma the once over that this was her woman. But Gemma wasn’t. Rory had blown that chance when she left her sleeping all those years ago.
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GEMMA


Gemma tried desperately to watch the action unfolding on the stage. She had seen the Marriage of Figaro a few times and knew the story, which was a massive help to her now as she could think of nothing else but Rory’s confession in the garden. She had no idea that Rory would still be attracted to her after all these years. If Gemma was honest with herself – and in the darkness of the opera house with every other eye trained on the stage and the performers she had to be honest with herself – she knew she was still wildly attracted to Rory. Rory in any form: tomboy at school, feminine in her pictures with her fiancée, and now the ‘hinting at androgyny but still very female’ woman who made Gemma’s blood sing. Rory was her kryptonite and, like Superman, she was powerless against her charms.

She let her mind wander and thought about the possibilities for them. Yes, they could fall into bed together and have another fantastic evening. Gemma could remember enough of their lovemaking to know that Rory was the best lover she had ever had and that if they were to give in to their attraction, that it would be the best sex she’d had in a long time. Her body was almost craving it now, as if a switch had been flicked in her brain and she wouldn’t be satisfied until she had Rory naked in her arms. But that came with complications. If they were to have another night together, then it would have to be secret from the families. One whiff of a relationship between them and the grandmothers and her parents would be insufferable.

That led Gemma’s thoughts to a relationship with Rory. Could they date and be a couple? They lived in the same city, which was a bonus, but could they make it work? Rory was just out of a long-term relationship and was possibly not looking for anything more. Was Gemma destined to be Rory’s rebound fuck every time a woman broke her heart or was being difficult? Gemma was also painfully aware that she was completely incapable of being with a woman and making a relationship last longer than a few weeks, and she knew she would want more than that with Rory.

These thoughts ran around Gemma’s head as she tried to refocus her attention on the opera. It was one of her favourites, with a bit of comedy, a bit of romance, and a philandering husband getting his comeuppance. The opera had moved to a funny piece now, and she relaxed into her chair and laughed at the action on the stage but was immediately drawn back to the person sitting to her left. The grandmothers and mothers had settled in the front row of the box, and the fathers were sitting in the back row with her and Rory. Rory had snagged the seat next to the wall, and Gemma had slipped next to her, drawn by some intangible magnetic force. Gemma’s father was next to Gemma, and Peter had taken the last seat. Gemma watched with a gentle smile on her face as her father’s head bobbed up and down as he slept. Obviously, the combination of the wine at dinner and the warm evening was taking its toll on him. Rory’s dad was doing better and occasionally popped his head up to watch what was going on before snoozing again.

Gemma watched her father for a bit and felt a wave of affection wash over her. She wished she could live closer to her parents, but their constant interference and prying into her life was exhausting. Quick trips like this were all that she could handle. Throughout her life, they had tried to push her into what they wanted for her, and she had rebelled at every turn. They wanted her to be a lawyer like her father, instead she chose arty subjects at school. They wanted her to go to a traditional or “red brick” university, so she chose a new, vibrant university in a cosmopolitan city and found parties, fun, and women. They then wanted her to settle down in their hometown with a nice boy and have children, so Gemma flaunted her lesbianism at them and set off for London with a succession of short flings and no stable girlfriend to speak of.

Rory shifted in her seat, and Gemma dragged her thoughts back to the opera. How was it that she could be in such a crowded space and yet feel like she and Rory were the only people in the world? The singers on stage were singing her favourite piece from the opera, the Sull’aria duet, and she willed her body to relax. When she had been struggling to concentrate on her university finals, her grandmother had sent her a CD of opera arias to work to, and this was the song that had stood out for her. It was one of the few classical songs that she could listen to over and over. She let the music wash over her as the voices combined and caressed her ears.

Glancing around, she saw that every eye in the opera house was trained on the stage and the action unfolding as the countess and her maid plotted to thwart their respective husbands in their schemes. She felt an overwhelming desire to hold Rory’s hand and share this moment with her. She glanced at her friend’s profile in the dark and was amused to find at least one pair of eyes that weren’t fixed on the stage. The heat in Rory’s brown eyes was unmistakable, and Gemma felt more confident in sliding her hand into Rory’s.

Just at that moment, the singers on the stage combined their voices into one glorious sound, the soprano voices mimicking Gemma’s and Rory’s hands as the sounds swirled and soared throughout the theatre. Gemma felt Rory’s thumb gently rub over her knuckles before settling. They sat for the rest of the act clasping each other’s hands. Gemma had thought that it might be even more distracting than having Rory just sat next to her, but to the contrary, the feeling of Rory holding her hand centred and grounded her. She realised then that she would do anything to keep her friend in her life and that she couldn’t let Rory disappear again. With a sinking heart, she realised that would probably mean that they would have to fight their baser feelings and the machinations of their families. Having Rory as a friend again was something she needed with every fibre of her being, and she had no intention of throwing away her best friend again for another short-lived romance or drunken night together.
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The lights brightened in the auditorium to indicate a brief interval before the last act of the opera. Backstage, the scenery and costumes were being changed but, as it was only a relatively quick change, the audience stayed in their seats. Rory gently removed her hand from Gemma’s, and Gemma felt its loss almost immediately. She buried her disappointment at the loss of its warmth behind the relief that none of the family had seen them holding hands. She didn’t know what it meant for Rory, but it was easily the most intimate and lovely thing that had happened to her in months, if not years.

The families chatted good-naturedly among themselves in that low, respectful manner that people did in a theatre. Most of them took the opportunity to stand and stretch gently after an hour or so sat, whilst the fathers were trying very hard not to look like they had been asleep. Before long, the lights dimmed, indicating that the final act was about to begin. Gemma and Rory were the last to settle and, as they did, Gemma noticed Rory had lazily slung her right arm across the back of Gemma’s chair.

“Do you mind?” Rory whispered into Gemma’s ear. “I find it more comfortable to sit like this.”

Gemma nodded mutely, partially scared of being told off by her grandmother for talking and also partially because her body was thrumming at the thought of Rory wrapping her arm around her. As they settled, Gemma thought back to their holidays as teenagers and how Rory would always recline on a sofa with her arms thrown across the back. She thought back to how many times she had crawled into those arms and curled up with her friend on a sofa or sun lounger at the end of a long day by the swimming pool. Back then, their touches and cuddles had been innocent and platonic, but now her thoughts were anything but innocent. She watched the performers on the stage set up the action for the final reveal, where the wives would finally teach their husbands a lesson. She knew what was going to happen, so she let her mind wander again to Rory sitting next to her. Even though they had consumed a large quantity of wine, and she knew she was a bit fuzzy round the edges, she could feel her desires growing and her resolve to just be friends with Rory slipping away like sand trickling through her fingers.

Rory sat for most of the act relaxed but upright in her seat next to Gemma. Occasionally Gemma would glance across at her gorgeous profile and found Rory seemingly entranced by the action on the stage. Her lips quirking into a smile here and there when something fun happened. Gemma knew the piece they were getting to and shifted slightly in her seat. As soon as Rory had put her arm around her, the last act of the opera flowed back into her brain. The countess and her maid were going to trap their husbands and teach them a lesson, and the countess, now dressed as her maid, was about to sing the most gorgeous aria to entice her lover. Gemma tensed slightly as the words flashed up on the supertitles. Because the opera was in Italian, they showed the English translation of the words above the stage. Now they told of a woman in love with her husband and calling him to love her.

The music started, and as the countess sang about her love for her husband , Gemma felt the longing of the countess wash over her. This music had never affected her like this before, but now it was igniting a longing deep in her soul, a longing only Rory could satisfy. She tried to concentrate on the lyrics, but almost as soon as the countess started singing, she felt Rory’s fingers delicately caress her bare shoulder. Gemma felt a wave of affection and desire shiver across her body. She pushed back slightly against Rory’s fingers and felt the caress strengthen as she hoped it would. The butterflies that had been fluttering in her stomach on and off all evening were back, and she bit her lip to stop a moan escaping. She turned her head to the side to see Rory’s impassive profile. If she didn’t know better, she would have said that Rory was completely entranced by the action on the stage, but Gemma knew better, and the sensations coursing through her body were testament to that fact.

Rory’s head turned slightly towards her, and Gemma saw a smirk tickle at the corner of her mouth. Simultaneously, Rory’s strong, slim fingers strengthened the caress on her shoulder before drifting across her over sensitive skin to the nape of her neck where they toyed with a few strands of hair before painting invisible patterns and swirls on Gemma’s neck before returning to her shoulder again. A shiver of pleasure ran through Gemma and ignited every cell in her body. Rory had never touched her like this before. As friends, they had been tactile, but always friendly. Their night together had been frenzied and passionate. This gentle seduction and caress was new, and she loved it.

Two could play at this game, Gemma thought and gently laid a hand on Rory’s thigh. She felt the muscle tense beneath her fingers, and she allowed her hand to caress the smooth fabric as well as the hard muscle beneath her fingers. At first, she was content to match Rory’s gentle caress of her shoulder, but as Rory’s fingers kept drifting over her neck, Gemma allowed her fingers to wander higher on Rory’s thigh. She swallowed nervously as Rory’s fingers caressed her neck, causing another bolt of desire to settle on her clit. She hadn’t been this turned on in ages, and it was an injustice that she was trapped in a box at the opera rather than laid out on Rory’s bed.

A flashback of what had happened the last time they were together poured into her head. Despite suspecting she was gay from the age of fifteen, Gemma had slept with a couple of boys from the rugby team just to be sure, and it wasn’t until that fateful night with Rory that she fully embraced her lesbianism. Rory had shown her what a wonderful experience it was having sex with a woman, and Gemma had felt things then that she’d never felt before or since.

Now, with Rory’s scent filling her nose and Rory’s fingers tracing the most delightful patterns across her shoulder, those sensations threatened to overwhelm her again. Her clit throbbed, and her body cried out for Rory’s touch all over. This time, however, she wasn’t a shy eighteen-year-old with her first female lover, now she was an experienced twenty-eight-year-old with more women in her rear-view mirror than she cared to admit.

With a smile, she allowed her fingers to caress higher up Rory’s thigh. As her little finger grazed over the seam of Rory’s trousers, she felt Rory shift awkwardly in her seat and heard a deep intake of breath. Rory’s fingers then traced a firm line down her exposed back to where her strapless dress sat just under her shoulder blades, and she took another deep breath as a wave of pure lust washed over her. Emboldened, Gemma pressed firmer into Rory’s centre. For a moment, she would have sworn that Rory had tipped her hips upward to increase the contact before she sat up sharply. Rory’s fingers stilled. Gemma pressed her hand firmer to Rory’s centre, and Rory closed her thighs together to trap Gemma’s hand.

Gemma turned her head slightly so she could see Rory out of the corner of her eye, and a smile crossed her lips. Far from the cool, collected seductress Rory had been portraying, she now looked flustered and totally turned on. Gemma would have given anything to know what was running through Rory’s head but trapped together in the private box she could say nothing. It was all at once simultaneously too public and yet too private. Gemma pulled her hand out from between Rory’s legs and let her hand rest on that hard, muscled thigh again. Never in all her times of watching Rory run up and down the hockey field did Gemma envision being sat here with her hand pressed to Rory’s centre. She was about to move her hand back, briefly, the thought of trying to make Rory come flitting through her mind. Her lips curled up again at the thought, and several naughty scenarios ran around her brain.

Just as she was about to put her plan into action, a round of rapturous applause erupted around them, breaking the spell and intruding into their private moment. It was loud enough to wake both fathers, and Gemma looked around in time to see her own father clap enthusiastically along with everyone else even though he had not heard a single note of the aria.

Rory had pulled her arm away from Gemma’s shoulders to add her applause to the rest of the theatre, and Gemma felt a shiver waft across her at its loss. She brought her own hands together and applauded in a daze. As the clapping died down and the action continued on the stage, Gemma felt Rory’s arm return to her shoulders and the safe cocoon of familiarity surrounded her again. Rory reached across with her free hand and clasped Gemma’s hand, stopping her from any further exploration. At the same time, Rory’s head dipped towards her ear and she felt Rory’s warm breath tickle her ear.

“This is safer, don’t you think?”

Gemma looked in wonder at Rory and for a moment pretended not to know what she was saying. It appeared Rory was in just as much danger of combusting under Gemma’s fingers as Gemma was under Rory’s. She whispered back to Rory, “Then stop playing with my neck!”

She pulled back to see Rory’s smile shine at her in the darkness of the theatre.

“Only until we’re alone later,” Rory spoke directly into Gemma’s ear but punctuated her words with a kiss to the delicate skin behind Gemma’s earlobe. That fully combusted Gemma’s brain again, and she was completely unable to concentrate on any of the rest of the performance.
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RORY


When the performance finished and the curtain calls were over, the families walked back out to the gardens. The grandmothers and mothers were waxing lyrical about the performance, but it was painfully obvious that neither the fathers nor Gemma and Rory had really been paying attention to the performance. “I don’t know.” Phyllis complained. “Why do we spend money on you lot just to have you sleep through the performance?”

“Must be the red wine.” Rory shot her grandmother an apologetic glance and hoped that the older woman believed her. She wasn’t being untruthful in what she said, just in how she allowed her grandmother to interpret those words. Rory knew she was playing with fire, but faced with the creamy expanse of Gemma’s back, she couldn’t help but trail her fingers across those perfect shoulders. Gemma in that dress was doing all kinds of things to her insides, and she 100% blamed the red wine and not having had sex in over a year for lowering her inhibitions and indulging in her desire for this woman.

When she had left home this morning, she had braced herself for a tedious evening of family chit-chat and an inquisition about her broken engagement, even though it had been several months ago. When her mother let slip that Gemma would be there, she’d tensed at the thought that the other woman would be frosty and argumentative, as she had every right to be after how Rory had treated her. But this warm and flirty version of Gemma was something her body was not prepared for, and her hands seemed to have a mind of their own. She would have given anything to have been alone in the box with Gemma, to allow her fingers to fully explore that voluptuous body. She took herself in check and again offered her arm to Mary to walk her back to the table. Even though the opera had finished, the gardens would stay open for another hour or so for those who wanted to enjoy the spring evening. Rory noticed Gemma hugging her arms around herself and was about to offer her jacket to her when Gemma’s dad spoke up.

“Look, rather than open another bottle of wine here, why don’t we head back to the hotel? We could have a few drinks in the bar before turning in?” George winked at Peter, and they shared a conspiratorial smile.

“You mean, we could sit in the bar and you two can slope off and play snooker.” Isabelle chided her husband gently but didn’t dismiss the idea.

“Not for me.” Phyllis addressed everyone in general and no one in particular. “If we are having a pool day tomorrow, then I will need my beauty sleep. I will go straight to bed as soon as we get back.”

Rory’s head snapped up. What pool day were they talking about?

“Umm, pool day?” Gemma spoke before Rory had time to express her own thoughts.

“Yes.” Gemma’s mum, Isabelle replied. “We discussed it while you and Rory were looking at the sculptures. There’s an outdoor pool at the hotel, and it’s going to be glorious weather tomorrow. We thought we could spend the day by the pool and then have a lovely family dinner tomorrow night before you go back to London on Sunday. I’m sure you can spend another night here; you said there was nothing on your calendar this weekend.”

Rory saw a flash of anger cross Gemma's face before it was quickly replaced by one of resignation. She remembered how pushy Gemma’s mum was and sympathised with her friend. Her sympathies only went so far, however, as she was desperately trying to think of a way to get out of being by a swimming pool all day. The last thing she needed was to be exposed to her family in swimwear. She racked her brain to try to get out of it but came up short. The champagne and red wine causing her synapses to run slower. Hopefully, by tomorrow she could come up with a reason not to attend.

“But I have to get the train back tomorrow.” Gemma sounded as uneasy about the plan as Rory felt. “I’ll have to leave just after lunch as there are replacement busses.”

“Nonsense,” Phyllis interjected. “You can stay another night, and Aurora will drive you back on Sunday.”

Wait, what? Rory’s mouth dropped open, and her frazzled brain tried to catch up.

“Close your mouth, Aurora.” Her grandmother snapped before moving the conversation on.

Rory quickly snapped her mouth shut and felt a chill wash over her at the use of her full name and her grandmother’s insistence that she do her bidding. As she usually did, Rory’s grandmother had issued an edict that no one would question. Rory knew she had no option but to acquiesce. Her immediate problem was how to get out of this pool-day idea that had sprung up. Before her grandmother had told her to drive Gemma home, she had briefly thought about inventing some reason to be back in London, but aside from apprehension about what she would wear, she was looking forward to spending more time with Gemma.

She was still thinking about it an hour later as she and her parents pulled up to the hotel. She helped her mother out of the taxi and nodded at the porter hovering near the door. Unlike Gemma, she had arrived earlier that afternoon and had checked into the hotel prior to the opera. She noticed Gemma heading to the reception desk and moved to join her.

“I need to take my case up to my room, could you tell my parents where I’ve gone?” Gemma laid a hand on Rory’s arm, and Rory felt the warmth from it through the fabric of her suit.

“I can, but why don’t you ask the porter to take it up?” Rory nodded at the young man hovering by the door.

“Um, okay, thanks.” Gemma handed over her suitcase, and Rory arranged for the porter to take it up to her room. Rory again offered an arm to Gemma and led her through to the hotel’s cocktail bar. The fathers ordered at the bar, and their mothers sat on a sofa.

It wasn’t too long after they’d settled with their drinks that the fathers, as predicted, sloped off to find the snooker room and the mothers were gossiping about something that had happened at their tennis club.

Since Mary and Phyllis had both gone to bed as soon as they had returned to the hotel, Rory and Gemma were left on their own. All the bravado that had been coursing through Rory’s veins earlier seemed to have abandoned her as she sat awkwardly on the sofa with Gemma next to her.

The silence stretched out between them, and Rory racked her brain for something to say. Her mind catalogued the noises around them, the sound of the cocktail shaker the bartender was using behind the bar, the tinkling of a piano playing gently in the corner, and the muted conversations of everyone around them. She looked at the other couples sitting around and winced. No one looked like her, no one reflected who she wanted to be, and it was stifling. She clenched her fist quickly. Gemma’s hand on her knee brought her back to the present.

“Do you want to go for a walk?” Gemma inclined her head towards their mothers. “They look settled for a bit, and I doubt the fathers will be back anytime soon. Perhaps you could show me around the hotel? You know, we could explore like we always used to.”

Rory smiled at the memory. As kids, they had often roamed around the hotels that the families were staying in and would explore and go on adventures. At one hotel in Austria, they had formed a group with the other kids staying in the hotel and had spent almost every hour of their holiday swimming and playing together.

As they walked away from their mothers, Rory cleared her throat.

“Do you remember the hotel in Kitzbühel? I was just thinking of the holiday we had there.”

“Oh my God, yes!” Gemma smiled, and the joy was evident in her voice. “It was so much fun — oh God! I remember we all went into the sauna and there were a load of Germans stark naked, and we ran out giggling.”

Rory snorted. “Yes, if I hadn’t already realised I was gay by then, that would have done it!”

They walked along the main corridor of the hotel and looked through the glass doors of the restaurant that was being set up for breakfast.

“Would you like another drink?” Rory smoothed her suit jacket down and tried to think about how a gentleman would behave in this situation.

“I think I’m okay, but if you want one, go for it.” Gemma’s smile was warm. “Do you want another drink?”

“I don’t know, the sensible part of me says I don’t need one, but the part of me that wants to kiss you says brandy.” Rory flashed a smile at Gemma and was rewarded with a blush that spread down over her exposed décolletage.

“Are you saying you need Dutch courage to kiss me?”

“Pretty sure brandy is from France.” Rory smirked and then swallowed nervously as Gemma stalked towards her.

“Don’t be smart, you know it doesn’t work on me.” Gemma stopped in front of Rory and splayed a hand across her chest. She tipped her head up. “You look gorgeous tonight.” Her words were breathy, and her eyes sparkled with desire.

Every moment of the last ten years flashed before Rory’s eyes. All the lonely evenings spent nursing a drink and thinking of Gemma and the night they had spent together. The train journeys home from the city where, unbidden, thoughts of Gemma’s lithe and willing body writhing in her arms would torture her. The other women that she’d kissed and found wanting. After Gemma, no one had inflamed her senses or got her as turned on as she was now. What if it was a fluke back then? What if the night of Michelle’s party was a one-off, a perfect moment in time that they were doomed never to repeat? She searched Gemma’s face. Yes, it was older now, but she was still the stunningly beautiful woman that had haunted Rory’s dreams for the last ten years. She took a breath and breathed in Gemma’s scent. Gemma was almost fully pressed to Rory’s front, her hands on Rory’s chest, almost as a barrier from their breasts touching. Rory reached around her and rested her hands in the small of Gemma’s back, the temptation to cup that perfect ass tingling in her fingertips.

“I’ve missed you.” She murmured, her lips betraying her innermost thoughts. “I’ve never forgotten how good you felt in my arms, and I’ve missed you.” She dropped a kiss on the side of Gemma’s mouth. This was really happening, she thought, those lips that she had been fantasising about kissing all evening, they were finally within reach.

“I’ve missed you too,” Gemma confessed on a breath. She mirrored Rory’s actions and pressed a kiss to the side of Rory’s mouth.

Rory felt her insides light up as if a hundred fireworks had been lit at once. She knew they were going to kiss. Every minute they had been apart melted away, and for a moment she lost herself in the depths of Gemma’s eyes. She brought a hand up to Gemma’s face and delicately rested her fingers on her chin as if she were the most exquisite china. Gently, she tipped Gemma’s head up and brought their lips closer. For a moment, she could feel their breath mingling, then finally, their lips were together, and everything in the universe coalesced into that one perfect moment.

Gemma’s lips were warm and soft and felt like home. Their bodies remained still as their lips moved against each other. Rory’s entire body was on fire, and she felt a yearning deep in her core that shot all the way to her clit. She pulled Gemma tightly to her chest but let her lips convey all her feelings for now – there would be time for her to explore Gemma’s body after, but for now, she just wanted to reconnect and let Gemma know just how stupid she had been to turn her away.

Rory parted her lips and allowed her tongue to dart out and tease Gemma’s mouth open. Gemma let Rory in, and a groan rose from between them, although Rory didn’t know who had made the sound and didn’t care. She felt Gemma’s tongue battle with her own for a moment before they danced together, causing ripples of joy to flutter over Rory’s skin. Suddenly, her shirt was too tight and her jacket too restrictive. A part of her brain was screaming at her that despite how wonderful this felt, it wasn’t right, not now. Her brain battled with the conflicting emotions until her libido won. She raised a hand from Gemma’s hip to caress the smooth skin of Gemma’s back that was exposed by her dress. The same skin that she had teased in the opera house was now hers to fully explore. Suddenly, the realisation that they were in a public room in the hotel quelled her libido. Reluctantly, she pulled back from Gemma and tried to get her breathing back under control.

Gemma looked at her with a mixture of confusion and hurt.

“We’re, um, in public.” Rory explained. “And I don’t want the parents coming in and putting two and two together.”

“I guess you’re right.” Gemma looked through her lashes at Rory. “Would you like to come up to my room?”

Rory’s body told her to grab Gemma’s hand and drag her up to her room. Her heart was telling her to follow Gemma anywhere she wanted, but her head was sadly sobering up and winning the argument with its sensible suggestions.

“No.” The hurt was back in Gemma’s eyes, and Rory knew she had to explain something of what was in her mind. “I mean, I’d love to, but I don’t want to fall into bed with you again and have another great night followed by years of not talking.”

She took Gemma’s hand and pulled her down the corridor with her. “Let's go find somewhere quiet to talk, and I’ll try to explain.”
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GEMMA


Gemma wrapped her arms around her and wished she had bought a jumper or a top with her. The heat of the day had finally dropped away, and the gentle breeze that blew through the trees caressed her shoulders and made her shiver.

The hotel was a large country house on the other side of Larchester which had been converted to a luxury hotel several years ago and had lost nothing of its grandeur. The grand stone building sat on a small hill overlooking a lake. Surrounding the lush green lawns were woodlands and, on one side, a collection of buildings had been added. They had been cleverly styled to complement the main building and included a spa and pool complex. These additions created walkways and courtyards that were expertly and gently lit. The uplighters cast just enough light to see by whilst casting shadows and pools of light as she and Rory walked.

Gemma looked at the light playing on Rory’s face and wondered at the thoughts and emotions playing behind the stoic set of her lips and clenched jaw. Rory had held her hand as they had left the hallway of the hotel where they had kissed but had to release it as they had gone through a revolving door to the courtyard outside and hadn’t moved to take hold of it again. They walked across the lawn to the spa, and Gemma was grateful for the gravel paths underfoot as she was more than fed up with her heels sinking into the grass. There was something magical and special about still being in her evening dress, even though it was becoming uncomfortable in places. Her feet hurt, and she hoped Rory didn’t want to walk around the lake. While she would like nothing more than to walk around the lake wrapped around Rory, she wanted to do it in jeans and trainers rather than the heels she had chosen.

Her mind whizzed back to this morning in her flat. She had dressed to impress Rory and prepared herself for the pain of seeing Rory with her fiancée. Never had she thought that she’d be walking across the hotel lawn at midnight to do… What? Rory had said they needed to talk but would talking turn into kissing, or more? The fuzziness of the gin and wine she had consumed that evening was wearing off. She was nowhere near legal to drive a car, she knew that, but she didn’t feel drunk, even though she probably should. She felt happy and light and more alive than she had for a while.
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Rory led them to the building that housed the spa and wellness centre, and Gemma quickly looked in through the glass that surrounded the pool. The lights from the pool shone through the water and lit the space with an ethereal glow. Rory stopped by the gate on the side of the pool building. She opened it and motioned for Gemma to follow her through the gate.

“This is the outdoor pool,” she said, “probably where the parents want to spend the day tomorrow.”

The gravel path had changed to a flagstone walkway and now opened out onto a terrace that surrounded the pool. Several tables and chairs were dotted around the area, their umbrellas down and wafting gently in the breeze as they rested, waiting for the sunrise tomorrow, when they would be pressed into service providing shade for those lounging around the pool. Like most areas of the hotel, the area was lit well enough to be safe, but gently enough to provide an intimate setting. Gemma briefly looked up and saw a canopy of stars twinkling in the night.

Rory steered them towards the row of sun loungers, selected the one that seemed most secluded from the wind, and sat astride it. Her legs stretched out on either side of the padded cushion and she motioned for Gemma to sit between her legs. Gemma smiled as the memory of all the times on holiday she and Rory had sat like this washed over her. Rory with her long legs either side of the sun lounger and Gemma sat on the cushion. They would spend countless hours as teenagers looking at a magazine article one of them had found funny or sharing the headphones to Rory’s iPod or for Rory to put sun lotion on Gemma’s delicate skin with her strong hands. Gemma shivered at the remembrance of all the innocent touches they’d shared as teenagers and, on their last holiday together, when Gemma had intentionally spent time in the swimming pool to wash off the sun cream just to feel the touch of Rory’s hands on her skin as she reapplied it.

Back then, Rory had a girlfriend, and Gemma just had a crush on her older friend. Now, they were both women, and the touches they had shared tonight had been anything but innocent. And what Gemma felt was more than a crush; she desired Rory. Gemma leaned forward to brush her lips over Rory’s lips, but Rory put a hand up to maintain the distance between them.

“I’m...” Rory stopped and took a breath, as if trying to centre herself. “I’ve only just got out of a relationship, and I’m not sure I’m ready to jump into…” She waved a hand between them. “Whatever this is.”

Gemma took one of Rory’s hands in her own. With a finger, she traced the veins on the back of her hand. She felt Rory shiver and looked up at her.

“Cold?”

“Nope.” Rory’s voice caught, her eyes filled with the same desire Gemma had seen earlier, and she knew a single kiss would be her undoing. Gemma wrenched her mind away from thoughts of pushing Rory to the sun lounger and losing herself in those lips again and thought over what Rory had said.

“Whatever this is?” She tipped her head in question. “What do you think this is?”

“I don’t know.” Rory ran her other hand over her face and sighed. “I’ve not seen you for ten years, but as soon as you stepped out of that taxi, it was like we’d never been apart. I realise how much I’ve missed you in my life, and as much as my body is screaming at me to stop being so sensible, I really just need a friend right now.” She dropped her head and sighed. “The breakup with Darcy was a lot more than I’m telling my parents.”

Gemma gulped. “I guessed that.” She squeezed Rory’s hand. “Your story didn’t ring true to me, and you looked uncomfortable telling it. Just like when we got that cup stuck in the pool table and you tried to blag your way out of the fine the hotel wanted to stick on us.”

Rory tipped her head back and roared with laughter, and Gemma’s insides lit up at the joy on her friend’s face. The hotel in Austria where they’d had the unfortunate encounter in the sauna also had a games room with a pool table but Gemma had objected to paying for each game. Rory and Tom, a boy who had become a member of their group, had come up with the idea to put plastic cups in the pockets to catch the balls. This had worked brilliantly for three nights until Tom had hit the ball too hard and the ball and cup had disappeared down into the table. The hotel manager had accused them of breaking the table, but Rory had brilliantly talked her way out of a fine.

“Oh my gosh, I’ve not thought about that holiday for ages.” Rory smiled at Gemma. “They were good times. I’m sorry I messed our friendship up.” She sobered, and Gemma squeezed her hand again.

“Hey, there were definitely two people in that bed that night. I remember being a very willing participant in what we did.” Gemma’s body reacted to that statement. She could remember every sensation that Rory had bestowed on her body. How it felt to have Rory’s lips around her nipples, to have Rory’s fingers deep inside her. Clutching at Rory’s shoulders as she came. She blinked several times and risked a look at Rory’s face. Judging by the hint of colour on Rory’s cheeks, she guessed Rory was mentally reliving their night just as she had been.

“Yeah, but I was the one that left in the morning without a word.” Rory dropped her head. “I should have stayed and faced you.” She paused and took a deep breath. “But I was embarrassed that I’d cheated on my girlfriend. I was scared that I’d taken advantage of you. I...”

“Took advantage of me?” Gemma scoffed.

“Yes, you’re younger than I am. I always tried to look out for you, to protect you and look after you and…”

Gemma swallowed the indignance that rose in her at the thought of needing someone to look after her. “I was a big girl, Rory, I knew what I was doing.” She reached a hand out to tip Rory’s chin up so their gazes met. She took a deep breath to calm herself. “If I’m honest, I’d had a crush on you since I was sixteen. I couldn’t believe it when you started kissing me in Michelle’s kitchen. It was everything I’d ever wanted. I 100% wanted to sleep with you.” She swallowed hard. “But yes, you leaving in the morning hurt me. Finding out you had a girlfriend crushed me, and it took several years to get over it, but,” she paused, trying to remove the wobble of emotion in her voice, “I forgive you. It was the first drunken night I’d had, yes, but it wasn’t the last. And if that’s holding you back now, well…” She trailed a finger over Rory’s hand again. “You’re single, I’m single, and I’m very much not a shy schoolgirl who needs your protection.”

Gemma shot Rory a sultry look and hoped it conveyed her message. She wanted to sleep with Rory again. She desired this woman more than anyone else she’d ever slept with. Pushing forward, she captured Rory’s lips with hers again. Rory’s hands ran up the back of her dress and pulled her close. Rory’s lips were warm and soft, and Gemma sank into the kiss. She felt Rory’s hand splay across her back and hold her close.

Without breaking the kiss, she kicked her stupid heels off and curled her legs on the lounger. She pressed her body to Rory’s chest and felt the heat of the other woman seeping into her. Unlike the chill from the night air, the warmth of Rory’s body was very welcome, and she sank into it. Her fingers danced across the fabric of Rory’s shirt and moved to un-tuck it from her trousers when Rory’s hand stopped her.

Gemma pulled away from Rory’s mouth and searched her face. Rory’s brows were knitted together, and the tension emanating from the woman was palpable. The relaxed and flirty Rory who had just rocked her world was gone, and there was almost pain flashing across her face.

“I… um…” Rory stammered, but whatever she was going to say was interrupted when her phone started buzzing in her pocket. Gemma withdrew to give Rory some privacy for her phone call and walked over to the edge of the swimming pool. Rory was acting so hot and cold tonight, and she couldn’t understand. She thought at some point this evening that she had convinced Rory that she was more than the silly schoolgirl Rory remembered.

Partly because of the cold and partly because she was feeling exposed by her desire for Rory, Gemma wrapped her arms around herself. The night air was chilly, and her skin felt cold. She hadn’t bothered to put her shoes on as her feet were sore, and the coolness of the flagstone patio was bliss to her hot and tired feet. As she gazed at the covered pool, she pondered the woman who had captivated her so completely since they had reunited a few hours ago. She’d had one-night stands in the past, a flirty look at a party or a club that led to a great night and no regrets in the morning. But the pull and desire for Rory was unlike anything she had felt for any other person.

A warm, fluffy blanket settled on her shoulders, and she felt a pair of strong arms wrap around her from behind. She had been staring at the pool for so long that she hadn’t realised how cold she was getting.

“That was mother.” Rory said gently. “The fathers have finished playing snooker, and they are all heading to bed. I said we’d see them at breakfast”.

Gemma leaned back into Rory’s stable body and sighed. “You know you are giving off very mixed messages right now.” She turned and looked into Rory’s face, which was again a picture of tension.

“I know,” Rory sighed, “I blame the alcohol and that dress.” She smiled a weak smile at Gemma and led her back to the sun lounger.

They settled back as they had been before, this time with Gemma snuggled in her blanket. She watched as Rory pulled her hair out of its bun and fluffed her hair for a moment before twisting it back into a ponytail.

That simple action reignited the flame that had reduced to a smoulder in Gemma’s tummy. Everything Rory did tonight was sexy as hell. “I’m not surprised you found a blanket out here, you could always magic things up from mid-air, but where in the heck did you get it from?”

“Oh, there are baskets of them around the pool area.” Rory swallowed hard. “Darcy and I were thinking of having our wedding here, but she rejected it as ‘not classy enough’.” Rory pulled a face and sighed. “It was one of the many things we argued about before we split up.”

She paused, and Gemma was about to nudge her forwards when Rory spoke again.

“If I’m honest, things hadn’t been great between us for a while. Since she moved in, she did less and less around the house and spent more time at the country club. Once I proposed, she gave up work and became a full-time, professional fiancée. Everything was about the wedding. I wanted to talk about our future, kids, etc. but she wasn’t interested. All she was concerned about was how the wedding would look on her socials and who she could invite. I was a bit player at my own nuptials. As you know, my parents and I have used this hotel for years for corporate entertainment and parties. I always wanted to get married here, but she was not only adamant that we wouldn’t be married here, but she would also only consider getting married in London where her friends could see her.” Rory took a deep breath as if to steady herself. “Things really came to a head when we were talking about dresses. I had always told Darcy that I wanted to wear a white suit for the wedding, but she got more and more annoyed with me. She was adamant that I would wear a dress. I told her I didn’t want to, and it came to a head in a hideous argument.” Rory swallowed, and Gemma could see moisture collecting in her eyes. She blinked the tears away.

“She said that she was marrying a woman and so wanted me to look like a woman on our wedding day, not some butch dyke. I spent the night in a hotel and got very drunk on whisky. When I sobered up, I realised I wasn’t the person I wanted to be when I was with her.” Rory shuddered. “She was changing me to be the fiancée she wanted. It wasn’t me she loved, but some idealised version of our life together. I called off the engagement, and we split up. It was fairly acrimonious as she had to find somewhere to live, and she dragged her feet on that. She wasn’t upset that we had split up, more that she would look bad in front of her friends.”

Gemma clasped Rory’s hands in her own, again marvelling at how strong yet soft they were. “I’m sorry you had to go through that.” Gemma gave Rory’s hands a friendly squeeze.

“It’s okay.” Rory shot her a sad, lopsided smile. “I’m happier to have found out before the wedding than after that she wasn’t all that much into me.” She shrugged. “The hardest thing was that after we split, all the people I thought were our friends turned out to be her friends, and I had to deal with things on my own. I didn’t want to admit to my family what a colossal cock-up I’d made of things. One of the main reasons I decided to come tonight was that I wanted to see you again. I wanted to see if we could be friends again. But the moment you stepped out of the taxi in that dress… ” Rory mock-fanned herself and blew out a whistle. “Well, as I said, the combination of that and the red wine robbed me of rational thought. I’m sorry if I led you on.”

Rory sat back on the lounger, and Gemma just wanted to sink into her friend. As she ran everything that Rory had just told her through her head, she felt her anger at Rory’s actions tonight dissipate. She pulled the blanket up around herself and thought back to the times she and Rory had stargazed as kids. She tucked her legs underneath her again and leaned forward to rest her head against Rory’s chest. Rory’s shirt was open enough for Gemma to occasionally catch a glimpse of cleavage and she longed to explore Rory’s body again, but she knew her friend was hurting and wanted to support her, so pushed thoughts of uncovering Rory’s breasts to the back of her mind. She snuggled into Rory’s heat and looped an arm under Rory’s suit jacket.

“Do you remember when we used to lie like this as kids?” She lifted a head to look at Rory. “We didn’t know the constellations, so we made up our own.”

She felt Rory’s chuckle vibrate through her.

“I remember that being with you are my happiest memories of my childhood.”

Rory pulled the blanket up around Gemma and sighed. “We should probably head back to the hotel. We have breakfast with the parents and then a day with the grandmothers to prepare for.”

Gemma sighed. “Oh God,” she groaned. “And after tonight, they will think that we are going to get together.”

Rory tightened her arms around Gemma but said nothing in response to that. Gemma relaxed her body against Rory. She didn’t want to be anywhere but here. Being in her friend’s arms was safe and calming, and she didn’t want to move even though she knew she had to magic up a swimsuit from somewhere.

“Hey, is there a shop here?” She lifted her head to look at Rory. “I kind of need to find a swimsuit to wear tomorrow.” She couldn’t resist adding, “Because, although skinny dipping is fun, it’s not something I want to do around our parents.”

Rory’s face flashed through a variety of emotions as she thought, and Gemma wondered if, like her, the thought of them being naked in a swimming pool together was flashing in her mind.

“Yeah, the spa here sells them.”

“Cool, I bet you brought something with you just in case?”

Rory coloured slightly, and Gemma knew she was right. Her friend was always the better prepared of the two of them. They lay for several minutes in companionable silence, looking at the stars and savouring being together, without the parents watching over them. After a while, Rory raised a hand to Gemma’s face and brushed a wayward lock of hair away.

“So tell me Gemma. What have you been up to for the last ten years, and why hasn’t someone swept you off your feet yet?”
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RORY


“Sir, Madam?”

Rory clenched her eyes shut before snapping them open in alarm. She looked into the eyes of a young man, who shifted awkwardly from foot to foot as he gazed at her. Her back was cold and uncomfortable against the hard plastic of the sun lounger, but her front was deliciously warm with a soft body pressed against her. She took a moment to clear her thoughts and then remembered talking with Gemma last night. They must have fallen asleep last night on the sun lounger. She sighed slightly and sat up.

“What time is it?” Her voice was raspy and full of sleep, and her head ached slightly from the alcohol they had drunk yesterday.

“It’s just gone six thirty. I came out to check the patio was tidy and found you here.” He blushed slightly.

Rory shifted and tapped Gemma.

“Gemma, wake up.”

“Huh?” Gemma raised her head from where it had been resting on Rory’s chest and looked deliciously dishevelled. Her cheek had a crease where it had pressed against Rory’s shirt. A small smile crossed Rory’s lips as she remembered how rubbish her friend was in the morning.

“We must have fallen asleep.” Rory shifted slightly, her body stiff from being on the sun lounger all night.

Gemma sat up, and the blanket fell away from her, revealing those creamy shoulders that Rory had been drooling over last night. She rubbed her neck, and Rory wished she could massage the knots away. But the freedom to touch and flirt with Gemma that had come with the red wine last night had ebbed away, and she felt awkward and uncomfortable. The suit that she had felt so powerful in last night was now constricting. She needed to get away, to be alone in her room with her thoughts.

Rory pushed up off the sun lounger. She held out the blanket to the young pool attendant, who was hovering, trying not to look like he was eyeing Gemma up. She glared at him, and he hastily took the blanket and folded it before placing in back in the basket that it had come from. Rory awkwardly shuffled out from behind Gemma, and immediately her body felt cold in the chilly morning air. She looked down at Gemma, who was shivering, and immediately whipped her jacket off and draped it over Gemma’s shoulders. Gemma hugged it around herself before standing.

“Mother said they were having breakfast at 8am so we should be able to get back to our rooms for showers, etc.”

Gemma merely grunted in reply and let Rory guide her back to the hotel. Despite feeling awkward at waking up with Gemma, Rory had to hide a grin at her friend’s drowsy state. It had always been the same. Rory emerged from sleep energised and ready for the day, whilst Gemma needed several cups of coffee and at least an hour to properly wake up.

Rory steered them across the lawns back to the hotel. She loved early mornings, with the sun only just up and the stillness of the night hanging in the air. She thought back to the night they had shared and wondered how her world could have shifted so much in less than 24 hours.

Yesterday at this time, she was finishing up paperwork in her home office before driving to the hotel to meet her parents. Then she saw Gemma at the opera, and everything shifted, and she wasn’t quite sure how she could shift it back. Her mind was still full of these thoughts as she escorted Gemma to her hotel room and then walked back to her own. Fortunately, there were not too many people around the hotel this early on a Saturday morning, so they had slipped back to their rooms without anyone seeing them.

Back in her own room, she stripped off her suit and looked at her body in the mirror. It was certainly not the toned athlete’s body she’d had at university. Since she’d given up hockey, her body had slowly softened, and she grimaced at the curves that were now apparent without her clothes on. Many women would appreciate having her curves, but Rory hated them. She pulled her hair from its ponytail and, for a moment, moaned in pleasure at the release of the tension that having it up in a bun all day and all night had caused. She ran her fingers through her long hair and looked at herself. This was the woman Darcy had wanted. The successful female lawyer with perfect hair, perfect skin and a good bank balance.

She pulled her hair up again, preferring the look of her jawline without the brown hair swishing around it.

She looked at her breasts and took one in each of her hands, squishing them to her chest with her fingers. Shaking her head, she opened the shower door and started the water before she could get lost in her maudlin thoughts. There had been too many of those recently, and she didn’t want to get lost in them as she had so often in the past few weeks.

Quickly, she showered and washed herself and cast her mind back to her talk with Gemma last night. Before they had fallen asleep, they had watched the stars just as they had done as kids and caught up on ten years of news. There wasn’t much from Rory’s side. She’d graduated from university, started working for a big London law firm, moved through the ranks until she was knocking on the door of partner, and picked up and lost a fiancée along the way. Saying it out loud like that made Rory sad, the last ten years of her life lost to work. Gemma, on the other hand, had enjoyed university much more than Rory did, got involved in student politics, spent a year in Australia on a student visa and bounced around jobs and girlfriends ever since.

Rory washed her hair, annoyed at how long it took to apply shampoo and conditioner to her long locks. She massaged her scalp and then wondered why Gemma was single. Rory remembered her friend to be a fantastic companion. Gemma had always been her confidante when she was younger. She had been the first person Rory had confided in when she had wanted to come out. Her heart warmed as she remembered her friend’s soft smile and words of encouragement. She had confided in Gemma about her feelings for her first girlfriend and remembered how good it had been to talk to Gemma when she’d returned from uni for Michelle’s party.

As she rinsed her hair and deftly ran body wash over the rest of her body, she wondered if Gemma could be a friend once again. She needed someone in her corner. All her university friends were caught up in careers and families, and her school friends had never been as close to her as Gemma was. As much as she wanted and desired Gemma, she realised she needed her as a friend more than she needed her as a lover. She mentally chastised herself for getting caught up in the opera's romance last night. Being in a suit rather than a dress had made her feel powerful and sexy. Seeing Gemma in that dress had inflamed her libido, and combined with the red wine lowering her inhibitions, she had let herself get carried away with flirting. She knew she had to put a stop to that and needed to rein herself in. Rory knew she was not in a place to fall into a relationship. It would be unfair to any potential partner to ask them to commit to her when she didn’t fully know who she was. Resolved, she dried herself off and pulled on a pair of smart jeans, steeling herself for whatever the families threw their way this morning.
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Rory’s resolve was immediately tested as Gemma bounced into the breakfast room in a pair of short shorts and a strappy top. Her grandmother immediately lectured her about “proper attire in the dining room”, but Gemma had shrugged it off with a cheeky smile and a kiss to her grandmother's cheek. Rory had always admired Gemma’s rebellious attitude towards anything her parents or grandparents thought correct.

Rory’s family were well established around Larchester, but Gemma’s father was newly rich when Gemma had started at Rory’s private school. Whilst Rory had been through prep school and then to senior school, Gemma had been in the state system until her father moved her to the same private school as Rory. Their parents had become friends at the tennis club, and Rory had been asked to look after Gemma. Initially, she didn’t want a silly first year traipsing around after her. She was in the upper fifth and making her mark on the school. Quickly though, the bubbly teenager had become a firm friend. Their shared history was a big part of what was holding Rory back from going further with Gemma. Breakfast was thankfully uneventful, once Rory had got used to Gemma flitting around in her short shorts, and soon they were preparing to head out to the swimming pool.
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Rory returned to her room to change, grateful for the privacy. Unlike Gemma in those deliciously short shorts, Rory had dressed properly for breakfast and now poked through the things she had bought with her for something to wear. She pulled out her swimming costume and pulled it on her body, not stopping to think too much or she would never leave her room. Fortunately, she had thrown it into her suitcase on the off-chance of visiting the spa here.

She smoothed the fabric over her body and stopped to take in the high cut on her hips and twisted round to see how it dipped in the back. She had bought this for the last holiday she and Darcy had spent overseas. Rory had been running on empty, having worked hard on a big case, the bonus for which was paying for the holiday. She had been looking forward to spending a couple of weeks exploring the local sights and switching off from work, whilst Darcy wanted to shop, lounge around by the pool and snap pictures for her Instagram feed. When Darcy had joined Rory on an excursion, she moaned about the heat and her feet so much that it ruined the day. Eventually, Rory had relented and spent the rest of the holiday by the pool reading whilst Darcy worked on her tan. She had never been so bored in her life, and daily she had to cope with Darcy moaning about the fact that Rory wasn’t in a bikini like she was.

Rory pushed the thoughts away and pulled on a pair of shorts and a vest top over her swimsuit. She didn’t hold out much hope of getting some proper swimming in but grabbed her goggles anyway. She threw everything into a small backpack and rushed to join her parents, who were meeting in the hotel's lobby before heading to the pool.
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Before they arrived, Gemma’s family had already arranged sun loungers, a couple of tables, and glasses of lemonade for everyone. Rory had wondered how long it would be until George started ordering Pimm’s for everyone and groaned at the thought of the combination of sunshine, alcohol and Gemma in a swimming costume. She pushed away thoughts of last night as her gaze was drawn to the sun lounger where she had slept with Gemma in her arms. Resolved not to go down that path again, she purposefully chose a sun lounger as far away from their spot last night as she could, while still being a part of the group. She glanced around quickly but couldn’t see Gemma. Her shoulders relaxed a little at the thought of being able to get settled without Gemma being around. Her talk to herself in her room bounced around her head. She wanted Gemma as a friend. She couldn’t get distracted by her lust, and she was in no position to fall into another relationship right now.

Splashing behind drew her attention. The world seemed to morph into slow motion as Gemma emerged from the swimming pool in the sexiest bikini Rory had ever seen. The water sluiced down her body, and Rory’s gaze was drawn to her cleavage. Her full curves were on show, and Rory wanted to simultaneously rip the bikini from Gemma’s body and make passionate love to her and throw a towel over her so no one else could see the beauty that should be hers. Rory swallowed hard. This was going to be a long day.
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GEMMA


Gemma positioned herself on the sun lounger and sighed happily as the sun beat down on her skin. Rather than the stifling heat of London, the sun here was welcome, and she tipped her face upward in silent worship, absorbing as much energy and vitamin D from it as she could. She’d taken a picture of herself to send to Teagan and posted one of her and the family on her social media. She’d even got Rory to pose for a picture, and Teagan had replied that Gemma looked happy, and that Rory was hot!

Gemma giggled and put her phone away. Teagan was bi and, though she was committed to Brad, she always had a comment or two about the women Gemma dated.

Not that she would be dating Rory, Gemma reminded herself. The last thing she needed right now was to have a fling with an old flame who was on the rebound.

She wriggled on the sun lounger and pulled the halter neck strap of her hastily purchased bikini over her head to avoid any tan lines. She had liberally applied sunscreen and settled back to enjoy the heat of the sun, which was glorious and hot for mid-May. Rory huffed from the bed next to her, and Gemma felt a frown cross her forehead before consciously relaxing again. Rory had been unsettled and distant since she’d arrived. At first, she had tried to select a sun lounger away from Gemma, but the grandmothers had decided they wanted to sit together and shooed Rory away. She’d then tried to settle with her parents, but they were all discussing the gossip from the tennis club, and she was moved on again. With a huff, she had settled next to Gemma but within minutes she was stripping off and thrashing up and down the pool with strong, sleek strokes before her grandmother chided her for splashing too much. With a sigh, she had settled back on her sunbed with a towel across her lap and tried to concentrate on her Kindle, before huffing and announcing she was going to look at the lake. Gemma needed time away from Rory and happily let her go. The other woman was giving her whiplash with her changing moods this weekend, and Gemma was getting exhausted living with it. Eventually, the lack of sleep from last night and the Pimm’s her dad had pressed into her hands as soon as midday ticked around took her over, and she felt her head dropping.

“Gemma.”

“Mmm.” Gemma moaned, enjoying the sun on her body until a cold drip landed on her overheated chest. She shot up in shock and looked into the grinning face of Rory.

“Don’t do that,” she chided before sitting up, belatedly realising that her top was still not properly secured around her neck and was showing far more breast than she wanted to. This bikini had been a hurried purchase in the hotel’s shop this morning, but now she wished she had something a little more conservative on.

“Sorry.” Rory had the good grace to look sheepish. “I didn’t want you to burn. You’re looking very red.”

Gemma pulled her straps over her head and looked down. Her skin was pink, and as she pressed a hand to it, she felt how hot it was. She smiled in begrudging thanks and swallowed at the sight of Rory in a swimsuit. Unlike her own, this was not designed for sunbathing. It was a classic racer style with the high cut on the hip emphasising Rory’s long legs, and Gemma felt her mouth go dry.

“How about a dip in the pool?” Rory suggested.

Gemma could only nod in agreement and gently lowered herself into the cool water, her bikini really not designed to withstand the rigours of jumping in.

The water was blissfully cool against her overheated skin, and for a moment she trod water next to Rory as her body adjusted to the change in temperature. Rory swam gently up the length of the pool, Gemma caught up with her and for a moment they just swam side by side, avoiding a group of youngsters playing a game on the other side of the pool. Gemma grinned. “A few years ago that was us.”

“Yep. Sometimes it feels like only yesterday, and other times it feels like it’s another lifetime.”

Rory’s look was heavy. Her eyebrows bunched together in thought.

Gemma’s own thoughts went back to family holidays where she and Rory had larked about in swimming pools together until she settled on the last holiday when they had both decided they were too cool for playing games and Gemma’s only reason to get into the water was to wash off the sun lotion Rory had applied so she could feel her friends’ hands on her skin again.

“Are you sure you don’t mind driving me home?” Gemma turned to look at Rory, hoping to move her mind away from the thought of Rory’s hands on her skin. “I feel your grandmother pushed you into it a bit.”

“Not at all, I was going to suggest it, but she beat me to it.” Rory smiled, and for a moment the carefree woman from yesterday smiled back at her. “I’m sorry again for sending you mixed messages.” Rory put an arm on the wall of the pool and motioned for Gemma to join her. They were at the shallow end of the pool, and she moved across to sit on one of the steps. Rory’s hair was in a messy bun on top of her head, but she still looked put together and as elegant as she had in her suit last night.

“I’m…” Rory sighed, “I’m just not in a place to be with someone right now, no matter how much I might want them.” She flashed a grin, and Gemma felt her cheeks heat far more from that one look than the blazing sun had done all day.

“You saying things like that doesn’t help, you know.” Gemma sighed. “I’ve not got a great track record myself, you know. I told you last night, I can’t keep any relationship going for more than six weeks with the average being around three. I’ve tried, and it doesn’t work.”

“Do you want a relationship?”

“I think so.” Gemma splashed herself with water to cool down again now she was half in, half out of the water. “At first I was happy to just, date and, you know…” She shot a look at Rory, who caught her meaning and blushed slightly. “But recently I’ve wanted more. I see my housemate and her boyfriend and see how happy they are, and I want that. Partying and nights out aren’t as much fun as they used to be, and I see them watching movies together and cuddled on the sofa, and I feel alone.”

Rory’s hand lifted towards her before she snatched it back to her side. Anything she was going to say to Gemma was lost as her mother called out to them that they were getting sandwiches for lunch. Feeling that the moment with Rory was now lost, she got out of the pool and joined the families at a table under an umbrella.
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Later that afternoon, Gemma reluctantly pulled on her shorts and t-shirt and walked with Rory back to the main building of the hotel. She wobbled a bit as the combination of alcohol and sunshine finally took hold of her. She would need to take a break from the booze after this weekend and realised, finally, why their families had always been laughing on holiday, it was because they were pickled most of the time. The rest of their families had returned to the hotel an hour earlier, but she and Rory had been determined to make the best of the day. Before long they would both return to the bustle and oppressive heat of the city, and they both seemed to want to enjoy the quiet sunshine of the countryside.

They exited the lift that had deposited them on their floor. This morning, Rory had escorted her back to her room like a perfect gentleman, and she seemed to be doing it again. Gemma hadn’t really paid attention if she was honest as she was eager not to be caught doing the walk of shame back into the hotel. She was about to comment on it when Rory drifted to the left and ricocheted off a wall. They both giggled, and Gemma took her arm to steady her, only to giggle as she realised that she was just as drunk and unsteady on her feet as Rory.

“Fuck, I think I’ve drunk enough this weekend to keep me going the rest of the month.” Rory groaned and then giggled.

“I know, and we still have dinner to go.”

Anything else she was going to say was swept from her mind as Rory’s arm snaked around her waist and a warm hand brushed over her skin. Her brain short-circuited, and she bit back a moan. They arrived at Gemma’s door, and she wriggled the key card out of her shorts.

“Do you want to…” Gemma flicked a gaze up at Rory from under her lashes. Every conversation they’d had today melting away as the heat of desire took over her again.

“Fuck yes!”

Gemma turned to the door to swipe the card and felt Rory’s hot mouth kissing her neck. Rory’s arms wrapped around her from behind, and Gemma could feel Rory’s breasts pressed into her back. She finally managed to get the door open, and they stumbled into the room. As soon as the door clicked shut, Gemma spun around and crashed her mouth to Rory’s. The flames of desire that had crawled over her body settled in her clit, and she desperately wanted Rory. She didn’t want soft touches and whispered words; she wanted this woman to fuck her.

As their mouths moved against each other, she felt Rory’s tongue demand entrance, and she willingly opened her mouth to let her in. Her tongue duelled with Rory’s for a moment, delighting in the velvety softness she found there. Rory tasted of Pimm’s and sunshine, and Gemma couldn’t get enough. She felt Rory’s hands slide upwards, and she pulled her head away only long enough for Rory to slip her top over her head. Rory tossed it somewhere in the bedroom and then returned her lips to Gemma’s.

Rory’s hands slid over Gemma’s tummy and then up to cup her breasts. The heat in Gemma coalesced into a burning white light. Rory’s strong fingers traced her nipples through the fabric of her bikini top, and Gemma’s core tightened with need. Deftly, Rory pulled the strap over Gemma’s head and pushed the fabric down around her waist. Gemma had left the window open this morning to get some fresh air into the room. Now, a cool breeze washed over her, puckering her nipples. She was only cold for a moment as Rory’s hands were soon back on her breasts, gently massaging them and covering her cold nipples with her warm, steady hands.

Gemma tipped her head back and thrust her chest into Rory’s hands. She closed her eyes to lose herself in the sensation when a warm mouth surrounded one nipple and Gemma felt her core pulsate once again. She had never come only from nipple play before, but she felt she was one swipe of Rory’s tongue away from exploding. Her hands clasped onto Rory’s clothes, but Rory was in complete control. She felt herself being pushed against the wall and was grateful for the support as her legs were quivering with need. She felt Rory’s leg press into her centre and tipped her hips so that her clit got the friction it desperately wanted. Rory licked and kissed one nipple before switching her hand and mouth and kissing the other one. Gemma ground herself against Rory’s leg when Rory sucked her nipple hard and a wave of heat washed over her. She wanted to be naked with this woman. She wanted Rory’s fingers inside her, and she wanted all this now.

Her hands were uncoordinated as she pawed at Rory’s shorts to get them undone, but her fingers wouldn’t work properly. She finally reached out with a shaky hand and tipped Rory’s head up so she could capture her lips with hers again. Rory’s mouth was warm and insistent. Gemma ran her hands up Rory’s back and through the wisps of hair at the base of her neck before gasping in pleasure as Rory pinched a nipple. Gemma cupped Rory’s head and pulled her closer. God, this woman was incredible. Gemma reached for the hairband that held Rory’s hair in place and pulled it off, wanting to rake her fingers through Rory’s luscious chestnut hair.

As her hair cascaded around her, Rory snapped her head up and her hands away from Gemma. She pushed herself back, and Gemma felt a waft of cold air drift over her body. She looked into Rory’s eyes for an explanation, but the usually expressive orbs were dull and shuttered.

“I’m sorry, I can’t.” Rory stammered out. She stepped further away from Gemma. The heat that had been rising in her as Rory expertly caressed her body changed from one of desire to something far less enjoyable. A sick feeling gurgled in her stomach, and anger flared across her body.

“Are you fucking kidding me right now!” Gemma stood back from Rory and covered her naked breasts with her arms.

Rory stood looking dejected, with her head dropped and eyes closed.

“I-I’m sorry but I can’t.” She fiddled with the bow on her shorts, bringing Gemma’s attention back to the body that she had fantasised about running her fingers and tongue over before the day was out. All hints of desire drained away from Gemma as Rory, yet again, rejected her and left her heart in a mess.

“I wish I could explain things.” Rory ran a hand through her hair before roughly tugging it back into a ponytail.

Her actions were harsh, but there was a vulnerability emanating from her that Gemma couldn’t explain.

“You’ve been leading me on all fucking weekend Rory!” She put her hands on her hips, ready to face off against Rory but then remembered that her bikini top was still bunched around her waist and her breasts were swaying, naked, in front of Rory’s face. Gemma tried to ignore the flash of desire that rippled across Rory’s face before being replaced by pain and something else that Gemma couldn’t interpret.

“I know, and I’m truly sorry, but….” Rory turned away and wrapped her arms around herself whilst Gemma scooped up her top and secured it around her neck. She fastened it securely before adjusting her breasts to make sure her nipples faced forward and looked good. If Rory truly didn’t want her anymore, then Gemma had every intention of making it as difficult for her as possible.

“I wish I could explain.” Rory ran a hand over her face but still stood away from Gemma.

“I don’t want to hear it, Rory,” Gemma spat out. “I don’t care about your hang-ups or your stupid fiancée or whatever the fuck else is going on with you. Just. Go!”

Gemma turned on her heel and stalked over to the window to look out over the manicured lawns that she and Rory had walked across last night. She wrapped her arms around herself, partly for comfort and partly because the air con was too cold. As much as she wanted Rory to wrap her arms around her and tell her she was sorry and that it would all be okay, she was relieved when she heard the door click shut and she was finally alone again.
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RORY


Rory sat up in bed and rubbed her hand over her face. Weariness almost pulled her back under the covers, but she knew she had to join the family for breakfast and check out before heading back to London. She forced herself out of bed and padded across her hotel room to make a coffee. As the coffee machine sputtered and gurgled, she swished the curtains open and looked out across the lawns to the swimming pool and grimaced. This weekend had been a total disaster, and she was surer than ever that her relationship with Gemma would be irreconcilable.

Gemma.

Her shoulders slumped as she remembered she was driving Gemma home. The prospect of a tense three hours in a car driving back to London was not pleasant, and she wondered how she could get out of it. The need to slink home without seeing the other woman again was greater, at the moment, than her grandmother’s wrath.

Dinner last night had been pleasant but strained. Fortunately, the grandmothers had monopolised their granddaughters’ attention, and no one had really clocked that Rory and Gemma were not speaking to each other. When Phyllis had poked her granddaughter and asked her what was wrong, Rory had come up with some guff about being tired and worn out by the sun. In fact, everyone at the table had looked tanned but tired and, fortunately, everyone went to bed soon after dinner. Gemma had pretty much run away as soon as politeness allowed with a kiss to her grandmother’s cheek, so there was no chance for Rory to explain, to find the words for Gemma that she couldn’t find for herself.

Her phone pinged with a message from her mother reminding her about breakfast in the main dining room, and Rory shook herself out of her thoughts and went into the bathroom. As she took her hair down from the messy bun she had slept in, she remembered Gemma running her hands through it last night and the reaction she’d had. It was extreme, she knew that, but her hair was the main thing she hated about herself right now. She wanted to cut it shorter but knew that a bob wouldn’t suit her face and would likely annoy her more than the long hair would.

Quickly, she washed and conditioned her hair before reaching for the body wash. As she ran her hands over her body, she noticed the tan lines at the top of her thighs where her costume had been yesterday. She thought about the time spent by the pool and then the time in Gemma’s room. God, how she had wanted her. Her mind was whirring with thoughts and feelings, but her body was certain in its need for Gemma. She briefly wondered what would have happened if she hadn’t acted like a fool and run away again. Would they have had sex? Probably. Would they have met again last night and slept together? Taken their time with each other’s bodies? Could she have slept another night with Gemma in her arms? Possibly. She would never know now.

She pulled on her jeans and a shirt before gulping her coffee and dashing to the dining room. As she approached, she saw George lingering by the door and approached him happily.

“Hey George, are we the only two down?” She gave him a quick kiss on the cheek and looked around.

“Yes, Isabelle is doing her hair.” He sighed dramatically. “And your parents have taken the grandmothers for a quick turn around the gardens as Isabelle is running late. I’ve not seen Gemma, but I’m sure she will be here. You know what she’s like in the morning.”

They both chuckled good-naturedly and let the hovering waiter show them to a table. There was no point in hanging around in the hallway, and she needed more coffee. Her brain was still not fully awake because of the fitful night’s sleep she’d had, and she needed the boost. Once the waiter had left them with coffee and some toast, George turned to her.

“So, London legal life suiting you?” He fiddled with the sugar spoon before thoughtfully adding sugar to his coffee.

“Yes, lovely thanks.” She smiled, not letting on that the constant travel and overseas trips were starting to wear her down or that working on deals worth millions, if not billions, of pounds was not as exciting as it had been in the past.

“Well, you know.” He cleared his throat. “We are always looking for good lawyers down here.” He sipped his coffee and looked at her from behind his glasses. His face was almost as familiar to her as her own father’s.

“Oh.” Rory sipped her black coffee, wincing at the heat of it but grateful for some time to think. George had been instrumental in her going to London and qualifying as a lawyer, but never had he offered her a job or talked about her coming home.

“It’s just.” He cleared his throat again. “You know, with you and Gemma.” He waved his hands around in a vague back-and-forth motion. “And of course you’ve been like a daughter to me for a while, and it would be good to have her living closer to home.”

Rory put a hand up to stop him. “I don’t know what you think is happening with me and Gemma, but until Friday night we hadn’t seen each other for ten years, and I think it’s unlikely that we will see each other again for a while after this weekend.”

“It’s okay, Rory.” He put a hand on hers and spoke softly. “I saw you leaving her room yesterday morning.”

Rory gulped and took another sip of her coffee. She weighed her words carefully.

“There isn’t anything going on, George. We fell asleep by the pool after talking all night, and I walked her back to her room. It’s been a pleasant weekend catching up, but I don’t think we will see each other again soon.”

The words cut into her as she realised they were true. The friendship that she craved had been cut down with her rash and drunken action yesterday afternoon. Rory sighed.

“But you like each other,” George countered. “Couldn’t you, you know, give her a try and see how things go? I will be retiring soon and looking for a successor in the business.” He tapped a hand on the table. “She’s not been very good at relationships, you know. Typical of her, she can’t seem to commit to anyone. I think you might be the exception.”

Anything else he was about to say died on his lips as the rest of the group arrived, followed by a pale-looking Gemma a few minutes later.

Rory made polite conversation and tried to put George’s words into context. It very much felt like he was offering his daughter’s hand in exchange for a slice of his business. She knew that wouldn’t sit well with Gemma and remembered what Gemma had told her about her parents interfering with her life.

“What time are you two heading off?” Her mother’s words cut into her thoughts, and Rory was confused.

“Huh?” was the only intelligible thing she could come up with. Had her mind drifted so much that she’d lost track of the conversation?

“You and Gemma.” Her mother clarified. “I thought you were giving her a lift home as the trains aren’t running.”

Rory saw Gemma stiffen in her chair.

“There’s really no need for that.” Gemma’s words were clipped. “I’m sure there’s a replacement bus running, and I don’t want to put Rory out.”

“Nonsense,” Phyllis interjected. “We've arranged for Rory to drive you, and she would be happy to, wouldn’t you Rory?”

Rory quickly nodded her agreement, slight amusement tickling the back of her mind that she could face down any opponent in court or across the negotiating table but immediately crumpled in front of her grandmother.

As Gemma protested again, Rory cut in and assured her it wouldn’t be a problem. As they spoke, she realised she wanted to drive Gemma home. Not only because it would give them time to talk and hopefully for Rory to explain what happened. But also to make sure she got home safely and with no interruptions to her journey. The protectiveness she’d had of Gemma as a teenager seemingly had developed into a longing to look after her as an adult. If this had been any other woman and she was feeling like this after only a few days, Rory would have said she was crackers. But these feelings towards Gemma seemed perfectly natural.

“Gemma.” Rory looked her in the eyes and for a moment saw a flash of pain cross her face before an impassive and neutral expression settled on her features. “It’s really no bother, and I’d like to share the journey with you.”

Before Gemma had time to agree or otherwise, Mary clapped her hands and declared the matter settled before asking Rory about her week coming up. Rory babbled on about her upcoming cases, but her mind was occupied with thoughts of Gemma and how she could explain things to her.
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Less than an hour later, Gemma and Rory were settled into Rory’s Porsche and driving out of the hotel. It was another glorious English summer day, and Rory was grateful for the air conditioning that kept the car’s interior cool. They had said farewell to the families, bundled their overnight bags into her impossibly small boot, and set off down the driveway. Like many country house hotels, the driveway was long, and Rory drove slowly along it in case she met another car coming towards her on the single-track piece of tarmac. She deftly turned out onto the country road from the hotel and pressed her foot to the pedal. For a moment, she relished the roar of the engine and the solid way the momentum of the car pressed her into her seat. She deftly negotiated the winding country roads until she finally turned onto the motorway. With another determined press of her foot, she urged the car forward. This time it could fully open up, and she sped along the motorway. Another gasp from Gemma had Rory glancing at the speedometer. With a wince, she lifted her foot slightly and settled the car back at the speed limit before activating the cruise control. The last thing she needed right now was a speeding ticket, which would need to be declared at work.

[image: ]


The radio station played in the background, and for a few moments she let the car gobble up the miles. The tension was palpable in the car, and Rory searched her brain for the right words to start the conversation. For someone who was so effective in court and persuasive in the boardroom, she was now drawing a blank with the woman who used to be her best friend. She drummed her fingers in tune with the radio and then took a big breath.

“It wasn’t just kids that we broke up over.” She knew it was a statement completely out of left field, but she had to start the conversation somewhere.

“What?” Gemma turned her head and looked at Rory. For a moment, Rory stared at her face. Gemma drew her brows together, and her eyes were cold. Rory turned her concentration back to the road. Even though her car could avoid a crash on its own, she found the need to look ahead at the road in front of her rather than into Gemma’s eyes made the conversation easier.

“Darcy and me. We didn’t break up over just having kids or the wedding.” She let out a sound that was half cough and half sigh. “Although I should have realised when she persuaded me to buy this sports car rather than a sensible SUV that kids were not part of her plan, but I was trying to convince myself that I was in love with her and couldn’t see the cracks in the relationship.”

“Weren’t you in love with her?” Gemma’s voice was quiet, but Rory could hear some genuine interest and concern, so carried on.

“Not really. At work, someone pointed out that I should consider marriage if I wanted to become a partner. Also, there was no one else I was interested in, and I thought I could grow to love her.”

“Did she love you?”

“No, Darcy only loved herself.” Rory sighed, “and my bank account,” she added quickly. “Don’t feel bad for her, though. Despite what my grandmother says about her, I really wasn’t as good a girlfriend as I could have been. I asked her to marry me because it would have been good for my career, and I spent too long at the office to be fully committed to her. But that wasn’t the reason we broke up.” She took a long breath to study herself.

“The thing is…” She gripped the steering wheel tighter and swallowed several times before she could get the words out. This was harder than she had thought it would be. It hadn’t been this hard when she’d told Darcy. Perhaps that was an indication of how wrong they were for each other, because Gemma’s opinion mattered so much more to her than Darcy’s ever did.

“The thing is…” she said again, willing herself to say the phrase that had been bouncing around her head all weekend.

“I’m not sure I want to be a girl anymore.”
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GEMMA


Gemma sat back in her seat and looked at Rory.

“What do you mean?”

A hundred questions were roaming around her head at Rory’s statement, but she couldn’t quite pin any of them down. She was confused.

Rory’s hands tightened on the steering wheel, and Gemma could feel the tension rolling off her. Whatever this was to Rory, it was deeply troubling. She took a breath to steady herself and then reached a hand over to Rory’s, gently closing her fingers over Rory’s hand.

“Relax your grip.” She deliberately tried to keep her voice low. “You’ll break your steering wheel in half if you keep this up.”

Rory sighed and loosened her grip on the steering wheel.

“I mean.” Rory’s voice was thick with emotion. “I mean that I don’t know who I am anymore. I wear suits for work, but they’re women's suits, and I hate how they highlight my curves. I hate that I have curves. On Friday, wearing an evening suit and brogues felt so much more…me.”

Her body finally relaxed back into the seat with an audible sigh.

Gemma rested her hand on Rory’s thigh. Unlike Friday, when it was a flirty move designed to inflame Rory’s senses and get her into bed, this was gentle, meant to comfort and encourage Rory to speak more. After a few minutes of silence, Gemma decided to gently probe her friend again.

“I know we haven’t spoken in ten years, but I think we’ve reconnected this weekend, and obviously our families are close.” She paused before she rambled on too much. She waved a hand in the air to reset her thoughts. “What I mean is, you were my best friend when I was younger, I feel really close to you again and I’m here for you. Whatever you need to say to me Rory, please feel free to say it. I’m here for you. I won’t judge, but I can see you are upset, and I want to help you and be here for you.”

As she said the words, she realised the truth of them. That she would be here for Rory, in whatever capacity she needed. She knew she was insanely attracted to Rory. Her body’s reaction to her this weekend had confirmed that. But above all, she was Rory’s friend. A friend she had been estranged from for far too long. She couldn’t, wouldn’t, let another moment of drunken desire dominate their friendship.

“I don’t know myself.” Rory admitted, “I just know that I’m not happy. Darcy wanted a beautiful girlfriend, but I never saw myself as beautiful.”

Gemma opened her mouth to protest that Rory was beautiful but stopped herself, and thought about how Rory had looked over the weekend. Rory was stunningly gorgeous and very hot, especially in that tuxedo, but beautiful? She wasn’t sure that was the word to describe her.

“The closer we got to the wedding, the more uncomfortable I became,” Rory continued. “Darcy kept pushing me to have a beautiful dress and to have my hair up and professional makeup done. I hated every moment. I kept trying to tell her I wanted to wear a suit and have my hair in a bun, but she wouldn’t listen to me. It all came to a head when I told her I wanted to cut my hair. She said she wasn’t going to get married to a butch dyke, that she was a lesbian because she liked women, not women who wanted to be men. She was so angry and horrible about it.” Rory took a shaky breath.

Gemma squeezed her thigh again, belatedly realising her hand was still resting there.

“I said to her that perhaps that’s what I was.”

Gemma turned her head and saw tears pooling in Rory’s eyes.

“Why don’t we pull over and talk?”

Rory dropped a hand from the steering wheel and squeezed Gemma’s hand.

“Probably a good idea.” She smiled through her tears. “I knew you were my friend for a reason.”

Fortunately, a motorway services was not too far away, and before long Gemma was sitting next to Rory on a bench. They both clutched iced coffees and had found a space away from the rest of the travellers who had stopped. It was an interesting juxtaposition of situations. The bench was on a patch of grass, partially shaded by trees with the summer sun filtering through the leaves. It was a gorgeous place to sit, but not a hundred metres away a huge concrete and glass building bustled with people stopping off on their travels. For a moment, Gemma took in the mix of harassed parents, smiling couples and excited children flowing in and out of the building. She turned her attention back to Rory and shuffled close to her on the bench.

It was amazing how in the space of 24 hours they had gone from drunkenly undressing each other to ignoring each other at dinner and now, finally, having the talk that had been long overdue.

“So,” Gemma tuned out the sound of cars whizzing past on the motorway and focused on Rory, “what happened with us?”

“Do you mean yesterday or ten years ago?”

“Start with yesterday.” Gemma squeezed Rory’s hand. She wished Rory wasn’t wearing sunglasses so she could see her eyes, but realised that, like in the car, the sunglasses were a barrier to looking her in the eyes and that seemed to help Rory open up.

“I think I need to go back ten years, actually.” Rory took a sip of her coffee before taking a deep breath. “I didn’t go to the party intending to seduce you, you know.” She smiled at Gemma. “You were my friend, my dad’s friend's kid, someone I had looked after. I hadn’t realised how much you had grown up. Until I left to go to uni, I hadn’t realised you were maturing and growing up. You were my friend and nothing more. Then I went away to university, we hadn’t seen each other for months and suddenly I was back, and I realised you were a young woman and more grown up than I wanted you to be. That party, I’d had an argument with my girlfriend and wanted to see you again. I needed to be with my friend. Except as I saw you drinking with the others, I realised you were not a girl anymore but a beautiful woman.” Rory paused and grinned at Gemma. “You know, you plus alcohol are a dangerous combination.”

Gemma giggled despite herself. She knew what Rory meant and had to agree.

“No,” she replied playfully, “YOU and alcohol are a bad mix.”

Rory laughed, and Gemma felt her heart clench at the sound.

“I couldn’t believe how beautiful you were.” Rory glanced up. “How beautiful you are,” she corrected. “Suddenly all those feelings of friendship spilled into the sudden desire I had for you and... well, you know what happened.”

Gemma did, she could still remember what Rory had felt like as she fucked her. How their bodies had felt together. The feel of Rory’s lips on hers.

“I think the same thing happened this weekend. I arrived with all my baggage, and there you were. Looking sexy but still my friend that I had loved for so many years.”

Gemma ducked her head and nudged Rory with her shoulder. From anyone else, that declaration of love would have her running for the hills, but she knew Rory meant it as a friend.

Rory swallowed hard before speaking again.

“Darcy was meant to be with us this weekend. Your mum probably didn’t mention that. When I told her Darcy wasn’t coming, I think that’s when she invited you. Anyway, I was so pissed off with Darcy that I went out and bought a suit to wear, almost to spite her in her absence. When I put it on, I felt like me, properly me. I hadn’t ever worn this suit, but it was immediately perfect and familiar and just”–she waved her hand around for emphasis–“right. When I saw you getting out of the taxi, I felt powerful and sexy, and I guess that plus the wine plus that bloody dress got me in trouble.”

“You didn’t hear me complaining, did you?” Gemma reached for Rory’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “Also, I was there, I didn’t stop anything that was happening. As I said, I’m a big girl now and can make my own mind up.”

“And if it was going to be a one-night thing, then it would have been different but...” Rory gulped again and took another sip of her coffee. For a moment she looked transfixed by the condensation on the plastic cup, and her long finger trailed through the moisture. Gemma tried and failed to push away the memory of that same finger trailing through her wetness the night they had fucked. Gemma pulled her gaze away. Now was not the time to be thinking of that. Rory was her friend, and was hurting, and she needed to be here for her.

“I don’t know who I am. I’m changing, I’m not happy with me and I’ve just come out of a disastrous relationship. If I didn’t know you, it would be easier, but…. I think I need a friend. I need you.” She pulled her sunglasses off to look Gemma in the eyes.

Gemma could see tears welling again in Rory’s soft brown eyes, and her heart clenched again at the pain she saw there. Gemma placed her drink on the floor and moved forward to pull Rory into a hug. The scent that drifted up her nose reminded her of all the hugs they had shared as kids. Suddenly, Rory’s choice of a unisex perfume as a teenager made more sense. For a moment she nuzzled her face in the crook of Rory’s neck but resisted the urge to drop a kiss onto her warm, soft skin. That would not help the situation right now.

Gemma pulled away, but sat with one of Rory’s hands clasped in her own. “So,” she started gently, “are you telling me you’re nonbinary, trans? I’m still your friend, however you identify.”

Rory let out a shaky breath, and her body slumped into Gemma’s. She squeezed Gemma’s hand and fumbled with her coffee. Gemma released Rory’s hands and took her drink from her so Rory could wipe the tears that had pooled in her eyes. Gemma shoved one of the serviettes that had come with the coffee at Rory, and she wiped her eyes with it before blowing her nose.

“Sorry, not very elegant.” She managed a half-smile before a wave of seriousness washed over her. “I don’t know how I identify. That’s why I can’t fall into anything with you.” Rory took a shaky breath and released it slowly, as if to calm herself before speaking. “I think of those terms, but they don’t seem to fit me. But I know I don’t like how I look and feel. Darcy rejected me because I want to change, and I’m scared of how my parents will react.”

“They seemed fairly supportive over the weekend.” Gemma’s heart clenched at the pain that radiated off Rory. Her friend had always been her role model, her hero, the person in her life who knew what she wanted and went and got it. To see Rory like this, scared and unsure, was heart-wrenching. But at the same time, Gemma’s heart was full to bursting with gratitude that Rory felt safe enough with her to show her vulnerabilities and fears.

“I know, but it’s one thing when you have your hair in a bun and still look feminine in places and another thing if I go fully butch. What if it’s more? What if I want to change my pronouns or even transition?”

“Do you feel you want to?” Gemma pitched her voice so that it was inquisitive, not accusatory.

“I don’t know. I like the idea of being a strong woman, but then I look at myself in a mirror and hate the reflection coming back at me.”

“That makes sense. As for your family, they love you, Rory. And they know you’ve always been a bit of a tomboy. I can’t see them rejecting you.” Gemma wanted to cup Rory’s face in her hands and kiss her, but she knew right now that would change the dynamic of the conversation. Gemma’s love for her friend washed over her, and she was touched that Rory could open up to her as much as she had. “How long have you been feeling like this?”

Rory sniffed and shrugged before reaching for her cup again and taking a few large sips.

“I don’t know.” She tipped her head to the side as she always did when she was thinking. “I always admired the boys at school. I knew I didn’t want to date them, but there was something about their swagger that made me want to be just like them. When I was at university, I pushed the boundaries a bit more, you know, getting my hair cut a bit shorter and being a bit more butch when I could. But when I was starting my last year and looking for training contracts, my tutor called me into her office and told me I needed to decide how I wanted to be remembered. As the brilliant lawyer who got the plum job in a big London firm, or as a butch lesbian who struggled to get work. She made it very clear that the big London firms were not looking for someone who looked like I wanted to.” Rory pulled a face. “I hadn’t worked so hard at university to throw it away at the last minute, so I took her advice, I grew my hair out, got a woman’s suit and heels and nailed every interview I had and got my choice of jobs.”

Gemma felt a wave of anger wash over her at the thought that Rory had been forced into a box that she didn’t like because of her job.

“By the time I became senior enough to get away with dressing more how I wanted, Darcy had moved in and made it very clear that she wanted a woman as her girlfriend.” Rory threw her a lop-sided smile. “You see why I can’t get involved with anyone? My head is a mess, and I don’t know where I’m going or who I’m going to be at the end of it.”

“I understand, and I’m here for you as a friend, but Rory”—Gemma reached a hand out and tipped Rory’s face to hers so she could look her in the eyes “—not everyone is like Darcy. Please don’t think we are all like that.”

“So, if we were dating, and I decided to become a man, would you be okay with that?” Rory tipped an eyebrow. “It’s okay, I don’t need you to answer that, but that’s the dilemma I have. I just don’t know where I’m going. I just know I am not happy, and I need to be happy with myself before I can fully be happy with anyone else.” Rory swallowed. “I can’t let myself fall for someone who may abandon who I become in the future.”

Gemma weighed Rory’s words as they sat next to each other in companionable silence. Gemma was glad for the reprieve, and it looked as though Rory was equally happy to have a break from talking for a bit. She was right, of course; Rory often was about things. If they had been casual acquaintances, Gemma wouldn’t have minded and would be working on getting Rory out of her clothes and into a hotel room to get horizontal as soon as possible. But she knew in her heart that if they were physical again that there would be no way that they would be a quick fuck. They loved each other as friends too much, and they would both want to try a relationship, and that wasn’t fair on Rory as she was so confused. So, she told her libido to take a break and concentrated on listening to her friend.
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RORY


In all the car journeys that she’d taken with Darcy, Rory had never felt so at ease as she did now. Neither had she felt so contented. She relaxed back into her seat as the car purred along the motorway. The car was set to cruise control, so she didn’t really have to do much in the way of driving, besides steering – she could just relax and enjoy the feeling of Gemma’s hand in hers.

She hated to keep continually comparing the two of them in her head, but Gemma was so different to Darcy. Darcy would have been slumped in her seat, scrolling Instagram and moaning about how long the journey was taking before nagging Rory to put her foot down. Rory had long since given up explaining that as a lawyer, she couldn’t really fall foul of the law and how it would look bad if she had to go into the office and confess she had lost her licence, how she was scared it may cost her the job she had worked so hard to succeed in. That wasn’t strictly true, one of the partners had been banned for two years for doing 124 mph on the M1 and hadn’t suffered too much, but he was male and a son of one of the founding partners. Rory never wanted to take the risk. Perhaps that was why she had conformed for so many years with her appearance? She desperately wanted to fit in. Being a lesbian was one thing, but being the stereotypical butch lesbian? That was something she had fought against, and she didn’t want to be in that box. But, she wondered, had she put herself in another box? One that was fast becoming like a coffin and stifling her.

She took a few deep breaths, smiling when Gemma gave her hand a squeeze. She felt lighter since she had spoken to Gemma, and a peace had descended on the car. They had talked for as long as the free parking allowed before continuing their journey. Rory hadn’t expected to feel a sense of relief at having spoken to Gemma about how she was feeling, but the weight that had lifted from her was almost palpable.
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The journey went smoothly, and they soon parked in front of Gemma’s flat. Rory turned the car off, and the purr of the engine that had accompanied them from the hotel was absent. The silence stretched out as neither of them seemed to want to get out of the car.

“Do you want to come in? To use the loo or have a coffee or…” Gemma’s voice trailed off.

“That would be good, thanks.”

Rory rescued Gemma’s bag from the car and followed her to the front door.

“It’s amazing you got parked.” Gemma smiled. “Usually, it’s really tough to find a space around here.”

“Just lucky, I guess” Rory locked the car and followed Gemma to the front of her building. It was a concrete block that rose into the sky. The ground floor was taken up by shops, with three levels of apartments above it.

“I’m on the top floor.” Gemma called out as she opened the door. “Fortunately, there’s a lift.”

Rory followed her, unwilling to let Gemma take her suitcase from her. As well as being the chivalrous thing to do, it occupied her hands and gave her something to focus on. Rory followed Gemma to her front door, and after a bit of fiddling with her keys Gemma swung the door open.

“It’s not the biggest, but it’s home.” Gemma said. She cocked her head and paused for a moment. “Sounds like my flatmate is out. Here, put my bag on my bed and I’ll make us a drink.”

Rory took a moment to take in Gemma’s room. It wasn’t big and didn’t have much space aside from the double bed on one side and fitted wardrobes on the other, but it was undeniably Gemma’s space. Dresses and other clothes covered the bed, and Rory wondered if Gemma had struggled to work out what to take for the weekend. Just as she was about to turn back to the hallway, her eyes caught sight of a large stuffed elephant perched on a bedside table. Rory bit back a grin. She had won that for Gemma at a funfair in Halifax when the families had spent an Easter weekend at a hotel there. She and Gemma had begged the parents to let them visit the fair. Eventually, their parents relented, but they put Rory in charge and told her to look after Gemma.

She brushed the memory aside and walked up the small hallway to the large lounge/kitchen that took up the back half of the flat. Gemma had opened the patio doors, and immediately the noise and smells of the surrounding area floated in. Rory poked her nose out onto the minuscule balcony that overlooked the bustling neighbourhood that surrounded the flat.

“This is very vibrant.” Rory indicated the area around the flat. “Looks like tons of life.” She moved across the living area and propped a hip against the kitchen counter.

“Yes, it is.” Gemma handed Rory a cup of coffee. Rory smiled that without asking, Gemma had made her a black coffee. “It’s great. The cinema, shops and train station are all within walking distance, and there is a coffee shop downstairs that does a great macchiato.” Gemma grinned and led Rory to the sofa in the corner of the living room. “It’s not massive, but with London prices as they are, I can’t afford to live closer to the city.”

“I know what you mean. I was lucky to get some money when Pops died and could put a deposit down on a house.” Rory swallowed away the wave of sadness that arrived when she thought of her mum’s dad.

“I was sorry I couldn’t get back for the funeral.” Gemma sighed. “I couldn’t get the time off. He was such a lovely man and always gave me sweets, even when I was an adult.” She smiled, and for a moment they relaxed in the shared memory of Rory’s grandfather and the bag of barley sugar that he permanently had in his pockets.

“I feel like”—Rory ran a finger round the lip of her mug—“we’ve shared the last ten years without actually seeing each other. I know what you’ve been up to because I see your parents every few months or so when I visit home, but I’ve not seen you. Is that odd?”

“No.” Gemma let out a sigh. “And thank you for saying it. I was feeling the same. Every time Mum calls me to catch up, I hear about what’s happening with your parents or another wonderful thing that you’ve done.” Gemma wrinkled her nose. “Although she didn’t tell me you were engaged, which was odd. I found that out on Facebook.”

Rory winced. “Yeah, that was Darcy all over. If it didn’t go on social media, did it really happen?” She chuckled. “I’m glad we’ve reconnected. I don’t think I realised how much I’d missed you.”

For a moment they just looked at each other. Rory allowed her eyes to trace the slight changes in Gemma’s face and imagined Gemma doing the same.

“Can I ask a question?” Gemma’s voice cut across the silence.

“Of course.” Rory clasped her hands together to prevent her from reaching out and taking Gemma’s hand. Any walls that had been between them were gone after their talk in the car, and she felt she could be completely open with her, but one touch from Gemma could undo all her noble thoughts, and she desperately wanted to remain friends with Gemma.

“Why did you react so strongly when we were kissing yesterday? I know we’d had a bit to drink, but one minute you were making me feel magical, and then it was like having a bucket of cold water thrown over me.” Gemma’s voice was small, and Rory hated hearing the hurt that was there.

“Not that I’m planning to kiss you again. Just friends, I promise.” Gemma chuckled. “But I’d like to know what upset you.”

Rory sat up and swallowed a couple of times and tried to formulate a response, irrationally annoyed that she felt sad that Gemma didn’t want to kiss her again. She took a deep breath and heard it shudder as she exhaled.

“My hair.” She said softly. “I hate my hair.” Rory closed her eyes briefly at the memories of arguments with Darcy and years of discontent.

“As I mentioned, I was told at university that I needed to look more feminine.”

“I still think that’s bollocks,” Gemma grumbled quietly.

Rory stifled a grin. Of course her rebellious friend would think that. “So, I grew it, and for a while, I tried to have a longer, messier do that I could slick back when I wanted to be more of a tomboy. But then it was getting too hard to maintain, so I experimented with letting it grow a bit more. That’s when I met Darcy. She convinced me to grow it this long and insisted that I keep it girly and feminine.” Rory rubbed a hand over her face and pinched her nose.

Subconsciously, she tucked a loose strand behind her ear before continuing. “When we were planning the wedding, Darcy was forcing me into wearing a dress and having my hair done by a professional hairdresser, but I just wanted to cut it off. It was the biggest row we’d ever had, and she was pretty hurtful. Since then, I’ve hated it even more, but I don’t know what to do with it. Every hairdresser I go to wants to give me a bob or a long pixie cut, but that’s not what I want.” She took another shaky breath. “So, when you ran your hands through my hair, I just freaked out.” She took Gemma’s hand. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have let it get that far, but as I’ve said, you plus wine…” She winked at Gemma and saw a blush rise on her friend’s cheeks.

“I know, and I probably should have realised your emotions were all over the place, but you know...” Gemma bit her lip. “It’s been a while since I’ve been with a woman, and you are very fucking gorgeous and...” Gemma smiled and shrugged. “I tend to think with my libido first and my brain second, and it can get me into trouble.”

“And your heart?” Rory asked quietly as she rubbed a thumb over her friend’s knuckles.

“Oh, that never gets involved.” Gemma swished a piece of her own hair over her shoulder. “I’m never with anyone long enough to fall in love with them. I think I’d like to be in love and settled and all that.” She waved a hand around in the air to emphasise her point. “But as soon as the lust wears off, I realise I don’t actually like the person and then it’s over.”

For a brief moment, Rory imagined herself to be someone who could date Gemma but immediately pushed it from her mind. Gemma didn’t need someone who didn’t know herself and having just found her friend, she didn’t want to risk losing her again.

Gemma opened her mouth to say something, but it was drowned out by the front door of the flat opening and a loud voice shouting out.

“Gemma! Are you here?” The door slammed shut, and footsteps advanced up the hallway. “Can you believe some twat in a Porsche has parked in my spot?”

Gemma groaned, and Rory stifled a grin.

“You didn’t tell me it was someone’s parking space.” She hissed at Gemma before turning to look at the person who had walked into the living room. The redhead stopped and looked at Gemma and Rory before dropping her shopping bags onto the counter in the kitchen. Rory stood to introduce herself, but the redhead beat her to it.

“Hi, I’m Teagan, Gemma’s roommate.”

“Hello Teagan, I’m Rory. The twat in the Porsche.” She smiled as she saw the blood drain away from Teagan’s face before she added. “I’m sorry about your parking space. Gemma didn’t tell me they’re reserved.”

“Oh, um, they’re not. Not really, I just like that space because it’s close to the door,” Teagan rambled.

“Ah, same reason I wanted to park there.” Rory sent Teagan her most charming smile and turned to Gemma. “That’s probably a good push for me to get home. I have some bits to sort out before heading into work tomorrow.” She didn’t really want to go, but faced with Gemma’s roommate and friend, she suddenly felt like the flat was stifling her and she longed to be in the sanctuary of her own home.

Gemma nodded and walked Rory to the door. Before opening it, Rory turned back to Gemma, unsure of how to say goodbye. She desperately wanted to see Gemma again but didn’t know how to vocalise it. For a moment, they just looked at each other before Gemma walked into Rory’s arms for a hug. Instinctively, Rory wrapped her arms around Gemma. They had been tactile as teenagers, but Rory had never really thought about how good Gemma felt in her arms and how well they fit together. Reluctantly, Rory released Gemma and opened her mouth to ask her over for dinner.

“When can I see you again?” Gemma beat her to it and Rory chuckled.

“I was just about to ask if you wanted to come over for dinner.”

“Really?” Gemma smiled, and Rory knew it had been the right thing to ask her.

“Yeah, I mean I’ve seen your place. I thought you’d like to see mine and catch up some more.” Rory shrugged as if it was no big deal, but suddenly she wanted nothing more than to show Gemma her home.

“Sounds good. Would this Friday be too soon for you?”

Rory resisted the temptation to say that tomorrow night wouldn’t be too soon for her. She hadn’t left yet and was already missing Gemma. She nodded her agreement and double-checked Gemma’s number before heading off to her car. Friday couldn’t come soon enough.
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GEMMA


Gemma shut the door behind Rory and returned to Teagan in the living room.

“So that’s the famous Rory?” Teagan smiled and handed Gemma a glass of wine. Gemma looked at it suspiciously, remembering all the mischief she had got up to thanks to red wine over the weekend.

“Yes, that’s her.”

“Well, your photo didn’t do her justice.” Teagan took a sip of her own wine and fanned herself. “She’s hot with a capital H!”

Gemma sighed and smiled.

“You should have seen her in her suit.” She admitted with a grin. She pulled her phone out of her jeans and showed Teagan some pictures they had taken over the weekend.

“So, what of the famous fiancée?” Teagan settled on the sofa and beckoned Gemma over. “Was she insanely jealous that you were there?”

“Actually, she wasn’t there.” Gemma took a sip that was almost a glug and let her head flop back on the sofa as its warmth ran through her body. “She and Rory broke up a few months ago. That’s why I was invited at the last minute. Rory told me on the drive back that it was an engagement gift for her and Darcy, and when Darcy pulled out, I was invited in her place.”

“Oh wow, that’s…” Teagan searched for the word by wafting her hand around in the air. “I don’t know what to think of that, actually.”

“It was fine. It was just like it always had been. Even though it’s been ten years since we’ve seen each other, that time melted away and we went back to being friends again.”

Gemma let her mind wander back to the feeling of being with Rory. It had been so comfortable, so natural to spend time with her and to be in her presence again.

“That’s the thing with good friends.” Teagan interrupted her thoughts. “My bestie and I are like that. We can go months without talking and then boom, it’s like no time has passed.”

“Hey! I thought I was your bestie.” Gemma threw a cushion at Teagan and laughed. She knew that however close she and Teagan got, there was nothing to come between Teagan and her friend Jess. Their friendship had often reminded Gemma of how she and Rory used to be. “Anyway, I’m pleased that we have reconnected, and I think we can be friends again. I’m going to hers for dinner on Friday, so you can have the flat to yourself.”

Teagan smirked and pulled out her phone, presumably to tell her boyfriend the news.

“So….” Teagan drew out the words as she did when she was fishing for info. “Just how well did you ‘reconnect’?” She waggled her fingers in the air to imitate quotation marks and poked Gemma.

“Oh, nothing like that.” Gemma bit back a smile as images of Rory in her suit flew through her mind. Her body instantly remembered how it was when she stroked her neck in the theatre. Despite all the women she had been with, that remained the single most erotic thing anyone had ever done to her. Her body was getting aroused again just thinking about it.

“Oh my God! You totally hooked up, didn’t you? Your face is a picture.” Teagan threw her arms in the air triumphantly and then slapped Gemma on the arm.

“No, we didn’t,” she mumbled. Images of Rory stripping Gemma’s bikini top down assaulted her mind, the memory of how her body reacted as Rory took her nipple in her mouth coursed through her and sent a longing to her clit.

“Then why are you blushing?”

“Because.” Gemma blew out a breath to centre herself. “I really wanted to.” She admitted, more to herself than to Teagan. She took a moment to centre herself, wondering how much to reveal. But she needed to talk to someone. She couldn’t talk to her parents. Getting together with Rory would be everything they wanted for her, and they wouldn’t understand that Gemma didn’t do relationships.

“So why didn’t you?” Teagan regarded her over the rim of her rapidly emptying glass.

Gemma pondered the question for a bit and bought herself time by going to the kitchen to get the bottle of wine to top their glasses up. She ignored the fact that it was only 5 in the evening and rationalised her early drinking by figuring it was Sunday. She didn’t know how much of her story Rory would want shared. Judging by the way she acted as she revealed her secret to Gemma, she wouldn’t want it told to anyone else, certainly not without her permission. She swilled the red wine around her mouth before walking back to Teagan on the sofa.

“We did fool around a bit.” She had to admit that. Teagan was too good a friend to fool. Her blushes and smiles would give her away.

“And?” Teagan drew out the word.

“And we decided to be friends. Just friends. You know me, you know I can’t make a relationship last. I want her in my life as a friend.” She paused and looked away to centre her thoughts. “If we sleep together again, I might lose her forever, and I don’t want that.”

Teagan pulled a face but didn’t push the topic, preferring to talk instead about the opera, the dresses Gemma had seen and the hotel they’d stayed at. Fortunately, Gemma had taken several pictures and showed them to Teagan, pointing out the couple of celebrities that she’d spotted.

As she lay in bed later that evening, her phone pinged with a message from Rory

Rory:
Hey, I got home safe and looking forward to seeing you on Friday.




She then sent another message with her address.

Gemma hugged her phone to her chest and stared into the low light of her bedroom. She thought about everything that Rory had told her this morning and went back over the events of the past few days with that in mind. The chemistry between them was unmistakable, and she knew it wouldn’t take much to fall into bed with her.

She closed her eyes and remembered being nestled in Rory’s arms on the sun lounger. She had never felt so comfortable as she had been in her arms. Could she really be friends again with Rory after their night together? That had kept her away from Rory for ten years. She hadn’t known what to expect meeting Rory again but rediscovering her best friend was not something she had expected. Still being insanely attracted to Rory was something else that was out of the blue, and she didn’t know how to handle it.

She briefly considered reaching into her bedside table for her trusty battery-operated friend but felt awkward with Teagan in the flat, even though she had heard Teagan and Brad have sex several times and she was sure Teagan was aware of what she got up to with her previous lovers. Besides, being wound up about Rory and then pleasuring herself with Rory’s face imprinted on her brain didn’t feel right either. She let out a huff and then raised her head to look at her phone as it pinged with an incoming message.

Mum:
Hope you got home okay. It was lovely to see you and so pleased you and Rory reconnected. I’ve got some pictures from the weekend for you. Don’t leave it too long to come and see us again. Have a good week at work. Mum xx




The message was accompanied by several photos of the weekend, and Gemma flicked through them until she got to one of her and Rory in the swimming pool. It was taken when she and Rory had been chatting. Rory had a huge grin on her face, and Gemma’s eyes were filled with a longing she hadn’t realised she’d felt for her friend.

She placed the phone onto its charger and turned the lights off before flopping back onto the bed. The bedrooms in this flat faced the outdoor walkway that linked their front doors. Most days she didn’t bother opening her window as it was noisy with people coming and going along the walkway outside. Normally it didn’t bother her, but after a weekend in the countryside, the stuffiness of the city was bothering her. After several minutes of tossing and turning on her bed, she flicked the fan on to get some air circulating and eventually drifted off to sleep thinking about her dinner with Rory on Friday.
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Gemma finally emerged from the tube station on Friday evening at the back of a crowd of commuters. Almost all of them were in suits, and she could tick off in her head the likely occupations. This was the preserve of lawyers, financiers and senior doctors. Her mapping app told her it was a ten-minute walk to Rory’s house. She set off determinedly, but slowed her pace as she didn’t want to arrive frazzled and sweaty. They had agreed on “around 7pm” but Rory knew she was always late and wouldn’t mind. Gemma wished that she’d had time to change out of her office clothes, but a late meeting with a new client meant she’d had to come here straight from the office. The loose trousers and light blouse she had chosen this morning had felt very summery, but a day of meetings and tube journeys had taken its toll, and she just wanted a shower and to flop onto her sofa in shorts. She was looking forward to seeing Rory again and hoped she could at least slip her shoes off as her strappy sandals were killing her feet.

As she wandered past Waitrose, she wondered if she should stop and get something for Rory. She checked her watch and ducked inside, figuring that she had time to spare before she needed to be at Rory’s house. Briefly, she thought about getting a bunch of flowers, but that felt too much like they were on a date, even though she had never received flowers from a date before. Eventually she opted for a decent bottle of red wine, hoping Rory would see the humour in the gift, and set off again to Rory’s house.

As she walked, she thought about everything she had looked at this week and wondered how to bring it up in conversation with Rory. Having moped through her day on Monday, despite having lots to tell her co-workers about her weekend away, she had dived into Instagram and found several masc and butch lesbians to follow. This had led her down a research rabbit hole over clothes, hair, and even workout programs for butch and masc lesbians. She wanted to show Rory that she supported her journey, but didn’t want to be pushy.

As she rounded the corner of Rory’s street, her mouth dropped open, partly from the walk and being out of shape, but also because the tree-lined street was gorgeous. It was a perfect picture of British suburbia. Unlike her own neighbourhood, which had no parking and little in the way of greenery, Rory’s street had few cars parked on it because it looked like every house had a private driveway. It was tree-lined and looked like it had been plucked from a film set. The green of the trees contrasted with the dazzling blue of the sky and the evening sun. It felt like she was in another world, even though she was technically in the same city as her flat, further highlighting the differences between them. She slowed her pace and took in the houses. Most were semi-detached but still pretty big, with a couple of detached houses dotted along the avenue. It was wide and inviting and, in the early evening sun, looked gorgeous.

She checked her app again and looked up at Rory’s house. Wow. She knew Rory earned more than she did, aside from being a lawyer and working at one of London’s top firms. Yes, she had looked her up after their opera trip. The new Porsche and designer clothes gave away that Rory had a decent bit of money behind her. But her house was something else. Did she really live here alone? Gemma reckoned her flat would fit three or more times within Rory’s house. She swallowed a couple of times and walked up the path towards the front door. Other than its size and location, the property was unremarkable. It was a standard 1950’s build and fairly generic for the area with light brick work and white windows.

All thoughts of the house flew from her mind as the front door opened. Rory had obviously just got out of the shower, and her hair was still loose around her shoulders. She was in a faded pair of jeans and a loose white shirt. Her feet were bare, and Gemma stood for a moment taking in her appearance. She had thought that nothing was hotter than ‘Formal Rory’ in a suit. Then there was ‘Bathing Suit Rory’. Now ‘At home in jeans and loose white shirt Rory’, was taking the top spot in hotness. Gemma smiled and stepped into a hug with Rory, reminding herself that they were just friends and that spending the evening working out how to get that shirt off her was not in the plan.

“Hey, come in.” Rory grinned and waved an arm in welcome.

Gemma stepped into the hallway, and her head drifted upwards as she took in the entryway. A large hall led to a stairway with a galleried landing. Several doors led off the hallway, and she tried her best not to look like she was gazing into each room.

“It’s gorgeous, Rory!” she breathed. Belatedly, she remembered the bottle of wine and thrust it at her friend.

“Here, I didn’t know what you were planning, so I grabbed this.”

Rory raised an eyebrow at Gemma and then smirked. “Do you remember the last time we shared a bottle of wine?” Her eyebrow quirked in that adorable way of hers. Gemma remembered the Christmas holiday when Rory had decided she was going to be a lawyer and then spent hours in the mirror practicing the eyebrow raise for when she was delivering her killer speech in the courtroom.

Gemma shrugged. “We’ve decided to be friends, and that’s the end of it. I’m sure I can trust you to be well behaved in that chivalrous way of yours.” She lightly tapped Rory on the arm and looked at the tiled hallway that led to hardwood floors in the adjoining rooms. “Is this a shoes-off house? Please tell me it’s a shoes-off house?”

Both of Rory’s eyebrows shot up in a question before a smile tugged at her lips. “Could it be, perchance, that your feet are sore because you walked here from the station in shoes you chose for looks rather than practicality?”

The smile on Rory’s face turned into a full-blown grin, and Gemma felt her own face open into a smile at the sight. It was just like Rory to see through her. Without saying another word, she unbuckled her sandals and kicked them into the corner of the hallway by Rory’s shoe rack. She let the cool tiles of the floor soothe her aching feet before turning back to Rory.

“I hate how much you know me!”

“No, you don’t,” Rory replied with a smirk. She turned and led Gemma to the kitchen. After putting the wine on the side, she started the house tour in the kitchen. It was at the back and had a great view over the garden. Gemma stood at the sink and looked out over the simple but well-kept garden. The evening sun shone through the trees, and the dappled light gave the garden a soft glow.

“I haven’t done much to the house or garden.” Rory stood behind Gemma, and she could feel her warmth through her blouse. Gemma tried to listen to Rory talking about the house but couldn’t think beyond how wonderful it would feel to have Rory’s arms encircle her, how she wanted Rory to pull her against her body and hold her. She bit back a sigh. Being Rory’s friend, only her friend, was going to be harder than she’d realised.
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RORY


Rory resisted the temptation to wrap her arms around Gemma and pull her close. All week she had been thinking of the other woman and talking herself into just being friends. She had thought it would be easy to do. They had been friends for years without any issues. Okay, they had been teenagers, but still. That was where they needed to get back to. She felt out of kilter having Gemma here in her home. She put it down to the fact that, for once, Gemma was not as late as Rory had anticipated, and she had only just got out of the shower when she saw her walking up her front path.

This feeling must be because her hair was still down, and Rory hated it when her hair was in her way. She flicked it over her shoulder and concentrated on showing Gemma her house.

“I haven’t done much to the house or garden since I bought it. The previous owners decorated completely before selling, so I didn’t need to do anything. I upgraded a few of the appliances in the kitchen, but that’s about it.” She gulped and moved away from Gemma to check on the food that was in the oven.

“I hoped that Darcy and I would make the house our own, but she hated it from the moment I bought it.”

“Uh huh.” Gemma waved her hand in a “go on” motion.

Rory opened the wine and poured Gemma a glass as she spoke. “I should have realised from the start that we weren’t a good match. We always wanted different things. I like quiet evenings in, she wanted to go out all the time. We disagreed on holidays and even what car I should have.” Rory gave Gemma her wine and pointed towards the Porsche in the driveway. “That she chose, by the way.”

“You look hot driving it though.” Gemma shrugged and sipped her wine.

Rory felt her cheeks colouring and tried to ignore it. “When Pops died, he left me some money. I put it in a savings account, and it was doing okay, but I wanted to do something significant with it. When we got engaged, I suggested buying a house. She wanted a flashy apartment in the city, but I wanted this. I put my foot down as it was my money. It’s a nice area, low crime, perfect for two great local schools etc. I hoped she would like it enough to decorate it with me and make it a home for us and our kids, but…” Rory trailed off. Gemma knew how the story ended.

“Well, you can do that yourself, right?” Gemma sipped her wine before placing the glass down and tugging Rory’s arm. “Come on, show me around and I’ll tell you what I’d do with your house.”

Rory smiled and started the tour. She loved seeing her house through someone else’s eyes and loved listening to Gemma’s suggestions. In ten minutes, she’d given more opinions on the space than Darcy had in their entire time together. Enough, Rory told herself. Enough comparing Darcy and Gemma. Darcy is the past.

She didn’t want to tell herself that Gemma was the future. She couldn’t be. They were friends, and it didn’t matter how good Gemma seemed to fit into her space. She knew she was on a journey that she had to complete alone before starting a relationship, no matter how her fingers ached to reach out for Gemma.

“Do you really need four bedrooms?” Gemma turned and looked at her. “This fourth bedroom is not up to much. Why don’t you convert it to an en suite shower room and dressing room? Or, if you are wedded to the idea of having four bedrooms, swap the master bedroom to the one at the back and add an en suite and dressing room over the conservatory?”

Rory blinked as she thought. She’d not considered extending the house. “You seem very keen on an en suite?”

“Yeah, well, if you have kids or even visitors, it would be nice to have your own space to shower, etc, and dress, especially if you need to be at work early.” Gemma flung herself onto the bed and propped herself up on an arm. “And if you have a private shower, you can have delicious shower sex without the kids bursting in and disturbing you.”

Visions of herself and Gemma in the shower flooded Rory’s brain. The thought of being naked with Gemma in her arms, was more intoxicating than the wine they had shared. Gemma rolled of the bed and carried on chatting about the house and Rory gamely showed her the rest of the bedrooms, including one she had turned into a study, but her mind wouldn’t stop thinking about how it would be to run her hands over Gemma’s wet skin, how it would feel to have Gemma’s hands on her, for Gemma to cup her breasts and…Rory startled but settled quickly.

Her breasts. She hated the thought of anyone touching her breasts, but in her vision, she had enjoyed Gemma touching them. Her body had become aroused at the thought of Gemma playing with her breasts and kissing her nipples. She tried not to let the shock at that revelation show on her face as she really didn’t want to have to explain to Gemma what had just happened. Especially when she was not sure of it herself. Ruthlessly, she reached for a hair tie from her desk, twisted her hair into its familiar bun on her head, and turned to get back to the kitchen. She needed to concentrate on their dinner before it burned, and before she did something monumentally stupid.
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After they had eaten and talked and she had laughed more than she could remember laughing recently, they sat on the sofa with the last of the wine Gemma had brought. Rory’s living room was long and led out to the conservatory, where they had settled, looking at the sunset over the trees. For a moment, they were both content to be in each other’s company and alone in their thoughts. The silence was comfortable and familiar. Eventually Gemma cleared her throat.

“So…” Gemma pulled her phone out and fiddled with it before looking at Rory, her blue eyes expressive. Her face was soft in the sidelights Rory had turned on, and her pupils dilated in the low light. Rory wondered what she was about to say, and her brain raced through a hundred different scenarios, from Gemma meeting someone to her not wanting to be friends with Rory anymore. She told her brain to be quiet and waited for Gemma to say what she needed to.

“I was thinking about what you said last weekend, and I talked to some people at work.”

Rory’s hackles rose. Had Gemma shared her story with strangers? Was her gender crisis a topic for tea breaks at Gemma’s office?

“Calm down, I didn’t mention anything specific.” She put a hand on Rory’s arm. “But I work at a non-profit for queer kids, so we have lots of LGBTQIA staff and supporters and some of them have been where you are.” Gemma shuffled closer to Rory. “I know it feels isolating for you at the moment, but there are so many queer women who have questioned their gender identity. Are you trans? Are you a butch lesbian? Are you nonbinary? I know others who had asked that question, and there is no right answer other that the one that works for you.” Her eyes met Rory’s again, and Rory could feel the compassion shining out of them.

“I…er…Yes, that’s exactly how I feel.” Rory gulped another sip of her wine. “I just don’t know what I am or what I want to be. It’s all so confusing.” She rubbed a hand over her face and turned to look at her friend again.

“Right, shove over.” Gemma put her wine on the coffee table and pushed at Rory’s legs.

Rory startled. Surely Gemma wasn’t going to do what she thought she was going to do, was she? Gemma turned around and positioned her bum in-between Rory’s legs.

“Do you think this is wise?” Rory raised an eyebrow even though Gemma couldn’t see her. “You know, with the wine and everything?”

“Oh, shush!” Gemma wiggled in Rory’s lap and pulled one of Rory’s arms around her.

Rory bit back a moan and willed her libido to pipe down. They had talked about this; it had been her insistence that they don’t take this any further than friendship, and Gemma was just being a friend. They had sat like this for hours as teenagers, and it had always been completely innocent.

“Look, these are some of the Instagram accounts I found.”

Rory rested her chin on Gemma’s shoulder and looked at her phone screen. Gemma swiped with her fingers and pulled up an account that was mostly a woman in her underwear.

“G R W M?” Rory was confused. “What does that mean?”

“Get Ready With Me.” Gemma played a video. “She shows the outfits she’s wearing for the day.”

“Why?” Rory looked at the woman on the screen. She had a short haircut and wore men’s clothes but still added makeup. “And why does she keep holding stuff up to the camera?”

“Because she’s advertising the products.” Gemma leaned over and grabbed her wine. As she did, her back rubbed across Rory’s front, and Rory had to bite back another groan.

“Okay.” Rory took a breath and looked at the outfit the woman was wearing. It was nice, but not really her style.

Gemma tapped on her phone again and pulled up another account. “This is another masc lesbian who is fashion focused.”

Rory looked again at the small screen, trying to concentrate on the person showing off clothes rather than the feel of Gemma in her arms. This person had long hair with an undercut and looked quite feminine when her hair was down but looked more butch when it was pulled up. She pulled on a suit, and Rory winced.

“What’s the matter?” Gemma twisted her head around.

“Well, the trousers are different to the jacket.” Rory pulled a face.

“Oh my God you’re a snob!” Gemma twisted on the sofa so she could look Rory in the face. “I never thought that of you. You’re judging her because there’s a slight mismatch with the fabric?”

“Yes. It should be the same or significantly different. That looks poor.” Rory looked Gemma in the eyes. “And having good taste doesn’t mean that I’m a snob.” She sniffed dismissively. “When I was a junior, I had to be in a suit every day, and I quickly learned that a well-made suit pays for itself sooner rather than later.”

Gemma wrinkled her brow for a moment and then leaned back against Rory.

“So, my friend has developed a taste for the finer things in life. Good to know.”

“And I work hard to pay for it. Is that so bad?” Rory felt her defences rising. This had been a constant argument in her house when she was younger. Her parents had come from vastly different backgrounds and had met at university. There had been many evenings where they would argue over how to spend on something, where her father wanted to buy something budget, but her mother was used to buying the best or top of the line. Gemma had been a witness to some of these discussions, especially on holiday, and it made a younger Rory very embarrassed. It was also a cause of friction between her and Darcy. Rory had long been able to buy whatever she wanted but also liked to have a sensible approach to money and save wherever possible. Whereas Darcy had thrown money at the most expensive thing she could get.

“No, I guess not.” Gemma sighed. “But I work with young LGBT+ people. Most of them have been kicked out without anything.”

“I can’t imagine how that must be.” Rory tightened her arms around Gemma. “Thank goodness our families have always been so supportive.”

Gemma hummed her agreement and leant back against Rory. Rory luxuriated in the feel of Gemma in her arms and the calmness it brought to her. Then Gemma moved, and all calm thoughts raced from her mind as Gemma’s body moved across hers.

“So…” Gemma tapped at her screen again and pointed her phone towards Rory’s face. “What about body shape? You say you’d like a more masculine build. How about this?”

Rory looked at the screen and gasped. The person on the screen was amazing.

“Who’s that?”

“That is Jak,” Gemma explained, “and they are my new favourite person to look at. I mean, take a look at those arms.” She mock-fanned herself, and Rory felt a prickle of jealousy flash through her at the sight of Gemma looking at Jak as she did. Rory pushed those thoughts from her mind and took in the sculpted body of the person on screen in wonder. Jak was of average height, but that was the only average thing about them. Their body rippled with muscle. They wore a pair of shorts and a sports bra, but that was it. They had tanned skin and short, spiky blond hair. Rory watched in awe as Gemma flicked through their Instagram account. They watched a couple of videos, and it was obvious that Jak specialised in fitness and nutrition.

“Jak is a personal trainer who works exclusively with AFAB and trans men.”

“AFAB?” Rory’s head was whirling with the new terms she was learning.

“Assigned Female at Birth.” Gemma explained. “They have a Facebook group, and I joined, you know, for research for you. Everyone there is, or has been, in a similar position to you. Most are butch or masculine presenting, and some of them have transitioned. Jak has developed workout programs for all body shapes, and they have a specific one for women who want to build muscle and have a more masculine build.” Gemma paused and twisted again to look at Rory. “There is a 4-week challenge starting soon for women like you. I thought we could look at it together.” Gemma’s voice was gentle.

“Why would you do it?” Rory took a breath. Her blood ran cold. As much as she wanted to change how she looked, the thought of Gemma losing her curves filled her with dread. Rationally, she knew that Gemma’s body was hers to do with as she wished. Involuntarily, her fingers traced the curve of Gemma’s hip and thigh.

“Oi!” Gemma gently slapped at her hands. “Keep your hands to yourself, please.” She poked Rory on the nose, making the taller woman smile. “And I don’t mean I can ‘do’ the challenge. I think we could look at it together, and you do the sweating and hard work.”

Rory tucked her head into Gemma’s shoulder and squeezed her eyes tightly shut to stop the tears that were forming in them. For the first time in a very long time, she felt seen and accepted. Unlike Darcy, Gemma hadn’t run for the hills or told her she was disgusting for wanting to change her body. She felt loved and cherished and supported.

“Thank you.” She mumbled into Gemma’s shoulder. Her arms tightened around Gemma’s waist, and she buried her face into Gemma’s shoulder. It would have been very easy to tip her head to one side and allow her lips to graze the silky column of Gemma’s throat, but that way lay madness. She kept her head where it was, content for now to be safe and secure with her friend in her arms.
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GEMMA


Aweek later, Gemma was standing in front of the upmarket shop where she and Rory had decided to go shopping. Summer was firmly in place now, and Gemma was feeling very light and breezy in short denim cutoffs and a vest top. Her hair was loose around her shoulders, and she peered at the tube exit through her sunglasses. After a week in a stuffy office, being outside with the sun on her skin was lovely.

After their evening together last week, they had texted every night since and spoken on the phone twice. Teagan had raised an eyebrow at how often Gemma’s phone pinged around the flat and accused Gemma of having a ‘goofy look’ every time Rory texted her. Gemma knew she was feeling more than friendship for Rory but was determined to keep her feelings under wraps. When Rory had cried on her shoulder last Friday, it would have been very easy to cup her face in her hands and kiss the stuffing out of her, but Gemma knew that wasn’t what Rory wanted or needed right now. She needed a friend, and Gemma was determined to be the best friend she could be.

They had decided to start shopping at a big department store as there would hopefully be enough people wandering around so they could look at clothes in the men’s section without raising too many eyebrows and without putting any pressure on Rory to talk to salespeople. Tomorrow they were going to check out a gym. It was very exciting but also scary. She wondered how far Rory wanted to change. Gemma knew she was attracted to Rory as she was now, and the thought of Rory with even more defined muscles, like Jak, made her mouth dry, her clit throb, and her brain fill with deliciously naughty images of them together. But if Rory wanted to have surgery and transition, Gemma didn’t know how she felt about that. Not that it was her place to have an opinion about it, but still it was in her mind. Would male Rory want her as a friend? Would Rory’s personality change if she were on testosterone? Would male Rory want her as a girlfriend? Would she want to be the girlfriend of male Rory? Was this the correct way to think about her in the future? Would Rory identify as male or female or would she be non-binary? These thoughts had kept her awake more often than she cared to admit over the past week. Gender was such a nuanced thing, and it was entirely possible that Rory might never fully decide on who she was. She bit her bottom lip at that thought. Rory was putting off getting involved with someone until she was sure of who she was, but what if she was never sure? Was Rory shutting out the idea of a relationship unnecessarily, and was she therefore destined to be alone? That thought made Gemma sad. The thought of Rory being alone on this journey was unthinkable. Gemma wondered what it would be like if they had followed their instincts over the weekend with their families and slept together. Would they now be dating? The warmth that sped over her at that thought heated her more than the sun that was steadily climbing in the sky.

But it was not on the cards. Rory had been adamant during their talk that she didn’t need a girlfriend but wanted a friend. Would they stay friends if Rory changed? Was she helping her friend to move away from her? The thought made her stomach drop, and a wave of nausea washed over her. She was determined not to let that happen. She had found her friend again and was enjoying having Rory back in her life.

When they had spoken during the week, Gemma had shared her frustrations with her job, how the commute was getting harder as the days got hotter, and generally sharing her day with her friend, and it was lovely. Teagan had been a good friend, and she was always there for Gemma, but Teagan had Brad whereas Gemma was always alone, sometimes even when she was in a relationship. But now, she had Rory to talk to, and it was wonderful.

She pulled herself out of her musing by looking around to see if Rory had arrived and felt her mouth go dry for the second time. Rory was striding up the street in jeans and a polo shirt, and Gemma took in the long lines and lean figure. As usual, she had pulled her hair into an untidy top knot, and she wore sunglasses, hiding her eyes from the world. Gemma smoothed her own t-shirt over her tummy and raised her hand in greeting.

“Hey.” Rory pulled her into a hug, and Gemma smelt her intoxicating scent. She took a deep breath to fill her nostrils with it before pulling away.

“Are you ready?”

“As I’ll ever be,” Rory pulled a face. “I hate shopping.”
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Several minutes later, and Rory was grumpy. For some inexplicable reason, they had started in the women’s section to see if anything suited her, but there was nothing, and Rory’s scowl was entrenched on her forehead. Realising that this was pointless, Gemma pulled Rory to the men’s section and almost immediately Rory relaxed.

“Do you want to start with trousers, tops or suits?” Gemma looked at Rory.

“Ummm.” Rory looked lost. “I really don’t know. I mean, if I’m going to work out, wouldn’t it be better to wait and see how my body looks?”

“Uh-uh, you are not getting out of this.” Gemma pulled a shirt off the rack, held it up to Rory and immediately discarded it. “Besides, you could be working out for months before you see an appreciable difference. This is a simple change we can make now.” Gemma gave Rory’s hand a comforting squeeze and waited until Rory’s eyes met with hers.

“Let’s see what trousers we can find and then go from there.” Gemma pulled Rory towards the jeans. “You wear jeans on the weekend, how about starting with those?”

Rory reluctantly followed her, and Gemma let out a quiet huff of exasperation. This was what Rory wanted, but now she was dragging her feet.

“Do you want something that is a slim fit or baggy?”

Rory shrugged, and Gemma took a breath before turning away and rolling her eyes.

“Do you at least know what size you are?”

“26 waist, 32 leg,” Rory replied quickly.

“Ugh.” Gemma grinned. “You are impossibly slim. I’m a size 12 now, and if I don’t watch it, I’ll be up to 14 before too long.” Gemma expected a witty comment back from Rory, but when she turned back, she saw a softness in Rory’s face.

“You are perfect as you are.” Rory reached a hand out to Gemma and trailed a finger over her hip. “Just perfect.”

The moment stretched between them for longer than it should between friends. Desperate to move on from the genuine possibility of dragging Rory into a changing room and snogging the stuffing out of her, she grabbed a couple of pairs of jeans and pushed Rory towards the changing rooms. For a moment they stood gazing at each other as men walked past them into the male changing area.

“Um where do I go?” Rory’s brows were furrowed, and she looked pale. “I’m not sure I can use this changing room, but the women’s is on a different floor.”

Gemma poked her head around the divider and looked at the space before her.

“They are individual cubicles. You should be okay.”

Rory took the jeans from Gemma’s arms and held them like a shield as she walked into the changing room. Gemma pulled her phone out to check Instagram as she thought Rory would be some time getting changed, but almost as soon as she’d opened the app, Rory came flying back out of the changing room, grabbed Gemma’s hand and marched her across the department. With a quick look behind her, Rory shoved the jeans, which were still folded, onto a shelf and dragged Gemma from the shop. Gemma wanted to ask what was wrong but was too winded from walking fast to catch up with Rory. Eventually, they were back outside the department store, and Rory finally slowed down.

For several minutes they stood near a bench in silence. Gemma finally captured Rory’s chin with her fingers and pulled her face around to hers. “What happened?”

Rory’s face hardened for a moment before she slumped forward. Her eyes filled with tears, and she blinked several times as if to clear her vision.

“They told me… the woman in the changing room said they’re for ‘Men only’ and told me I was a woman and needed to use the female changing rooms.” Pain radiated from Rory, and Gemma’s heart clenched before anger took over her. She was all for marching into the shop and telling the woman just what she thought of her. Her intentions must have crossed her face because Rory gripped her arms.

“No.” Her voice held a warning. “Gemma, no, you are not going to march in there and cause a scene.”

Gemma vibrated with anger for a few seconds more before taking a deep breath and letting the anger subside out of her.

“But that’s not right.” Gemma wanted to stamp her foot but then realised she probably looked like a toddler having a tantrum. “If the cubicles are individual, I don’t see the issue.”

“Look, I just want to go home, is that okay?” Rory’s voice was pained.

Gemma was about to argue but then thought better of it. They would accomplish nothing if Rory was grumpy and feeling out of sorts.

“Look, why don’t we get coffee and take a breather and then look again.”

Gemma pulled Rory into a coffee shop and waited until they both had a coffee in front of them before trying the conversation again.

“Perhaps we chose the wrong shop?” Gemma suggested.

“Or perhaps this is all a waste of time and it’s the universe giving me a signal.”

Rory slumped in her chair and fiddled with a sugar packet. Gemma shuffled her chair around to sit next to her friend. She hated seeing Rory so defeated.

“Hey.” She took Rory’s hand and linked their fingers. “Don’t let one person upset you. That was one woman in one shop. I’m sure that we will find somewhere to help us.”

“Us?” Rory’s eyes darted up from the sugar packet she was fiddling with. For a moment, she looked like the teenager Gemma had once known. But instead of being the annoying younger friend, Gemma felt like she was the mature, grown up one. Seeing Rory like this, so unsure of herself, was heartbreaking.

“Yes, us.” She squeezed Rory’s fingers again. “I said I’d support you and help you, and that’s what I’m going to do.”

For a moment she held Rory’s hand with one hand and held her coffee with the other. Her friend at work had said that Rory might experience mood swings, that the frustration with who she was would leach out into the world. Gemma was determined not to let her push her away.

“So, we’re looking at the gym tomorrow. Do you need anything for that, or have you got workout clothes?”

Rory scrunched her brow in thought for a moment. “I have leggings and Lycra shorts,” she grimaced. “I don’t really like wearing them. Maybe that’s why I’ve not been in the gym for a while.”

“Well, let’s go to a sports shop and grab you some workout gear. Also, I think I need some new trainers if I’m going to join you for some sessions.”

“You really don’t need to do that,” Rory bumped Gemma with her shoulder. “Like I said, you’re pretty perfect as you are.”

Gemma squeezed her hand. “I’m glad you think so.” She grinned and resisted the temptation to say that Rory’s actions at the hotel had been more than ample evidence of what Rory felt for her. They were settling into a rhythm as friends, and she didn’t want to mention anything that would upset that. Even though she sometimes caught Rory’s gaze on her and it was more than friendly. “Right.” Gemma slapped the table in the universally British way that showed she was ready to go. “Finish your coffee and let’s hit the sports shop. Their staff are young and bored and won’t give a toss which changing room you use.”
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In fact, as they found out a few minutes later, there were only two changing rooms in the entire shop with no staff members anywhere close by and a ‘unisex’ sign precariously Blu-Tacked to the door. Gemma selected a new pair of trainers and a new crop top and then walked with Rory around the men’s section. She noted that everything Rory selected was baggy, and Gemma wondered if that was because she was unhappy with her appearance or if she was unsure about the prospect of working out in a public gym. Gemma surreptitiously grabbed a few vest tops in Rory’s size and threw them in her basket as they wandered round.

“Do you think I should get some weightlifting stuff?” Rory paused in front of the display and pointed at some gloves and straps.

“Why don’t we see what they have at the gym?” Gemma suggested.

“I’m still not sure about the gym, you know,” Rory added in a quiet voice. “I wonder if the ‘at-home’ workout program might be better.”

Gemma put a hand on her arm. “Well, let’s look at the gym, and if you’re unsure, then we can come back and get the equipment you need for home.” Gemma tapped her lip with her finger. “You know, the room off the kitchen could be a good workout space.”

“The one that’s meant to be a dining room?”

“Yeah. If you don’t like the gym, you could easily set something up there.”

“What is it about you organising and re-decorating my house?” Rory winked at Gemma, and she felt the now familiar butterflies flutter in her stomach. The problem with settling back into their friendship was that they were so natural with each other, Rory didn’t seem to notice when she was flirting with Gemma.

“Well, I can’t do much with my flat, so I have to live vicariously through you and your mini-mansion.”

Gemma’s voice was light, but there was an element of truth to her words. Since she had left university, she had bounced from flatmate to flatmate as her job changed. Being with Teagan was the longest she had shared with someone. Recently, as with her love life, she had felt something missing from not having her own home to do with as she pleased. They renewed their lease every six months, and there was no permanence in her life. She envied how put-together Rory’s life was. Despite everything else that was changing for her friend, she had a settled job and home to call her own. Ever since she had seen Rory’s house, visions of them making changes to it together danced through her head, and she rigorously pushed them away. That was not on the cards for them. They were friends. She just needed her heart and libido to realise that.
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RORY


Rory blearily opened her eyes and squinted at the large TV in her living room. The credits of the film they had been watching scrolled up the screen. She looked around for Gemma and simultaneously rejoiced and groaned. Gemma was fast asleep in her lap, and it felt wonderful.

After the semi-disastrous trip to the shopping centre that afternoon, they had returned to Rory’s house for a takeaway and a movie. Rory had known it had been fatal to settle on the sofa together with a bottle of wine after they had eaten but was powerless to resist anything that meant she got to spend time with Gemma. After the heat of the day, Gemma had been chilly in her shorts and vest top and so it had been natural for them to pull a light blanket over their legs as they watched the film. Rory had noticed Gemma’s head nodding a few times during the film but, rather than suggest she make her way home, Rory had put a cushion on her lap and invited Gemma to lie down for a few minutes. Rory blinked at the clock on the wall and realised that had been over an hour ago. She rubbed her stiff neck and wondered what to do. While it was lovely to have Gemma asleep on her lap, she couldn’t sleep here all night. Rory gently woke her friend up.

“Hmm.” Gemma sat up and looked deliciously befuddled. Rory felt an almost overwhelming urge to pull her towards her and kiss her gently. With a sigh, she pushed that thought from her mind.

“Hey, I think we both fell asleep during the film.” Rory kept her voice low as she knew her friend was always groggy when she woke up.

“Hmm, yeah.” Gemma looked adorably dazed, and Rory bit back a grin at her friend’s confused state.

“I’d better head home. It’s about an hour on the tube.” Gemma made no effort to get up from the sofa. Rory frowned at the idea of Gemma travelling across London on her own this late on a Saturday night.

“You could stay here?” Rory tried to sound light over the pounding of her heart in her chest.

“Mm-kay.” Gemma pulled the blanket around her and slumped back onto Rory’s lap.

“Not literally here.” Rory sighed and ran her fingers through Gemma’s long hair. Unlike her own reaction when Gemma had done the same thing to her, Gemma moaned in pleasure as Rory’s fingers trailed through the silky strands.

Reluctantly, Rory eased them off the sofa and pushed Gemma towards the stairs. After checking all the doors were locked, Rory climbed the stairs to find Gemma sitting on the end of her bed.

A lump took up residence in Rory’s throat as she looked at Gemma in her bedroom. Since Darcy, there had been no one else in her house, let alone her bed. Gemma’s sleepy eyes met hers.

“The guest bed has no bedding on it.” She shrugged, and Rory cursed. She had stripped the bed earlier before their shopping trip, intending to remake it when she got home. Her grumpiness about the shopping trip, and subsequent takeaway and movie, had driven it from her mind. She tried to swallow through the lump in her throat but found her mouth was suddenly dry. She tried to form words but found that none were forthcoming. This was ridiculous. She made her living by having the right argument at the right time, by knowing when and how to pressure clients and adversaries. But it seemed that all that was needed to rob her of rational thought and speech was a sleepy woman looking delightfully dishevelled while sitting on her bed.

“Yeah, I meant to do that.” Rory mentally slapped herself. Was that the best she could come up with? “I can grab the bedding and do it now?” Rory offered with not much enthusiasm. She swallowed again.

“Don’t worry, I can bunk in with you” Gemma’s eyes were drooping, and her body slumped with fatigue. Rory finally found the capacity to move her body forward and pull the duvet back for Gemma. She eased her friend’s body back into the bed, but just as Gemma’s head was about to hit the pillow, her eyes snapped open.

“Oh, I don’t have anything to sleep in.”

Rory deftly spun around and opened a drawer of T-shirts. She grabbed the top one and thrust it toward Gemma. Wordlessly, she grabbed her own vest top and shorts from under her pillow and marched towards her bathroom to get changed. It had been enough for her system today to see Gemma in those short denim shorts, but to see her legs bare would be more than her equilibrium could stand.

Rory dithered in the bathroom and then chastised herself in the mirror. Some butch lesbian you are turning out to be, she told herself. Scared to go back into your own bedroom because there’s a woman in your bed. But as she turned the lights out and stood in the doorway of her bedroom, she realised that this was not just any woman. This was Gemma. Her friend, her former lover, although she really didn’t want to go down that train of thought too much. She knew Gemma was rapidly becoming more than just a friend to her, and it was getting harder and harder every time they saw each other to keep her hands to herself. She just wanted to pull Gemma towards her and hold her safe. Then, there were moments like this afternoon when she had been upset at the shop. All she could think of was burying her head in Gemma’s shoulder and letting the other woman hold and comfort her. To hide in Gemma’s arms until the world was a little nicer to her.

She smiled and watched as Gemma snuggled into the pillow on her bed. Gemma was always quick to fall asleep and hard to wake up. She was obviously too warm as one leg was poking out of the covers. After a few moments watching her friend sleep, Rory gently padded towards her side of the bed and slid under the covers.

The sheets were cool and inviting, and she sank into her bed with a gentle sigh. She knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep with Gemma next to her but turned the light out anyway and lay on her back for a moment. Today had been harder than she had realised. Tears formed in her eyes as she gazed at the familiar pattern of her bedroom ceiling, and she blinked to clear her vision. The outfit she had worn to the opera was something she had bought online. She had only done it to spite Darcy, even in her absence. Rory was drawn to the suit and wanted to wear it. Perhaps that was what she should do in the future – buy things online and try them out in private before wearing more masculine clothes to the office and social events. She sighed and screwed her eyes up. This was much harder than she thought it would be. Being herself with Gemma was natural. The influencers Gemma had introduced her to had also made it all look easy. But it was hard, and people like the woman she encountered in the changing rooms today made it even harder. She sighed again and nearly jumped out of her skin when a hand touched her under the duvet.

“Turn your brain off and go to sleep.” Gemma’s voice was full of sleep, but there was a caring undertone to it. Rory patted the hand that was gently caressing her biceps before closing her eyes and following her friend into sleep.
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Rory woke the next morning and resisted the temptation to roll over and pull Gemma into her arms. She padded downstairs and headed straight for the coffee machine. Summer had well and truly arrived in the UK, and the temperatures were climbing, making the air warm in her kitchen. She threw open the patio doors in the conservatory and made coffee.

She had just poured herself a mug of her beloved morning brew when she heard Gemma walking down the stairs. Rory sniffed the coffee reverently and cast an eye towards her kitchen door. Sure enough, Gemma appeared in the doorway, and Rory hid her smile behind her mug. Gemma’s wild hair framed her head, and she drooped her eyelids low, as if trying to shield her eyes from the realities of being awake. At some point, Gemma had found and put on one of Rory’s hoodies.

Rory tried to swallow, but her mouth and throat were suddenly dry at the sight of her friend in her clothes. Gemma had pulled the arms over her hands and shuffled towards Rory. Rory placed her coffee on the side and held her arms open for Gemma to walk into. With a thud, Gemma flopped her head onto Rory’s shoulder and snuggled into her chest. Reflexively, Rory’s arms wrapped around her and squeezed her. For a moment, Rory considered dropping a kiss to the top of Gemma’s head before remembering that they were friends, not girlfriends, and that the boundaries between them were of her own making. For a split second, present-day Rory cursed past Rory and her foolish nobility.

“Coffee?” Rory asked the top of Gemma’s head. She tried to pull back to look at her friend’s face, but Gemma was too snuggled into Rory’s neck for that to be effective.

“Hmpfff.” Gemma burrowed her face into Rory’s neck. Rory only had a vest top and shorts on, so Gemma’s breath was warm on her skin. Gemma then wrapped her arms around Rory, and for a moment, all the noise of the world, her intrusive thoughts, even the thumping of her heart against her ribs, quieted as Gemma wrapped her in a hug that soothed every part of her. Rory wanted the moment to last forever, but inevitably they needed to pull apart and face the day.

After Gemma sat at the kitchen table with her hands wrapped around a coffee mug, Rory got bread and cereal from her cupboards and started making breakfast for both of them. She chuckled as Gemma reached for the Coco Pops, and passed her the milk. It was only when her online order had arrived last week that she realised she’d added Gemma’s favourite cereal to her shopping. Every morning, Gemma had started the day with the chocolatey cereal. She guessed not much had changed.

After a bowl of cereal and another mug of coffee, Gemma seemed to wake up enough to talk about the gyms they were visiting. Between them, they had found several gyms that Rory thought she might like to try out and had chosen two to visit today. She had been perfectly happy with the gym at the country club, but as Darcy was still a member there, she had quickly crossed that one off her list. The first one they decided to visit was based at an industrial estate near Rory’s house. As soon as they arrived, Rory regretted it. There was nothing inherently wrong with the gym, but she just couldn’t see herself working out there. She shook hands with the man she’d arranged to meet, and he ushered them into the office.

“So, as I said on the phone, we’re looking for somewhere that we can both work out.” Gemma took the lead, and Rory was grateful to have her there.

“Sure. We have male and female changing areas.” Darren scribbled something on a clipboard. “What are your aims for exercising?” Darren crossed one toned leg over the other and rested his ankle on his opposite knee. He fixed his gaze on Gemma, and Rory resisted the urge to roll her eyes at his blatant perusal of her friend's curves.

“I want to tone up a bit and lose weight, and Rory wants to get into weight training.” Gemma sat forward and fixed him with a smile that Rory knew to be insincere, but Darren seemed to be transfixed by.

They had agreed that they wouldn’t initially mention that Rory was probably going to follow one of Jak’s programs, instead deciding to see what each gym would offer them. After a few more questions where Darren focused on Gemma and ignored Rory, the three of them went for a tour so Darren could show off the facilities. After looking at the machines and the free weight area, Gemma skipped off to look at the changing rooms. While she was gone, Darren fixed Rory with a look.

“So….” He looked around furtively. “Is she your girlfriend?”

For a brief moment, the word ‘no’ danced through Rory’s mind. Then, the looks that Darren had been giving Gemma since they had arrived flitted across her memory.

“Yes.” She had long since learned that sometimes, the shortest answers were the most unnerving, so she waited patiently and fixed Darren with a look that she hoped wouldn’t encourage any follow-up questions. Fortunately, Gemma chose that moment to return from the changing rooms and, with a brief shake of the head to Rory, conveyed everything Rory needed to know. She said a quick goodbye to Darren and quickly pulled Gemma out of the gym. It wasn’t until she was opening the door to her car that she realised she had kept hold of Gemma’s hand long after it was necessary to make a point to Darren. With a sigh, she flopped into the car and closed her eyes briefly before looking at Gemma.

“So….” Gemma laid a warm hand on Rory’s. “Let’s just forget this place ever existed and check out the next one on the list.”


17


GEMMA


Gemma grimaced as they drove past the entrance to the country club that Rory had been a member of, and cursed Darcy under her breath. She completely understood why Rory didn’t want to go to the country club but still felt it very unfair that she had to miss out on her favourite gym because Darcy was a bitch. Gemma had never met Darcy, and might be doing her an injustice, but from everything that Rory had said about her, Gemma had decided she was a bitch. She tried not to think about how she would treat Rory if she was her girlfriend. It would probably be very much as it was now, she mused, but with more sex. Her cheeks flushed with heat, and she turned her head to look out of the car window as Rory drove. Images of them from ten years ago were replaced by more recent memories of Rory stripping her bikini top from her body and lavishing attention on her breasts.

Gemma forcibly chased the images from her mind and thought forward to the gym they were going to now. Rory hadn’t wanted to go to a big chain, but having looked at two independent ones, they decided to take a punt on a sports club that was based out of town. Whilst it wasn’t as glamorous or as exclusive as the country club that Darcy had forced Rory to sign up to, the images and reviews on the website looked good, and they had multiple locations around London they could use.

They pulled into the car park, and Gemma reached for Rory’s hands to give them a quick squeeze. She knew that for Rory, this was more than just finding somewhere to work out, but also somewhere she could fit in and find a sense of community.

“I guess I still have the option of building a gym at home, right?” Rory turned to her and pulled a face.

“Yes, but if we are going to work out together, that might be a bit cramped.” Gemma patted Rory’s hand and gave her an encouraging smile. “Come on, let’s go.”

They entered the building, and immediately Gemma’s nose picked up the scent of chlorine. She turned her head to see a swimming pool behind some darkened glass. Memories of her and Rory at the hotel swimming together ran through her head, and she bit her lip in an effort to chase them away. She needed to get a grip on this attraction to Rory. They had decided to be friends, and that was all they would be, for now at least, an unhelpful voice piped up in the back of her mind.

After a few minutes, they were being escorted around the facility by Isaac, a very handsome man in short shorts and a tight t-shirt that highlighted his muscles. The gym was arranged over several floors, and they had just arrived at the free weight section.

“So do you know what you want to do, or do you need us to give you an exercise plan?” He flicked his eyes from Rory to Gemma and back again. Rory hesitated, and Gemma stepped forward to talk.

“We’re probably going to buy a program online. There’s an influencer we like, and they have a good couple’s program.” Gemma paused and silently checked with Rory before continuing, “Rory wants to do more weights and stuff, and I want to focus on cardio and flexibility.”

“Sounds good.” He ushered them into an office that was just off the weight room. “We offer a free body composition analysis if you want it. Gives you an idea of where you are now, and then we can track your progress.” He ushered them to a couple of chairs before sitting himself. “I’m one of the personal trainers here, but we have six on staff.” He grinned and held up his hands in mock surrender. “I won’t be offended if you want one of the female members of staff to work with you. We’re also happy to look at the program you bought, just to make sure it’s safe and will give you the results you want.”

Gemma smiled and relaxed. Isaac had a lovely way of making them feel at ease, and he hadn’t batted an eyelash that they were two women together. At the second gym they had gone to, the trainer had flirted outrageously with Gemma and ignored Rory. He had also completely dismissed the program they wanted to follow and tried to push Rory towards something that would make her ‘toned and slender’.

“Can I ask which influencer you are following?” Isaac asked with a smile. “I follow several on Insta, and it’s always fun if I’ve heard of them.”

Gemma took a breath to answer but was surprised when Rory spoke up.

“I like the look of Jak and their programme.” She fixed Isaac with a look that discouraged any form of challenge. “They have one for couples, and I think that will suit us.”

Gemma felt her breath hitch in her throat, not only in anticipation of how Isaac would react to Jak’s pronouns, but also that Rory had said they were a couple. Her rational brain knew that it was just for the gym, so they could join together, and so Gemma could support Rory. But the thought of them actually being a couple poked at her heart. With a small sigh, she folded that thought up and tucked it away. She was Rory’s friend, no matter how wonderful it felt to sleep next to her last night. Gemma put her night of restful sleep fully on Rory’s luxurious bed and million thread count sheets, but secretly knew it had something to do with the woman sleeping next to her. She shifted in her seat and dragged her attention back to Isaac, who was suddenly very animated.

“Oh, I’ve seen them!” Isaac looked thrilled with himself. “Fantastic programs and solid in their science.” He looked from Gemma to Rory. A moment passed before he gently asked. “Is that the sort of physique you want to build?”

The air in the room seemed to get thicker, and for a moment the silence hung around them. Outside the office door, the music of the gym pounded away, accompanied by the metallic clang of weights.

“Yeah.” Rory’s voice was tight, and Gemma could feel her tense up next to her.

“Awesome.” Isaac grinned. “A friend of mine is doing a similar program, looking good on it as well.” He picked a flyer off the desk. “If you’re interested, we have an LGBT+ get-together once a month. I’m sure some of them will give you some pointers.” At Rory’s startled look he added, “What, you think you’re the only person who wants nice muscles to impress their girlfriend?”

Rory blushed, and Gemma relaxed.

Isaac pulled another flyer off the desk. “Now, assuming I’ve impressed you with the tour, and you want to join, there are a variety of membership options. If you’re a couple who live together, then you can get a discounted rate if you both join.”

“Oh, we, um, don’t live together.” Gemma managed to get out and then giggled at his startled expression.

“Oh my, you wait until I tell my husband I’ve met lesbians who haven’t U-Hauled yet!” He winked at them. “Honestly, just register at one of your addresses, and that will be fine.”

“Is that allowed?” Rory drew her eyebrows together, and Gemma smiled. Since they had started spending time together as adults, Gemma had come to realise that Rory hated breaking the rules. It was kind of adorable.

“Yes, that’s fine.” Isaac grinned. “And it will save admin when you do eventually move in together.” He flashed a cheeky grin at them, and Gemma couldn’t help but smile with him. Part of her wanted to protest that not all couples moved in together immediately and that some people were just not destined for that kind of happy ever after, but this had been the first time today that Rory had looked comfortable enough to banter back and forth with someone. It warmed Gemma’s heart to see her friend relax.

Isaac gave them a moment alone, ostensibly to grab them some drinks, but likely to give them time to talk together.

“What do you think?” Rory turned to Gemma, her dark eyes soft and almost pleading. Gemma instantly knew that Rory wanted to join this gym.

“Well, you are more relaxed and talkative here than anywhere else we’ve been.” She took Rory’s hand. “It has a nice vibe, especially for a big chain.”

“I agree.” Rory absentmindedly rubbed her thumb over Gemma’s hand, making Gemma gulp. Just that small touch sent flames of want shooting over her. She had to get a grip.

“I like that there’s a pool, hot tub and steam room.” Rory continued, obviously oblivious to Gemma’s distraction. “And they have small gyms in the city that are closer to work if we want to use them.”

“And they seem very LGBT positive.” Gemma tilted her head. “And Isaac looks like a great ally who will support you.” Gemma gulped. A small prickle of irrational jealousy poked at her. Like letting someone else in on this journey of Rory’s would take something away from her. It was silly, she told herself. Rory would need a village around her, a team to support and love her as she found who she was. She needed more than just Gemma, and that made Gemma inexplicably sad. She bundled those thoughts up and pushed them far down inside her. This was all for Rory and what she needed. Gemma tapped the table. “Right then, let’s get signed up.”
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A few hours later they were back in Rory’s kitchen, and Gemma surveyed the collection of work-out gear they had bought on the way back. Rory had signed them up for a three-month trial membership. They had then sat in the gym’s cafe and read the workout program she’d bought from Jak She was so excited to start the program that she’d almost bounced out of her seat. Gemma loved seeing her like this. She was fully alive, and her eyes sparkled with joy. Isaac had suggested a shop where they could get everything they needed for the program, and Rory had suggested to Gemma that they buy everything this afternoon so they were ready. Gemma smiled inwardly. Rory hadn’t asked so much as pleaded, and it had reminded Gemma of an excitable toddler with a new toy.

“Are you going to stay for dinner?” Rory looked up from checking her weightlifting straps and quirked an eyebrow in question. “We could watch a movie after?”

For a moment, Gemma wanted nothing more than to say yes but knew she had to decline.

“I can’t.” Her heart clenched at the look on Rory’s face. The disappointment she saw there almost made her change her mind, but she had been with Rory since yesterday morning and needed some space. “I have to get ready for work tomorrow, and Teagan might think you’ve kidnapped me.”

Gemma stood from the kitchen table and went to hug her friend. If she didn’t leave now, then she wouldn’t make it out of the house tonight, and that wasn’t something she wanted to think about. Today had already been too couple-y and too much like the relationship she knew she couldn’t have.

“Are you going to be okay?” Rory’s brows knit together in concern. “I can drive you home if you want?”

“Oh, don’t be silly,” Gemma tried to keep her tone light even though her heart clenched. She absolutely knew that Rory would be more than happy to drive the hour each way to make sure Gemma was home safely, and it made her feel very loved. No one else would go out of their way to look after her, not even some of her previous girlfriends.

“At least let me walk you to the station.”

Rory had a determined look on her face, and Gemma knew there was no arguing with her friend when her mind was set on something. The ball of warmth in her tummy grew as Rory pulled on her trainers and grabbed her house keys. Again, she wondered what on earth Darcy had been playing at giving up a woman as caring and loving as Rory? If this was how she looked after her friends, she could only imagine how loving she would be to her girlfriend.

Of course, her brain unhelpfully supplied, if she was your girlfriend, you wouldn’t be going home. No, she’d be curled up in Rory’s arms on the sofa. Or maybe they would have an early night and make love before going to sleep together. The thoughts remained with her as the tube train rattled its way back towards her flat with an empty bed, and further away from Rory.
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RORY


Rory paused between sets to check her text messages

Gemma:
Did I leave my makeup bag at your place?




Rory:
Not sure – I’ll check for you. At the gym ATM.



She flicked back to her fitness app and checked her next superset before grabbing the weights she needed. Today was arm day and her favourite of all the workouts. In the two weeks since she had been using the gym, she had enjoyed all the workouts that Jak had in their programs, but there was something extra special about arm day that really made her happy.

She glimpsed herself in the mirrored wall of the free-weight area and smiled. It had been years since she had properly trained, and that had been for the hockey team at school. Getting back to regular exercise had been fantastic. The fact that she was now working out to achieve the physique that she wanted was even better. For the first time in a long time, she felt like herself. She didn’t need to hide from anyone, and she didn’t need to hide from herself. Gemma was happy for her to wear men’s clothes whenever they went out. She was getting the physique she wanted, and today… Today she would finally get the haircut she had been dreaming of for years.

Just as she returned the weights to the rack, her phone beeped again.

Gemma:
Thanks – I’ve replaced most of it already but just want to know what I did with it. I guess it can stay at yours if you find it.




Rory grinned and tapped out a response. In the weeks since they had reconnected at the opera, Gemma had stayed over at her house every weekend and each time managed to leave something behind. If they had been dating, Rory would have suspected her of moving in by stealth. Not that she would mind Gemma moving in, she realised. Her house had felt sterile and cavernous before, and she hadn’t realised it until bits of Gemma’s clutter started to appear around the place. Now she had toiletries in her shower, clothes in Rory’s wardrobe that Rory had washed along with her own laundry, and even her favourite cereal in the cupboard for breakfast. Rory chided herself with a look in the mirror. That last one had been on her. She had been shopping and saw Gemma’s favourite cereal and couldn’t resist getting it for her. She was about to give herself a good talking to about letting Gemma too much into her life when she saw Isaac approach her with a grin on his face.

“Hey you.” He greeted. He waited for her to finish her set before fist-bumping her. “You’re really making progress!”

She flexed her arm in the mirror and grinned at the ghost of a bicep that was showing.

“Getting there.” She replaced the weights and took a long drink from her water bottle.

He waited a beat before pointing to her hair. “Today’s the day, huh?”

She ducked her head and wiped some sweat away before replying.

“Yep.”

Isaac grinned at her and patted her shoulder. “Craig is the best barber in the area. He’ll look after you.”

She smiled but noticed that it didn’t quite reach her eyes. This was a big step. With everything else she was doing, she could go back. She could pull out her feminine-cut suit for work. She could go back to being the perfect daughter that everyone wanted. Everyone but her. She scoffed in her head.

She swallowed and then remembered her father nodding at her suit and adjusting the shirt collar so that it sat within the jacket, like a man’s did, rather than outside the jacket like her mother tried to do. Her father would be supportive, she hoped. Her mother might have a bit of time adjusting to it, but her dad would be in her corner. She then pictured a boxing ring with herself in the centre, with everyone staring at her. She looked across to where she imagined her parents to be and instead saw Gemma. Of course, Gemma would be there. Gemma supported her.

She turned her attention back to Isaac and tried to silence the doubting voices in her head.

“He’d better be.” She knotted her brows together. “You have told him I’m…” She wafted a hand over herself.

“Gorgeous? Hot? Working with the best personal trainer in the business?” He winked. “He’s a barber. As long as you have hair to cut, he’s happy to do it.”

She gulped and nodded, unsure of how to convey the anxiety of stepping into a male-oriented space.

“Is Gemma going with you?” His question pulled her out of her spiralling thoughts.

“Yes, she’s spent all week researching haircuts for me.” Rory felt a wave of affection wash over her as she remembered the text messages and pictures that Gemma had sent her, ranging from undercuts to mullets and one Gemma described as ‘the lesbian Hugh Grant’.

Isaac moved out of the way as someone else wanted the bench they had been standing near and pushed Rory towards the water cooler.

“You are very lucky to have such a supportive not-girlfriend.” He pulled a face.

“Don’t start.” She rolled her eyes at him and refilled her water bottle. She took a long drink before continuing. “You know my reasons.”

“Yes, I do.” He inspected his nails as a way to fill the dramatic pause he was building. “I just don’t agree with them. But I’ve come to like and respect you in the last two weeks, so I’ll leave it at that. Even if I think you’re being an idiot.”

Rory whipped her head around. “An idiot?” She fixed him with a glare. After acing her A levels, getting a first at university and being at the top of her law class, no one had ever called her an idiot. She had always been praised for being one of the brightest young lawyers in her firm, and this helped her rise steadily through the ranks to where she was now.

“Yes.” He dragged her back to the mats. “Do your cool down while I lecture you on all the ways she’s perfect for you and besotted with you.”

Rory gulped. She didn’t need anyone to tell her. She knew Gemma was right for her, perfect even. The last few weeks had proved that. But would she still be right for her when she had short hair, when she was mistaken for a man in public? The thought of having Gemma as her girlfriend and then losing her was too much to think about. She moved through her stretches as she cooled down, with Isaac correcting her gently, and let her mind wander again. What if she wasn’t happy with just a haircut? What if she wanted to take testosterone? Fully transition? Would Gemma walk away from her then? Would she remember she was a lesbian and liked women and didn’t want whatever Rory was turning into?

The thoughts plagued her as she showered and started the journey to the barber shop Isaac had recommended. She’d decided to use her car today rather than the tube so she could be alone with her thoughts and now regretted that decision. She would have welcomed the hustle and bustle of the train and the rich variety of people you met on it. But as it was, she was alone in her car in the slowest moving traffic you could imagine, with every worst-case scenario running through her head.

What if her boss didn’t like her new look? Her lecturer all those years ago could be right. Did people really want a butch lesbian lawyer in men’s suits working for them? She had put all her money into her house and on the extravagant engagement party Darcy had wanted, leaving her with no savings. How would she survive if she had no job? She remembered Gemma’s dad offering her a job, but that was more than likely dependent on her being his future daughter-in-law, which she wasn’t. Despite all of Isaac’s very well put together arguments on how Rory was an idiot for not wanting Gemma, there was the fact that Gemma didn’t want a relationship right now and hadn’t been able to make a relationship of more than a few weeks’ work.

By the time she arrived at the barber shop, she was convinced that this move would leave her homeless, jobless and ostracised from her family. Her hands were shaking as she locked her car, and she felt like she could throw up on the pavement at any time. She checked her phone for messages, but aside from the last one from Gemma saying she’d meet her at the barbers’, there was nothing. She walked towards the shop, but her feet felt like they were stuck to the floor. Just as she was about to turn around and run back to her car, a warm body engulfed her in a hug and the daze that had surrounded her lifted.

“You look sick to your stomach,” Gemma said in lieu of greeting. “Did you get enough fluids at the gym? It’s very hot today.”

Rory blinked and wondered what she was talking about when she realised Gemma was giving her a reason for why she looked bad and was actually gently asking if she was okay.

“Yeah, I did I…” The excuses for why she was distracted wilted on her lips as she felt Gemma’s hand slip into hers. “I’m nervous.” She admitted quietly. “It’s silly because this is something that I’ve wanted for ages, but I’m nervous.”

Gemma shot her a soft smile combined with a squeeze of her hand.

“Of course you’re nervous. That’s perfectly normal and not silly at all.” She reached a hand up to cup Rory’s face, and Rory pressed her cheek into Gemma’s warm palm. “Remember, you are in charge today. You don’t need to do anything you are not happy with. If you chat to Craig and decide he’s not the barber for you or that you don’t want to do this now, that’s absolutely fine.”

Rory let Gemma’s warmth and support leech into her and took a couple of deep, calming breaths. Gemma’s perfume wafted up her nose and soothed her in a way it never had before.

“I just feel...” She let her head slump forward, breaking eye contact with Gemma. “I feel like a fraud, going into a barber when I’m a woman. What if the guys take the piss out of me, what if I don’t fit in, what if…”

Her voice trailed off and she stared at the cracks in the pavement.

“What if you do fit in?” Gemma asked. “Or what if they just don’t care that you’re a woman? Not everyone sees gender as binary. To them, you may be just another paying customer. I can’t believe that Isaac would recommend someone who’s going to make you feel bad. Now we could stand here all afternoon catastrophising, or you could walk through the door and find out. I won’t leave you until you feel safe, and if you want to go home, we can do that too.”

Rory gave Gemma’s hand a grateful squeeze and turned towards the barbers’ shop. Looking through the window, she could see a couple of guys lounging in the chairs in front of the mirrors and gulped. She wasn’t sure where this insecurity came from. She used to be fearless about heading into new situations and new experiences. But that was a decade ago, she realised, and the last impulsive thing she had done was to seduce Gemma into her bed at Michelle’s party.

With one last deep breath, she mentally pulled up her big-girl pants and walked into the shop.

The shop was simply decorated with a laminate floor and wood panelling on the walls. A neon sign hung on the back wall. On one side, three barbers’ chairs stood in front of large mirrors. A younger man lounged in one, hardly looking up from his phone, whilst in the other a tattooed guy sat until he noticed them enter through the door. Rory gripped Gemma’s hand and looked between the two of them.

“Hi, is one of you Craig?” She used all her legal training to keep her voice neutral and steady despite her heart thumping against her ribcage and her knees feeling wobbly.

The tattooed guy unfolded himself from the chair, and she looked up at him.

“Yeah, that's me. You Rory?”

She nodded.

“Awesome. Isaac said he’d recommended me.”

She nodded again.

“Guess I’ll have to buy him a beer next time I see him.” He chuckled, and the deepness of his laugh rumbled in his chest. “Come and take a seat and tell me what you’re thinking.”

Rory sat in the chair and appreciated the no-nonsense style Craig had. The last time she’d had her hair cut, it had been fifteen minutes of tea, magazines and fluff before someone even spoke to her about what she wanted. Then the hairdresser had scrunched her face into a scowl at the thought of cutting off Rory’s chestnut tresses and said it wouldn’t suit her at all to go any shorter than she was already. Of course, that had been a salon recommended by Darcy, and this was a different prospect altogether. She swallowed a couple of times and fixed Craig with a decent look.

“I want to cut my hair short.” She said over the thrumming of blood in her ears.

“Okay, mate.” He picked up her ponytail and loosened the hair tie. He gathered up her hair, which was still slightly damp from the shower she’d had at the gym, and held it up. “What are you thinking?” He cocked his head to one side. “I can see you rocking a short back and sides with a floppy bit at the front.”

Rory gazed at him. Was that it? No fanfare, no arguments or judgement. Just “okay mate” and then immediately suggesting the look she wanted.

“Uh, yeah.” She spluttered out. Tapping her phone screen, she pulled up a picture of a hairstyle she liked. “Do you think this would work?”

Craig looked over her shoulder at the picture on her phone. It showed one of the influencers she had found on Instagram.

“So, a high taper fade with volume on top?” Craig asked her through the mirror.

“Um, I guess,” She shrugged, feeling woefully unprepared, despite the research she had done.

He laughed, and the rest of her tension melted away

“Is this the first time you’re going short?”

“Yep.” She swallowed a few times, trying to get rid of the lump in her throat.

“Cool, how about we start you at a grade four at the back and I’ll style the top longer so you can play with it.” He moved her long hair around. “Until we remove all this, I won’t know how your hair lies, so I might not get exactly what you want first time, but I will do my best to get it how you want.”

She stared at him and then at Gemma. Gemma’s eyes held unshed tears over a smile. This care and acceptance was something else.

“Do you mind if Sammy here takes some before and after pics?” Craig asked.

Rory nodded her agreement as Sammy quickly started snapping pictures as Craig reached for a brush. He tidied her long hair up for the last time and deftly made it into a plait.

“This sounds a silly question, but go with me,” he caught her eyes in the mirror. “What do you want to do with your hair once it’s cut off?”

Rory blinked in surprise. Did he think she wanted to take it home with her? Or was he going to mount it on the wall of his shop like a trophy? Here sits the last of Rory Davies’ femininity?

Craig snorted and smiled. “I just ask because there’s a charity that takes hair and makes it into wigs for kids. Yours is lovely, and I can send it to them. It’ll make a big difference to someone’s life.”

Rory relaxed again. “Yes, that sounds nice.”

“Awesome.” Craig held out the scissors to Gemma. “You want to do the honours?”

Gemma stood forward and took the scissors. Her eyes caught Rory’s through the mirror, and for a moment the world slid away. Everything they had been through in the last few weeks – the talks, the shopping trip, the visits to the gym, all of Gemma’s research – came down to this. This was the moment. Rory felt something shift in her chest. As she gazed into Gemma’s eyes and then to Gemma’s hands as she cut away her hair, Rory realised that despite her best efforts, she was falling in love with Gemma.
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GEMMA


Gemma wandered aimlessly along the high street while she waited for Rory to have her hair cut. After the momentous occasion of cutting Rory’s plait off, she was then unceremoniously shooed from the shop by Craig, who declared that ‘it was not a spectator sport’ and that ‘girlfriends were not required.’

She didn’t want to dive into the fact that neither Rory nor she had corrected him that she wasn’t Rory’s girlfriend. As she aimlessly wandered, she wondered if Rory would correct his assumption while he was cutting her hair. She didn’t know what to think of that. If she was honest, she felt more like Rory’s girlfriend with every day that passed, except they weren’t girlfriends and didn’t sleep together.

She went into a charity shop and idly flicked through the clothes as she thought about that. They did sleep together. Every time they ended up at Rory’s place, they ended up in the same bed, and it was innocent and platonic, mostly. A couple of times she had woken up nestled in Rory’s arms, and once she had snuggled into Rory’s back when she’d woken up after a bad dream, but that didn’t mean anything. It couldn’t mean anything, she reminded herself, not when Rory was so strict about keeping things as just friends between them.

She was flicking through some clothes and thinking about Rory when her thoughts were interrupted by her phone ringing. She glanced at the screen before swiping to accept the call.

“Hello Teagan.” She smiled into the phone.

“Hello Gemma, or is it Mrs Rory yet?” Teagan’s voice was full of the annoying teasing she loved about her friend.

“What can I do for you?” Gemma ignored Teagan’s comment. To acknowledge it would only prove to Teagan that it bothered her

“Are you and the missus free tonight?” Teagan’s voice was filled with Aussie mirth.

Gemma ground her teeth. “Teagan!” She implored.

“Sorry, sorry,” Teagan giggled, giving the impression she wasn’t sorry at all. “Brad’s mate’s band is playing at The Pub, and he’s got four tickets. Wondered if you and Rory wanted to join us for the evening? I was thinking pizza first and then on to The Pub? What do you think?”

Gemma worried a lip as she looked at an ugly skirt on the rails. Noticing that she was the only customer and that the woman behind the counter was listening in to her conversation, she hurried outside into the sunshine. “I don’t know. She’s having her hair cut as we speak, and I don’t know how she’ll feel about it.”

Teagan hummed down the phone, and for a moment said nothing. She and Gemma had spoken a lot this week about Rory having her hair cut. Not particularly about Rory, but about how Gemma felt about it. Teagan had perceptively mentioned one night that Gemma was taking on a lot being Rory’s only support on her journey.

“How’s she doing?”

“I have no idea.” Gemma sighed and fixed her sunglasses over her eyes. “I was sent away and told to go back in half an hour.” She glanced at her watch and groaned. There were still fifteen minutes to go.

“I bet she’ll look hot.” Teagan made a rawr sound down the phone.

Gemma hoped so, but wasn’t sure how she would feel about that. She hadn’t confessed to Rory but had opened up to Teagan last week over a bottle of red, that she didn’t find butch women particularly attractive. A few times someone androgynous had caught her eye, but generally she’d always liked to have a feminine body in her bed. In a way, it would make things easier between her and Rory if she didn’t find her attractive anymore. They could settle back to being just friends, and she could dip her toe back into the dating pool. She hadn’t wanted to examine too closely that she’d felt no desire to date anyone else since meeting up with Rory again. Perhaps tonight would be a good chance. They could go out with Brad and Teagan as friends. Perhaps she could flirt with some women and maybe get a few numbers.

“She’ll look like Rory.” Gemma finally replied, realising that she had been mid-conversation with Teagan before her mind had wandered.

“A hot Rory.” Teagan teased. “How about I make a reservation at the Italian place on the corner for dinner? If you both feel up to eating, then join us and you can decide about The Pub after that?”

Gemma agreed to talk to Rory and hung up the call before Teagan could tease her any more. It would be easier, she rationalised to herself, far easier if her silly crush on Rory went away. This unresolved sexual tension between them was likely to be a residue from their night together. If they met now, without their history, Gemma might not even give Rory a second glance.

That was crap, she told herself. Rory was always worth a second glance. She pulled her phone out of her pocket and opened Instagram. She scrolled through the influencers she had found and sent to Rory and looked at the pictures. Her heart sank slightly as she realised she didn’t feel the slightest bit of attraction to anyone who presented more masculine. She looked at Jak’s pictures. Objectively, she could see that they were gorgeous, but there was not a flicker of attraction anywhere in Gemma. She opened her photo app and flicked through the pictures they had taken together at the opera and at the hotel. A pang of longing hit her in the stomach. There was that familiar prickle of attraction and desire.

Perhaps it was for the best if she didn’t fancy Rory with short hair. They could be friends. The families wouldn’t get their hopes up, and she could share a bed with Rory without that almost irresistible pull to sink into her. Yes. That was decided. Masc-presenting Rory was not going to trouble her heart or her libido. Decision made, she turned and walked back to the barbers, not caring if half an hour had passed or not.

She pushed through the door and fuck! Rory was sensational. Gemma’s heart thumped in her chest, and desire shot through her like an arrow.

Holy fucking lesbians.

Damn, Teagan was correct. Rory was hot. She was hotter than anyone had a right to be. Rory had cheekbones and a jawline and a neck! Oh, what a neck! Gemma couldn’t explain why short hair highlighted her neck more than having her hair up in a bun did, but it did, oh it did, and Gemma wanted nothing more than to bury her face into that neck.

But more than all of that, Rory was smiling. Not just the happy-to-see-you smile she wore at the opera or the settled-in-her-family smile that she had sported by the swimming pool. This was a beaming smile that started at her core and radiated throughout her body. Gemma was transfixed. Rory’s hair was buzzed into her neck, but there was still a piece that flopped across one eye, and her fingers itched to swipe it back into place. She wanted nothing more than to run her fingers through Rory’s hair and pull her into a kiss. She took several breaths before moving forward towards Rory.

“What do you think?” A hint of insecurity entered Rory’s voice, and Gemma hated that her inability to speak made Rory uneasy.

“I love it,” she said on a breath, and Rory’s smile broadened. Gemma hadn’t thought it possible, but Rory looked even happier than she had before.

“You look like…” Gemma cycled through words in her mind. You look sexy, you look handsome, you look happy.

“You look like you,” Gemma said. She didn’t know how that was possible. Rory had never had hair this short or this masculine, but she looked right.

Rory turned to look at herself in the mirror, and Gemma moved next to her. Rory touched the front of her hair with a hand before looping an arm around Gemma’s waist and pulling her into her side. Gemma fixed Rory’s gaze in the mirror again and smiled. They looked good together. Her heart clenched. Damn, they really looked good together.

Their eyes locked and again, the world fell away as Gemma saw Rory’s happiness.

The moment was shattered when Craig called out to them and held a phone up.

“Can I take some after pictures?”

Rory nodded, and Gemma moved to one side. Sammy snapped away, and at the last minute Rory pulled Gemma to her side and they posed for a picture.

Rory cleared her throat. “I, erm, I don’t mind you having them for your portfolio, but I’d prefer it if you didn’t put them on social media.” She paused before adding, “It’s all a bit personal still, and I don’t feel like sharing everything with the world.”

Craig nodded in understanding, and Gemma wondered how much Rory had shared with him as he’d cut her hair. Gemma was still in awe of how good Rory looked and was in a daze as Rory paid Craig and shook his hand. They would probably still have been there chatting if his next customer hadn’t arrived for their cut.

Rory ushered Gemma out of the shop with a warm hand to the small of her back, and they walked back to the car. They walked in companionable silence until they were sitting in the car. Before she started the engine, Rory turned to Gemma.

“You really like it?” Her eyebrows came together as she asked the question.

“I do.” Gemma reached out a hand but then pulled it back. “Sorry, I forgot.”

“No, it’s okay.” She looked at Gemma with a seductive smile. “I think I might like you playing with it now.”

Gemma took that as permission and ran her fingers through Rory’s hair. It was softer than she’d imagined. She traced her fingers over Rory’s brow and the floppy piece of hair that lay there. She had to admit, Craig had done an amazing job with it.

“Do you like it?” She asked Rory as she traced the curve of her head.

“I do.” Rory grinned. “I fucking love it!”

Gemma’s fingers had reached the nape of Rory’s neck, and she gently caressed the fine hairs that stood out from Rory’s skin, enjoying how they felt under her fingers. Rory moaned, and the sound bounced around the car and went straight to Gemma’s clit. Rory swallowed before tugging her head away.

“I think it's best if you don’t do that.” Her voice was clipped and formal, and for a split-second Gemma wondered if she had done something wrong. Then Rory’s eyes met hers, and the desire shone like a beacon, drawing her in.

“Why? Don’t you like it?” Gemma trailed her fingers down Rory’s neck and traced the toned muscles in her arms before trailing a fingertip over her hand.

“You know I do.” Rory’s voice was low and husky. Gemma leaned across the car. Her gaze flicked to Rory’s mouth. She noticed Rory’s eyes drop to her own lips, and a magnetic pull drew them together. She felt Rory’s breath on her lips and was just about to bring their lips together when her phone rang loudly, the noise deafening in the silence of the car.

Rory cursed and gripped the steering wheel while Gemma fumbled to answer it. She barely registered her mother’s name showing on the screen before her voice filled Gemma’s ears.

“Gemma? It’s Mum.” Gemma rolled her eyes and indicated to Rory to start the car. Her mother’s phone calls were never short, so they might as well drive home in the interim.

“Hi Mum.” Gemma tried to keep her voice steady and not as if she had just been about to devour Rory’s lips with her own. She pinched her nose, partly in frustration that her mother had disturbed them and partly because she had again forgotten that she and Rory were going to be just friends and kissing her was not part of that deal.

“What are you up to?” Her mother inquired, “Is this a bad time? You sound breathless.”

Gemma rolled her eyes and firmly kept her eyes ahead so she wouldn’t look at Rory. The last thing she needed now was to see that sexy-ass smirk cross Rory’s face.

“Nothing, I’m just out with Rory, and we’d just walked back to her car.”

As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she wished she could take them back. She muted the call briefly. “Shit, shit, shit!” She dropped her phone in her lap and massaged her temples. Her mother’s excited chatter drifted up from the phone. She slammed her sunglasses onto her eyes as a way of hiding from the world and lifted her phone to her ear again.

“Oh, how lovely. I knew you two would hit it off again. She is such a lovely girl.” Her mother’s voice dropped to a conspiratorial level. “You know she would be an excellent girlfriend for you. Your dad and I are always saying how good you look together. George!” She called out, presumably to her father, who was across the room from her. “Gemma’s out with Rory!”

Gemma couldn’t hear her dad’s reply but could hear the low rumble of laughter emanating from Rory. She turned her head to see that sexy smirk twist the corner of Rory’s mouth.

She closed her eyes and pinched her nose again, which dislodged her glasses and provided a perfect metaphor for how her afternoon was going. Ever since Rory had looked at her with that short haircut and blinding grin, her world had been off its axis. She listened to her parents talking in the background of the call. Despite pressing her ear to the phone, she couldn’t make out what they were saying. In the end, she gave up trying and called out to get her mother’s attention.

“Mum!” She paused so her mum could turn her attention back to the call with her daughter. “Why did you call me?”

“Ah yes, your grandmother is planning another trip to the opera. Apparently, they had a box booking cancel, and she’s taken the tickets.”

Gemma sighed. Her grandmother was a prominent supporter of the opera house and often took up unsold tickets so that it would have a full house.

“Okay when is it?” Gemma knew without asking that they would expect her to go with them.

“It’s a week next Saturday.”

Gemma let out a breath. For the life of her, she didn’t know why her mother couldn’t use dates like the rest of the human race.

“Can you text me the dates? I can check my diary and let you know.”

“Can’t you tell me now?”

“No, Mum I can’t. I need to check my diary and see if I’m free.” She also needed the time to mentally prepare herself for another family gathering.

“Okay, can you ask Rory too? Saves me a phone call to her mother.”

Gemma smiled at that. It wasn’t like their mothers needed any excuse to call each other and would likely speak before the day was out anyway. In all likelihood, Gemma’s mum would call Rory’s mum as soon as she hung up with Gemma to tell her she was out with Rory.

She said goodbye to her mum and turned to Rory.

“Sooo,” she dragged out. “Fancy another night at the opera?”
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RORY


Rory toed her shoes off and walked into her kitchen. She glimpsed herself in the mirror in her hallway and grinned. She looked good, she looked like herself, she felt right.

She pressed buttons on the coffee machine and turned to Gemma. She was about to ask her about what had happened in the car when Gemma’s phone rang again. Rory ground her teeth and resisted the temptation to throw the damn thing out the window. She had wanted to kiss Gemma, and she felt Gemma had wanted the same. The bounds of friendship were wearing thin, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to fight it anymore. She’d spoken about it to Craig as he cut her hair. It had amazed her how easy it had been to open up to him, and she had shared a lot about her journey. One thing he said stood out above all others. ‘What if someone else finds her while you’re still looking for you?’

He had paused in shaving her neck at that point, and a shiver had run over her. She’d not considered that. She’d been so consumed in her own journey of discovery that she’d forgotten that Gemma was a beautiful, sexy, and single woman. Another, more pleasurable shiver, went across her as she thought about that moment in the car when Gemma had tickled the short hairs at the back of her neck. What would have happened if her mother hadn’t called?

She’d also received a message from her own mother, demanding that she return home for the opera.

Rory looked up at Gemma as she walked back into the kitchen.

“That was Teagan.” She waved her phone by way of explanation. “She wants to know if we want to go with her and Brad to The Pub to see a band. I was meant to have asked you earlier, but…” Gemma trailed off while pointing towards Rory’s hair.

Rory pondered the question for a moment. Part of her wanted to cuddle on the sofa with Gemma and build up to kissing her senseless and confessing all her feelings for her. The other, more sensible part of her said that being with other people might lessen the temptation to pull her into her arms. After all, it wasn’t just about what Rory wanted. She knew Gemma had also been reluctant to get involved with her and wanted to remain friends. Perhaps it would be better for them and their friendship to be with other people as friends. Rory wondered how she would feel if Gemma flirted with someone else when they were together? As her friend, it fell to her to be a good wing-woman, even though the thought of it made Rory’s pulse spike. This was exactly why they needed to be together as friends, with other people.

“Do you want to stay over tonight?” Gemma’s voice interrupted her thoughts. “It makes sense as the pub we’re going to is just around the corner from my flat. That way you can enjoy the evening without needing to worry about either driving or train times.”

Fuck. Rory resisted the temptation to hang her head. Not thirty seconds after she had decided that they would be just friends again, Gemma put the vision in her head of sharing a bed together. Perhaps Gemma meant she could sleep on her sofa, although Rory wasn’t sure about how Teagan would cope with a strange person on her sofa. But from what Gemma had said, Teagan seemed like the kind of person who wouldn’t bat an eyelid at a stranger crashing on their sofa.

“You mean on your sofa or…” Rory felt her heart thump in her chest and realised it did a lot of that around Gemma.

“Don’t be silly, you can share with me.” Gemma fixed her with a look that Rory couldn’t understand. Great, was she now like Samson and all ability to read her friend had been taken away with her long hair?

“Okay, how about I throw a bag together and then we head off to your place?”

Gemma nodded and grabbed her mug of coffee and folded herself into Rory’s armchair with her phone, presumably to text Teagan back. For a moment, Rory stood in her kitchen and looked into the living room. Gemma looked and acted so at home in her house. She hadn’t noticed it before, but now that she really thought about it, in the weeks since they’d had that first meal here, Gemma had become as familiar in her home as anything else around her. She dashed upstairs and spent far longer than she should have done selecting an outfit. Sighing, she threw the shirt she’d been thinking about wearing onto the bed and grabbed her travel toiletry bag and some underwear and threw them into a duffle bag. She had to travel for work and kept her bag ready for an overseas trip at a moment’s notice.

Having gathered everything she thought she might need, she turned her attention back to her outfit. Gemma would likely get ready when they got to her flat, but Rory didn’t want the awkwardness of them getting ready together in the same cramped space, so decided to get changed now. She’d got as far as a pair of men’s black jeans and a black sports bra when Gemma appeared in the doorway.

“Hey, Teagan suggested we go for pizza first….” Gemma’s voice drifted off, and Rory spun around to look at her. It wasn’t the first time she had shown so much skin to Gemma. On their day by the swimming pool she had shown far more. But for some reason, here in her bedroom she felt more exposed. She searched Gemma’s face only to see Gemma’s eyes rake over her body. For a moment, Rory expected the same look of disappointment to flash in Gemma’s eyes as she felt whenever she looked at herself, but the look that Gemma flashed her was not disappointment. Far from it. Gemma’s eyes were full of heat, and her cheeks were flushed. Gemma made no attempt to hide her appraisal of Rory’s body, and Rory found she liked it. Her own cheeks felt flushed, and she squared her shoulders to Gemma, silently giving Gemma permission to look as much as she wanted.

For a moment, the air between them hung heavy. In the background, the sounds of suburbia leaked into the room. Her neighbour mowing his lawn, a dog barking, the sound of the ice-cream van as it patrolled the streets looking for hungry children. But none of that mattered to Rory. She couldn’t think above the swooshing in her ears and the silent voice that said she needed to go to Gemma. She swallowed a couple of times.

As she was deciding what to do, her feet moved forward, almost of their own volition. The question that had been plaguing her for the last few weeks: would Gemma still fancy her without the long hair, without the girly outfits, was answered in Gemma’s eyes. Gemma wanted her, desired her, and Rory was done with hiding from that desire. She noticed Gemma moving towards her and lifted her hands to cup her face. Not giving herself time to think, she crashed her lips into Gemma’s. She turned slightly to walk Gemma back to the wall of her bedroom. Gemma let out a slight oof as her back collided with the wall, but Rory wasn’t deterred. She moved her lips over Gemma’s and poured all of her feelings into the kiss. Gemma’s hands reached around her waist and settled in the small of her back. Her fingers skimmed the sensitive skin above Rory’s waistband before a hand splayed over the muscles in her back, pulling her closer.

Before she could think about what she was doing, Gemma opened her mouth to Rory and teasingly poked her tongue out. Rory gently caressed it with her own, moaning into the sensation of their tongues coming together before pulling back slightly. Their lips parted, and for a moment a flash of anger crossed Gemma’s lips. Rory grinned and trailed a finger down Gemma’s front to hook into the waistband of her skinny jeans. Rory walked backwards towards the bed, tugging at Gemma to follow her lead. Realisation crossed Gemma’s face and in a split second, annoyance was replaced with the sultriest look Rory had ever seen. Gemma placed a hand on Rory’s sternum and pushed her towards the bed. The edge of the mattress touched the back of her legs, and she sank onto it, pulling Gemma on top of her.

Quickly, Gemma straddled Rory’s hips and leant forward. Her hair was in a ponytail, and Rory itched to loosen those silky strands and have them hanging around them. Gemma paused for a moment, her eyes searching Rory’s before she dropped her head and captured Rory’s lips again. She bent forward, her top hitched up, and Rory’s fingers quickly found the skin exposed between the waistband of her jeans and top. As they lost themselves in the kiss, Rory’s fingers danced along Gemma’s ribcage, eliciting a hiss from the other woman.

“Fuck, Rory.” Gemma lifted her lips from Rory’s before burying her face into Rory’s neck. She kissed the pulse point she found there, and Rory felt a shiver run through her. Her fingers tugged at Gemma’s top, and she lifted it upwards before a hand on her chest stopped her.

“Shit, Rory.” This time, her words were full of regret. Rory stilled her fingers. Every fear she had ran through her, and a chill replaced the fire from earlier. Was Gemma rejecting her? Had she misread the signs? She pulled herself up on the bed and sat up. Her hands were shaky, and her stomach was in knots. She was about to say something when Gemma stood. Rory’s heart pounded as she watched her friend stand before her.

“Sit up there.” Gemma pointed towards the headboard.

Rory was confused, but did as she was told. She adjusted the pillows on the bed and sat as she waited for her friend to explain all the ways in which she didn’t find her attractive anymore.

Gemma stood next to the bed and took her hair out of its ponytail. She fluffed the brown tresses and seemed to have a silent conversation with herself. Rory was torn between sitting quietly where she was or taking the initiative and telling Gemma that it was okay, that she knew she might not fancy her as much now as she used to. Reflexively, she tensed an arm, enjoying the definition of the muscles in her arm as she did. It had only been a few weeks, but she was really seeing the benefits of her workouts. It had helped that she had kept herself fairly fit anyway, but the muscle definition was starting to show.

“Could you stop doing that?” Gemma’s voice was quiet, almost pleading.

Rory relaxed her arms and slumped against the headboard of the bed. “Could you at least throw me a T-shirt before telling me all the ways you don’t like who I am now?” Her voice was sharper than she had intended, all the fears and worries that were bubbling below the surface threatening to boil over.

“What?” Gemma glared at her

“Well, you have me at a disadvantage,” Rory snapped, waving a hand at her nearly naked torso.

Gemma shook her head, which made her hair ripple around her head like she was in a shampoo commercial. In one swift motion, she took her own top off and stood with her hands on her hips.

“There,” she smirked, “I think that evens us up a bit.”

Rory tried hard to keep her eyes on Gemma’s face but eventually her gaze drifted down to Gemma’s full breasts, nestled in a functional cotton bra. Never had something so simple looked so good. She tried to swallow but found her mouth suddenly dry as all the moisture in her body settled in her groin. She had no idea what was going on right now, so waited for Gemma to make the next move.

“I do like you.” Gemma sat next to Rory and snuggled into her. The feel of Gemma’s skin brushing hers made Rory’s pulse quicken. Gemma snuggled into Rory’s chest and feathered kisses along Rory’s collarbone. Rory shivered and felt her body respond instantly to Gemma’s touch. “I really like you, Rory.” She kissed her way up Rory’s neck, leaving a trail of heat in her wake. “And you look really, really hot with this new haircut.” She kissed her again and buried her nose into the crook of Rory’s neck. Her hand rested on Rory’s chest.

“Any other day, I’d be naked right now.”

“But then…” Rory started, and Gemma brushed her lips with a kiss again.

“More accurately, any other day when I’m not finishing my period.” She sighed, and Rory felt her frustration deep in her chest. Relief flooded her system.

“So, you’d like to…”

“Hell yes.” Gemma cupped Rory’s cheek and turned her face towards her. “I’ve been physically holding myself back for weeks because I thought you didn’t want to.” Gemma captured Rory’s lips with a gentle kiss. “What changed?”

“I did.” Rory shrugged. “Actually, it was something Craig said. It made me realise I could go on this journey of self-discovery only to find that someone else had caught your eye. I was so scared that you wouldn’t want me anymore that I didn’t think about the fact that I could lose you because I’d pushed you away so much.”

Rory shuffled on the bed and moved her arms so that she was hugging Gemma to her. She kissed the top of Gemma’s head before continuing in a shaky voice.

“The thought that I’d push you away and lose you scared the crap out of me. I’ve already nearly lost you through my foolishness in walking away ten years ago. I don’t want to do that again.” She threaded their fingers together. “I want to see if there is something between us, to see if we can make it work, because I have a feeling there is and that it will be magical if we just give it a chance.”

“That was some haircut.” Gemma lifted her free hand to brush the floppy bit of hair from Rory’s forehead. Rory didn’t flinch as she would have done yesterday. Gemma abruptly pulled her hand back.

“Sorry, I forgot.”

Rory felt a wave of love wash over her at Gemma’s thoughtfulness. “It’s okay,” she said quietly and then shivered as Gemma moved her hand back to the lock of hair that Craig had styled so that it would flop over her brow. Gemma’s fingers grazed her forehead as she played with her hair, and more shivers coursed through Rory. Rather than the rolls of revulsion that had previously run through her, these were shivers of desire, of heat. Gemma fixed Rory’s eyes with a deep gaze of her own and moved her hand over Rory’s head.

“This looks really good.” She played with the short stubbly bits at the base of Rory’s neck, and Rory instantly found a new addiction. Earlier, she thought it had been a fluke when Gemma’s touch had turned her on. Now it happened again, she was sure that she would never get enough of this feeling.

“You need to stop that.” Her voice was husky.

Gemma’s hand shot away, and she worried her lower lip with her teeth. “Sorry, I thought you said it was okay.”

“Oh, it is.” Rory had never heard her own voice be so husky, so sexy. She dipped her head and nuzzled into Gemma’s neck. She paused for a moment before adding, “It’s more than okay. It’s really nice.”

She pulled back and captured Gemma’s lips for another kiss, attempting to convey just how nice it was. Now that she was free to kiss her, now that they had both confessed that they couldn’t fight what was bubbling between them anymore, she wanted to kiss Gemma at every opportunity. With a soft sigh of contentment, Gemma lazily kissed her back, lips touching and caressing, tongues probing. Their bodies fitted together like two pieces of a puzzle. Rory angled her head slightly and deepened the kiss, and Gemma’s arms tightened around her neck.

“We need to get out of here,” Rory rasped. “Won’t Teagan be waiting?”

“Fuck her.” Gemma nibbled on Rory’s neck.

“I’d rather fuck you,” Rory replied with a smirk that earned her a slap from Gemma.

“I’d much rather you made love to me all night long.” Gemma trailed her fingers over Rory’s arms and kissed along Rory’s collarbone.

Rory’s entire body was on fire, and her brain filled with images of her and Gemma entwined around each other.

“I think after ten years and two months of foreplay you owe me all night, don’t you?” Gemma sucked Rory’s earlobe into her mouth, and Rory’s brain combusted. She trailed her fingers along the raised bumps of Gemma’s spine, smiling when Gemma shivered in her arms.

She desperately wanted to ask Gemma if this meant they were dating, or what this meant from now on, but was scared to say anything in case Gemma retreated into herself. Over the past few weeks, Gemma had shared details of her disastrous dating life and how she worried she would never make a relationship stick. Rory sensed a deep fear of commitment from Gemma and so endeavoured to rein in her natural temptation to define the parameters of their relationship. She decided to live a little more like Gemma and see where the relationship would take them. The only problem with that was that Rory knew without a doubt that she was falling for Gemma, and didn’t know what she would do if Gemma didn’t feel the same.


21


GEMMA


Gemma had to give it to Brad. His friend’s band was pretty good, and the crowd at the pub seemed to enjoy their music. It amused her that the local pub was called simply that, ‘The Pub’. It had been a pub for as long as anyone could remember but went bust during COVID. Once the lockdown was lifted, a banker and his husband retired from the city, bought it, and made it into a hip, queer-friendly space that everyone loved. Key to their success was the live music on Friday and Saturday nights. The Pub was always packed, and tonight was no exception. She looked to the bar, where Brad and Rory were getting drinks. She still had to take a second look at Rory as she was adjusting to her new haircut.

“She looks even hotter now!” Teagan’s voice was barely above the music, and Gemma struggled to hear her. Once the words registered in her brain, she had to stifle a grin.

“I guess.” She tried to sound nonchalant but obviously failed.

“Oh pishhh.” Teagan wafted her hand around in a tipsy attempt at a wave. “You can’t keep your eyes off her. Please tell me you’re fucking her?”

“Keep your voice down, will you?” Gemma shouted back to her.

“Oh, come on Gemma!” Teagan put her empty beer bottle down and wrapped an arm around her friend. Gemma felt Teagan swaying against her and wondered how long she and Brad had been drinking before they had met up for pizza earlier. Admittedly, she and Rory had been delayed because of their impromptu make-out session in Rory’s bedroom. Gemma’s body still tingled with the thought of Rory pressed close to her. The ghost of Rory’s fingers trailing along her spine and around her middle lingered in her memory. She hadn’t realised how many erogenous zones she had until Rory found and caressed them all. She felt her body heating again and wetness pooling in her knickers. It was like they were back at the opera and Rory was turning her on with a look. But this time Rory wasn’t running away. It was Gemma who was putting space between them.

“I mean it, Teagan. Nothing's happening.” Gemma shook her head resolutely and regretted the decision. She hadn’t realised how much she’d had to drink. She needed to lay off the drink unless she wanted to make a colossal tit out of herself.

“But you want it to,” Teagan shouted into her ear. Just then, Brad and Rory returned to their table with more drinks. Before Gemma could say anything to Rory, Teagan grabbed Gemma by the hand and dragged her to the loo. This was their go-to place on double dates when Teagan was trying to set Gemma up with someone and they needed to talk privately. After Teagan closed the door to the toilets and shut out the music, she turned to Gemma.

“Let’s try again, Gemma. You want her, and she wants you. What’s going on?”

Gemma mumbled under her breath, looking in the mirror under the pretence of checking her makeup.

“Nothing, well almost nothing, okay something.” She sighed. “We may have made out on her bed a little this afternoon.”

Teagan squealed and clapped her hands like a demented seal asking for fish. Two other women, who had just exited a cubical together, gave a nod of approval before leaving the toilets, and Gemma dropped her head.

“So, details?” She pulled herself up on the counter that housed the sinks and pulled Gemma closer. “And why the fuck are you here instead of making out with Miss Hot and Gorgeous out there?”

“Because we were meeting you and Brad and didn’t want to be late?” Gemma shot back.

“Nice try love, but that’s not it.” Teagan waved her hand in a vague go on motion. “Spill”

“Well, she was in a pair of jeans and a sports bra.”

“Oh, I bet she looked yummy.” Teagan fanned her face and grinned.

“Hmm, she did,” Gemma heard her voice take on a dreamy quality and swallowed to get it back to normal. The vision of Rory in just her bra from earlier swimming in her mind, forcing all the liquid in her body south again. “Well, we kinda kissed and made out but…” Gemma threw her head back and groaned. “I froze, T, I just didn’t know what to do. I mean I know she doesn’t fully see herself as a woman but more masculine and I didn’t know how to touch her and what to do so I blathered on about having my period…” Her voice trailed off and she let her head fall forward onto Teagan’s shoulder.

“You’ve been a lesbian all the time I’ve known you and had many, many girlfriends.” Teagan teased. “You should know by now how women work.” Teagan winked in an exaggerated fashion, and Gemma rolled her eyes again.

“Be serious, T!” Her voice was exasperated. She checked to see that all the cubicles were empty before speaking again. What she was about to say was private, and she didn’t need anyone overhearing.

“I didn’t know if she wanted to be touched the way other women had been touched, you know.” She dropped her head forward. “Normally I’d be caressing her breasts and nuzzling into her cleavage. You know I’m a boob girl.”

Teagan giggled and waggled her eyebrows at Gemma. When she and Brad had been on a break, Teagan and Gemma had both chatted up the same girl in the pub, mostly because she had fantastic tits.

“But I’m so scared of doing something wrong.” Gemma walked into Teagan’s arms and welcomed the hug that engulfed her. Teagan, it seemed, had realised the seriousness of Gemma’s problem. Of course, Gemma hadn’t shared everything with her friend and so hadn’t told Teagan about how Rory had freaked out when Gemma had run her hands through her hair or how fully Rory wanted to accept her masculine side. The last thing she wanted was to have Rory run away from her again. Gemma felt a tightening around her heart and knew that despite her efforts, she was falling pretty hard for Rory and didn’t know what to do.

“Have you asked her?”

“Huh?” Gemma stood back and looked at Teagan as if she were speaking a foreign language.

“You know, have you talked about it? When you put the brakes on this afternoon, did you tell her you didn’t want to upset her?”

“Umm, no.” Gemma felt her cheeks blush as she remembered exactly what they had done that afternoon. It had been bliss being in Rory’s arms, with Rory’s fingers dancing over her skin and Rory’s mouth and tongue caressing hers.

“Uh-huh.” Teagan smirked. “So you just made out instead!”

Gemma didn’t feel the need to respond to that as she was sure the burning of her cheeks would do that job for her. Could it really be that easy? She looked at herself in the mirror as Teagan used the loo and wondered about everything that had happened to them over the past few weeks. The same thoughts whirled in her brain as she pushed through the crowds of people and back to their table. Her heart flipped at the smile that Rory sent her way. It was not a broad, beaming smile that was more teeth than sincerity, but a soft, sexy smile that told her that Rory had eyes for no one else but her.

She was tired of hiding her feelings for Rory, so instead of sliding in next to her, she confidently went to Rory and slid an arm around her waist. The heat of Rory’s body burned into her own, and Gemma could see the tiny droplets of sweat on her forehead. She had seen Rory like this at the gym several times, but now it hit differently. Was this what Rory would look like if they had sex together? For a moment she allowed her imagination to provide her with an image of Rory’s sweat-slicked body pressed against her in bed, and she had to bite back a moan. She looked into Rory’s deep-brown eyes and for a moment saw a question in them before a flash of desire sparked. In her heels, Gemma was the same height as Rory, and so it only took Rory a second to lean forward and ghost a kiss over Gemma’s mouth. She felt Rory’s fingers splay across the small of her back and pull her closer. Gemma willingly moved towards Rory and took the chance to deepen the kiss. She heard someone moan and for a moment thought it might have been her until she realised it was Rory.

Just as she was about to wrap her arms around Rory’s neck, she remembered they were in the pub and there were at least a hundred people around them. Feeling her cheeks blaze with embarrassment, she pulled away from Rory, satisfied at the squeak of disappointment that emitted from the other woman.

Relief flooded Gemma as she realised Rory hadn’t been put off after Gemma had put the brakes on them having sex earlier. She grabbed her drink from Brad and gulped at least a third of it down before realising it was much stronger than the last one. Her eyes widened, and she looked at Rory, who grinned and waggled her eyebrows mischievously at her. This was a different Rory from the one who had escorted her across the gardens at the opera. Gone was the stuffy lawyer, and in place was a happy, bright Rory. Gemma’s heart tripped at the thought that she was finally seeing some of the real Rory for the first time.

She let the music wash over her as she swayed in time next to Rory. She knew she had a goofy smile on her face and didn’t care. This was the perfect evening with her friends and the woman who was starting to be a lot more than just a friend. There were more bodies packed into the bar now, and it was hard to keep her place. She felt Rory stand behind her and an arm wrap possessively around her. In the past, this sort of thing from a woman she was on a date with would have her backing away and feeling trapped, but with Rory it felt natural and protective. She had chosen a pair of skinny jeans and a short top for the evening and was so pleased she had. Rory's fingers danced across her overheated skin, sending shots of desire straight to her clit. It was like the opera house all over again, but this time there was nothing furtive about it. She pressed her bottom back into Rory’s groin and then hissed as Rory’s fingers went from her stomach to the side of her rib cage. Damn, this woman knew how to touch her and ignite flames within her. She remembered all the tickle fights they’d had as kids and how innocent they were. There was nothing innocent about Rory’s touch tonight, and Gemma couldn’t wait until they were back at her flat. She would talk to Rory, and then she would finally get the woman she had desired for the last few weeks to fuck her senseless.

Apparently, Rory was just as impatient as Gemma. Just as she had got her breathing under control, Gemma felt Rory’s hand slide down her font and slip behind the waistband of her trousers to brush the hairs behind her knickers. Gemma gulped. Surely Rory wasn’t going to fuck her here, was she? A wave of white-hot desire and an exhibitionist streak that Gemma didn’t know she had washed over her as she realised that was exactly what she wanted Rory to do.

“Shit.” Rory’s breath tickled her neck as she spoke into Gemma’s ear. “These jeans are too tight.”

Gemma spun around in Rory’s arms to see Rory’s gorgeous brown eyes drunk with a mixture of desire and alcohol, the exact same thing Gemma was feeling.

“Perhaps we should get out of here?” Gemma spoke into Rory’s ear. The noise from the band and the crowd made talking hard.

“God yes.” Rory breathed out before kissing Gemma again. “But I can’t see Brad and Teagan. We need to let them know we’re going.”

Gemma flipped her phone out of her pocket only to find it was out of battery. She slumped her head forward onto Rory’s shoulder. They stood for a moment before Rory spoke up again.

“Let’s wait here until the end of this song, and then if they’re not back, we’ll go.”

Gemma nodded her agreement and was content for a moment to stand in Rory’s arms as they swayed to the music. Before long, her fingers snuck underneath Rory’s shirt, and she caressed the smooth skin she found there. She felt Rory shiver in her arms and lifted her head to capture Rory’s lips in another searing kiss. Her body was on fire for this woman, and she was about to cup Rory’s very pert behind when she heard Brad and Teagan return.

“Shots!”

Gemma groaned as Brad thrust a shot glass with a bright green liquid in it at her.

“What the hell is this?” She wrinkled her nose and sniffed it dismissively.

“Apple sour.” Rory grinned as she downed her drink in one go.

Gemma did similarly, wincing as the sourness of the drink was followed by the burning of the alcohol.

She leaned into Teagan. “I think we are going to head off.” She lasered her friend with a pointed look.

“Okay, I’ll stay at Brad’s tonight.” Teagan winked unnecessarily, and Gemma slapped her on the arm.

After the goodbyes were said, Rory took Gemma’s hand in hers and pulled her through the crowd. They finally emerged onto the pavement outside the pub and the cool fresh air hit Gemma along with the sudden lack of noise. Her ears were ringing, and her feet hurt. Rory wrapped an arm around her, and Gemma again melted at her body being pressed into hers. For a few steps they tried to walk like this back to Gemma’s flat, but soon Gemma realised they were both pretty drunk and unable to walk like that for long. She pulled away but quickly took Rory’s hand and intertwined their fingers. Her thumb rubbed along Rory’s and she hoped that as they walked, they would both sober up a bit. She had big plans for Rory when they got back to her flat.
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RORY


Rory stirred from a very peaceful sleep to hear Gemma groaning next to her. A smile ghosted across her lips, and she propped herself up on her elbows just in time to see Gemma’s semi-naked body disappear from her bedroom, presumably to the bathroom. Over the last few weekends that Gemma had stayed at her house, Rory had become accustomed to Gemma’s quirks and routines. As soon as her eyes opened, she would shuffle out of bed and into the bathroom to use the loo and then brush her teeth. Of course, in her house Rory had a second bathroom she could use, and then she would head down to the kitchen to get the coffee started. But today they had to share the flat’s only bathroom. Fortunately, she had awoken an hour ago and had crept out to use the loo and brush her teeth before slipping back into bed next to Gemma. She wouldn’t make the same mistake of leaving Gemma sleeping and finding her gone.

Her heart thumped as she gazed at the bedroom door, hoping that Gemma would find her way back to her. There was still a lot in the air between them, and Rory was more than ready to finally show Gemma how much she meant to her. When she had woken up earlier, Rory had taken a couple of paracetamol and grabbed a glass of water each for them. She hadn’t realised how drunk she was until they’d been walking home. Normally, a walk in the cool night air would have sobered her up, but last night it seemed that with every step forward, and sideways, she had become more inebriated.

Her musings about the night before were interrupted by a warm body slipping back under the duvet and a minty-smelling Gemma settling in her arms.

“Oh God, my mouth feels like the cat’s litter tray.” Gemma’s voice was still raspy from sleep.

“You don’t have a cat.” Rory kissed her forehead

“Doesn’t matter.” Gemma sighed into Rory’s shoulder. “I, um, don’t really remember much since leaving the pub. Please don’t tell me I did anything embarrassing.”

Rory grinned. “You firmly told me I was your girlfriend, and that you were going to have your way with me when we got home.”

“Ugh.” Gemma hid her face in Rory’s shoulder again.

“And you insisted that we have sandwiches and water when we got in, so we didn’t get a hangover.”

“Ahh, that’s why there’s jam and butter on the side in the kitchen.” Gemma looked at her. “And did we, um, you know?” She waved a hand between them.

“No.” Rory pulled her closer. “But I really wanted to.”

Gemma lifted her head, and Rory caught her gaze with her own. “I really want you, Gemma. I want to make love to you and hold you naked in my arms and give all the pleasure I can to you. As soon as you’re ready, let me know.”

“I’m ready.”

Gemma’s voice was so husky that Rory almost didn’t catch what she said, but then her brain caught up. She didn’t bother with any more words but simply brought their lips together. All the feelings and frustrations she’d had over the past few weeks came out in that kiss. They had each fallen into bed in just their underwear, and now her fingers skirted the edges of Gemma’s very sexy, very lacy bra. This was a far cry from the one she had worn yesterday afternoon, and Rory approved immensely. As they had drunkenly undressed the night before, Rory had glimpsed Gemma’s lacy underwear and wanted to rip it off but had realised that they were both too drunk to have sex. They were certainly too drunk to properly consent, and that was important to Rory. Knowing that Gemma wanted this as much as she did was a relief and wrapped itself around her heart.

With a gentle push, she rolled them over so that Gemma was on her back and Rory was spread deliciously across her body. She kissed her way down Gemma’s neck and across her collarbone, loving how Gemma responded to her kisses. Before she had rolled them over, she had popped the clasp on Gemma’s bra, a fact that was only now registering with Gemma if the look on her face was anything to go by.

“How did you manage that?” Gemma lifted her head and gazed at Rory.

Rory smiled. “Impressed?”

“Oh yeah.” Gemma’s eyes were warm and inviting.

Rory traced a finger along the gentle curve of Gemma’s breast. Now her bra was loose, Rory’s fingers had more skin to play with.

“Is this okay?”

“Mm, yeah.” Gemma balled one hand in the bedsheet and ran the other one through Rory’s short, cropped hair.

The sensations that ran through Rory were electrifying. She pulled at Gemma’s bra strap and slid it down her arms. She deliberately let her fingers graze Gemma’s skin as she did, and a low moan escaped Gemma’s mouth. Rory removed Gemma’s bra fully and dropped it next to the bed.

“You’re stunning.” Her voice was low. Even though she knew they were alone in the flat, she felt a need to keep her voice pitched low. The early morning sunlight peeked around the edges of the curtains in Gemma’s bedroom window, casting beautiful patterns across Gemma’s now naked chest. Rory pressed her lips to Gemma’s sternum. Her lips curved into a smile as she kissed her way around one gorgeous, creamy breast before moving across to the other one. For now, she avoided Gemma’s rosy-pink nipples.

“Oh, Rory!” Gemma’s voice was part moan and part plea. The fingers in her hair gripped harder, and Rory felt another shot of arousal go straight to her clit as Gemma moaned and writhed under her. She peppered kisses over Gemma’s chest before bringing a hand up and gently caressing each breast. Gemma’s breasts were amazing. The first time they’d had sex, it was frenzied and chaotic. Rory was determined this time to extend the pleasure for as long as possible. She took the weight of Gemma’s breast in her palm and gently squeezed, earning her another moan from Gemma. Her hips moved against Rory, and Rory pressed a thigh to Gemma’s core to give her a brief moment of relief before going back to loving her breasts. Unable to hold herself back any longer, Rory took one of the firm, pink nipples in her mouth and loved it with her tongue.

“Oh yes, Rory!” Gemma’s voice squeaked as Rory sucked hard on her nipple. Her other hand stroked circles around her other nipple, and before long Gemma was a squirming mass under Rory’s body.

“You feel so good,” Rory murmured into the breast she was currently licking. She had been alternately kissing each breast, sucking each nipple into her mouth, and she knew Gemma was ready for more.

“What do you want, my love?” Rory settled her chin on Gemma’s chest and looked up at her face.

“Just you,” Gemma’s voice had a pleading tone to it, and Rory felt it deep in her core. They had waited so long to be with each other again, and she wanted to make Gemma feel as good as she felt in Rory’s arms.

“You have me.” Rory kissed her way up to Gemma’s lips again, still caressing her breasts with her hands. She had craved this connection with Gemma, dreamed about it, fantasised about it.

“I need you Rory,” Gemma pleaded again and rolled her hips against Rory’s body. Sparks flew through Rory as she let her hands trail across Gemma’s smooth skin. Making love to another woman had never turned her on as much, and she was already addicted to the feeling. She wanted to touch Gemma everywhere, to kiss her everywhere. Imprint the feeling of her lips on Gemma’s skin and show Gemma how much she meant to her.

Rory slid her leg between Gemma’s and pressed a thigh to her centre. As they kissed, Rory fondled Gemma’s breasts and felt her grinding into her thigh. Gemma’s breasts were full and round and heavy in her palms. Every flick of her fingers over Gemma’s nipples caused the other woman to buck in her arms. Every sound, every movement caressed Rory’s soul and made her heart thump in her chest. She loved how much Gemma wanted this. She could feel Gemma’s arousal soaking through her knickers. Deftly, she hooked a finger into the elastic and pulled down swiftly. Gemma wiggled her legs and kicked them off and finally, she was naked in Rory’s arms. A shudder ran through Rory as Gemma’s naked body pressed against her. She was still wearing her boxers and sports bra and didn’t want to take them off just yet. Despite her workouts and haircut, she was not brave enough to be naked.

She didn’t want to think about her own needs, however; this was Gemma’s time, and Rory was more than happy to lavish all her attention on her lover. She trailed a hand up Gemma’s thigh and got an even louder moan for her efforts. Rory let her fingers trace idle patterns over Gemma’s quivering thighs and she moved her hand higher. She trailed her fingers through Gemma’s curls, amazed at the wetness she felt there. Never had she had such an effect on a woman, and the thought that she had affected Gemma so much moved something inside her. She paused at Gemma’s entrance, giving her the chance to say no if she wanted to. Still slightly unsure of herself, Rory wanted to check.

“Is this okay?” She kissed a nipple and flicked it with her tongue.

“Oh Rory, yes!” Gemma pushed her head into the bed. With one swift motion, Rory plunged two fingers into Gemma. Gemma let out a guttural cry, and Rory felt like weeping as Gemma surrounded her fingers and pulled her in.

“Yes, Rory, just there.”

Rory moved her hand, and Gemma fisted the sheets again. As they moved together, Rory lost herself in the feeling of being with Gemma. As Gemma’s shouts got louder and less distinct, Rory felt her whole body open up to her. Feeling Gemma around her was something she had been dreaming about since they had met again at the opera. As her mouth met Gemma’s again, she wondered why she had fought this for so long.

“Rory!” Gemma cried out, drawing Rory’s name into the most exquisite moan Rory had ever heard. For as long as she lived, her name on Gemma’s lips, screamed in ecstasy, would warm every part of her body and soul. She let Gemma ride through her orgasm before gently withdrawing her fingers and looking at Gemma’s face. Her eyes were shut, and she had a blissful look on her face. She had done that. Rory’s heart soared, she had bought that pleasure to Gemma. With a grin, Rory brought her fingers to her lips and took a taste of Gemma. Just as the familiar and gorgeous taste hit her tongue, Gemma opened her eyes and looked at her with wonder.

“Oh shit, Rory.” She groaned. “I think you are trying to kill me.”

With a smirk, Rory took her time cleaning her fingers, locking her eyes with Gemma, before kissing her way up Gemma’s body.

“I could get addicted to that taste.” Rory kissed her way across each of Gemma’s shoulders before moving back to her nipples.

“Not yet.” Gemma lifted Rory’s head and kissed her gently. “I’m too sensitive, just hold me. Please.”

Another piece of the puzzle snapped into place in Rory’s heart. She loved a woman who knew what she wanted and wasn’t afraid to vocalise it. Everything about Gemma was perfect and right. She settled on her back and drew Gemma into her arms.

Gemma flung a leg over Rory’s and pressed her centre into Rory’s hip.

Suddenly, Rory was very aware that she was still wearing her boxers and sports bra. That wasn’t right. She wanted to feel Gemma’s body fully against hers. An almost overwhelming need to be completely naked with Gemma washed over her. She wanted to open herself fully to her, but something still held her back. Fear prickled in her chest as she bit her lip and gazed at the unremarkable white ceiling of Gemma’s bedroom.

Darcy popped into Rory’s brain, and she hated that her ex was intruding on her thoughts. At the end of their relationship, Rory had hated being naked with her. Darcy always praised her as a woman and made a big deal of how pretty she was. When she’d started to cover up more as she hated who she saw in the mirror, Darcy had pouted and then argued. Rory didn’t want that with Gemma. She didn’t want to sabotage what they had with her insecurities, but also, she wasn’t ready to expose herself.

“Hey.” Gemma’s voice was gentle in Rory’s ear. The wisps of breath tickled her neck. “You went very far away for a moment. Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” Rory replied automatically, hating the stiffness in her voice.

“I enjoyed that very much, you know.” Gemma snuggled into Rory’s neck and Rory tightened her arms around her. Shit, Gemma needed more than this. She needed a partner who would be open with her. She squeezed her eyes shut and swallowed hard.

“I have a small confession.” Gemma traced patterns on Rory’s stomach with her finger as she spoke. Every movement seemed to leave a trail of fire behind. Rory gulped as she realised she wanted that hand to go lower. She wanted Gemma’s fingers between her legs. Her brain caught up with Gemma’s words.

“What confession?”

“Yesterday, when we were at your house and I said I had my period?” Gemma’s voice was small, and Rory strained to hear it.

“Yeah, it’s okay, we both get them, and they’re going to get in the way at some point.”

“I know, just…” Gemma’s voice trailed off. Rory turned her head to the side and looked at Gemma.

“Please tell me.” She used the same tone and phrasing she had used countless times in the boardroom to get people to talk. She hoped Gemma could be honest with her.

“I didn’t really have my period. I mean, I did, but I stopped the day before. I just…”

Rory kissed the tip of her nose to stop her rambling.

“Please just tell me.” Rory tightened her arms, hoping to convey to Gemma that it was all right. That she could tell Rory anything. Her heart clenched at the thought that Gemma might not be attracted to her, but her brain instantly dismissed that notion. What they had just shared proved that Gemma was fine with Rory in bed. She waited patiently for Gemma to speak again.

“I didn’t know where to touch you, you know, what you’d like in bed. I’ve read that some masc women don’t like their breasts touched or penetration or…” Gemma huffed a piece of hair out of her face.

“I don’t know either.” The confession whooshed out of Rory before she could think about what she was saying. It was only when the words hung between them that she realised what she had said.

She reached a hand out to tug the duvet back up their bodies. Despite the sun climbing higher in the sky outside, and the temperature rising, she needed that cover, that protection. Once it was in place, she pulled Gemma tighter into her arms and held her for a few moments as she tried to collect her thoughts.

“I think I want you to touch me.” Her voice was small, but the confession was huge. As soon as she said it, the truth of her words slammed through her.

“I’ve thought of you touching my breasts and I didn’t hate it.” She tried to smile but realised tears were pooling in her eyes. She took a shuddering breath and wiped her tears away.

“I don’t mind you saying no, Rory.” Gemma’s voice was more serious than Rory had ever heard it, but her words were confusing.

“What?” She shifted again to look into Gemma’s lovely brown eyes.

“If we try something and you don’t like it. You can always say no. I won’t be offended.” Gemma’s voice was low and gentle. Rory stroked a hand up and down Gemma’s back, smiling when Gemma shivered with desire as she grazed her ribcage.

“And if I like it?”

“Then we do more of it.”
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GEMMA


Gemma felt Rory relax under her. After receiving the greatest orgasm of her life, she wanted nothing more than to return the favour and give Rory as much pleasure as she had just given her. But she knew it was different for Rory. That she still didn’t quite know her body and what she liked.

Gemma loved breasts, loved all parts of a woman’s body and hoped that Rory would one day be comfortable enough to allow Gemma to see her naked.

“It doesn’t have to be today.” She kissed Rory’s cheek. “Or” she took a deep breath, “it doesn’t have to be me.”

At the intensely horrified look on Rory’s face, Gemma couldn’t help but burst out laughing.

“What?” she giggled. “You look... disgusted.”

“I, what are you suggesting?” Rory’s voice was sharp, her eyebrows knitted together in confusion.

Gemma laid a placating hand on her sternum.

“I mean that I could touch you, or you could touch yourself.” She smiled at Rory and felt the other woman finally relax. “What did you think I was suggesting?”

“I, um, don’t know.” Rory blinked.

“Don’t fib. You blink when you fib.” Gemma slapped her lightly on the arm in gentle reproach.

Rory sighed. “I thought you might be suggesting that we get someone else to, you know.”

An intense flash of heat ran through Gemma, and it wasn’t pleasant. She had heard of the green-eyed monster, but never had it burned so fiercely in her chest.

“Never.” She ground out. “I don’t enjoy sharing.”

Rory ran a finger down her cheek, and she relaxed into the touch. Rory tugged her back into her arms. “Only child, you never did share your toys well.”

Gemma chuckled. Rory understood her in a way other kids struggled to. Being an only child was great, but also hard in some respects. She turned her attention back to the woman in her bed.

“There are some toys I could share with you now.” She bit her bottom lip. “You know, if you wanted to.” She rested her palm on Rory’s chest again and propped herself up on an elbow. She touched Rory’s face with her fingers and drew their gazes together.

“I don’t mind if I’m naked and you’re not. You’re very sexy in your boxers and bra and you make me feel incredible,” Gemma grinned as Rory blushed slightly. “And I won’t lie, I do want to run my hands all over you, I want to give you the pleasure that you gave me, but if that’s too much for you right now, we can cuddle, or you can use my toys, or you could touch yourself.” Her voice dropped. There was something else she needed to say. Her heart thumped in her chest as she spoke, giving credence to her words with every heartbeat.

“I’m falling for you Rory, falling hard and falling fast.” She paused and fixed her eyes on Rory’s. “I want to be your girlfriend, your lover. I am 100% ‘in’ on wherever this is going. This is not one night for me. This is the first night in, I hope, many nights. I want to support you on your journey. Wherever it takes us.” She paused to centre herself. “And I want you to get as much pleasure as I do when we make love. I want you to come apart in my arms, and if that means we use toys or whatever, that’s fine.”

A hundred emotions seemed to flicker across Rory’s face. Silence hung in the air as Rory digested her words. Gemma bit her lip, forcing herself to let her words work their way into Rory’s brain. Rory had always been a thinker, and Gemma loved that about her. Eventually, Rory pushed herself up, so she was sitting. She took a breath and reached for the hem of her sports bra.

“Can I help?” Gemma worked to keep her voice gentle. Rory nodded slightly, and Gemma placed her hands over Rory’s. She tried to convey without words that she was on this journey with Rory, that she saw her and supported her. Doubt still raged in Rory’s eyes, and her fingers trembled. Gemma brushed Rory’s fingers away from the hem of her bra.

“Why don’t we cuddle like this for a second, perhaps have a kiss? You’re all in your head at the moment, and that’s not very sexy.”

Rory slumped into her arms, dejection washing over her face. “I don’t deserve you.”

Gemma felt her heart stutter at Rory’s words. Nothing could be further from the truth.

“Yeah, you do.” She lifted a leg over Rory and straddled her. It took a moment to get them settled, but eventually they were sitting in the middle of Gemma’s bed. Rory had her legs out in front of her, and Gemma straddled Rory’s waist. Nothing had ever felt so intimate as sitting like this with Rory. They pressed their bodies together, and Gemma wrapped her legs around her lover. She pulled Rory close for a moment, letting the press of their skin reassure and comfort her. Heat blazed from Rory, and Gemma could feel it in her soul. This felt so good, so right. They were perfect for each other, and Gemma was determined to show that to Rory, but Rory was in her head, and Gemma needed to get her back to this moment. A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. She leaned back, displaying her bare breasts to Rory.

“Do you want the duvet around us?” She noticed how Rory had covered up earlier.

“Uh, what?” Rory sounded distracted.

Gemma smiled. Her plan to distract Rory with her breasts appeared to be working.

“Or do you see something else you like?” She bit her lip and looked at Rory again.

Rory reached out and took Gemma’s breasts in her hands. She gently squeezed them before flicking a thumb over a tight nipple. Electricity shot straight to her clit, and Gemma instantly knew it wouldn’t be long before she was coming again. Rory lavished attention on her breasts, and Gemma knew she was getting wetter. She rolled her hips against Rory but couldn’t get the pressure she needed. She reached a hand to her own clit and flicked it gently. Sparks erupted throughout her body. She felt her climax rising and moved her hand quicker. She had got herself off like this many times in the past, but this was different. Having Rory’s hands on her breasts was incredible. She had never, ever done this with a partner, never played with herself in front of them, but this was different. Being with Rory was different.

Her climax bubbled and boiled within her, and she moved her hand faster and harder in search of relief. She could just about hear Rory’s murmurs of encouragement over the roaring of blood in her ears. She was exposed and wanton and safe in Rory’s arms. Her hand moved faster and pressed harder as she chased her climax when she felt a warm mouth on her breast. Rory teased her nipple with her tongue. Pleasure rippled through her as her orgasm started.

“Come for me.” Rory lifted her head to speak. At the same time she pinched Gemma’s nipples hard, and Gemma plunged over the edge. She heard a scream echo around the room and realised it was hers.

Gemma flopped her limp body forward. After weeks of waiting and wanting, finally having sex with Rory was incredible. Rory’s arms wrapped around her and pulled her forward. Sitting like this, Gemma was slightly taller than Rory, so as they hugged, Rory’s face rested on Gemma’s shoulder.

“Holy fuck, Rory.” She spoke into her hair. “No one has ever made me feel the way you do.”

She scraped her fingers through Rory’s short hair, loving the feel of the short stubble on her fingers. Rory shivered in her arms. Gemma gulped in air and willed her heart to stop racing. She ran her hands over Rory’s shoulders and down her back, brushing over the fabric of Rory’s bra.

Once her breathing was a bit more even, she sat back and looked at Rory again.

“How about we have a code?” Her voice was breathy, and her heart thumped in her chest. She wanted to give pleasure to Rory but also wanted her to feel safe and cared for.

“A code?” Rory lifted one eyebrow in a move that was now unexpectedly hot.

“Yeah, I read it in a book. You use ‘green’ when you’re happy and want more of what we’re doing. ‘Amber’ when you’re not sure and it’s pushing your boundaries and ‘Red’ if you want to stop.” Gemma paused to let that sink in. “If you say red, everything stops and we talk about what you didn’t like. I want you to feel in control.”

“Like a safe word?” Rory pulled her brows together.

“Yeah, kinda like that.” Gemma kept her tone light. She trailed her fingers across Rory’s shoulders, hoping to soothe and ground her lover.

“Okay, I like that idea.” Rory smiled, and Gemma could feel her opening up. “So, kissing would be green for me, very green in fact. I love kissing you.”

“Mmmm, let’s do lots of that then.” Gemma wound her arms around Rory’s neck and captured her lips in a searing kiss that hopefully left Rory in no doubt about Gemma’s feeling towards her. Rory had given her two mind-blowing orgasms, and Gemma tried to pour all her feeling about that into this kiss.

“Hair pulling and playing is now green as well.” Rory spoke as she kissed her way along Gemma’s jaw. Gemma responded by scraping her fingers through Rory’s hair and tracing the hairline on her neck. She loved the shivers of pleasure that rippled through Rory whenever she did that.

“See, that was red and now it’s green. Oh!” Gemma’s voice squeaked as Rory sucked her earlobe into her mouth. Wow, she was good with that tongue. Gemma couldn’t wait to feel what that tongue could do to her clit.

Gemma caressed Rory’s back with long, purposeful strokes as Rory lavished attention on her neck. Gemma hadn’t realised it was such an erogenous zone until Rory.

“And if I touch you here?” Gemma’s voice was husky and questioning, and she trailed her hand around the hem of Rory’s sports bra.

“Green.” Rory’s voice was sure but clipped. Gemma took a breath and a leap of faith. She moved one hand to cup Rory’s breast through her bra.

“Still green, babe?”

Rory nodded against her neck. The kisses stopped, and Gemma knew Rory was fully focused on her hand.

Gemma swallowed and tried to still her heart thumping in her chest. She palmed Rory’s breast and caressed the tight nipple poking through the fabric. Rory squealed and bucked her hips against Gemma.

“Okay?” Gemma asked. Even though her body was telling her Rory was okay, she was determined to keep checking in with Rory. She wanted everything to be right for this amazing person in her arms.

“Off.” Rory’s voice was tight.

Gemma yanked her hand away. No matter how good it felt to her, if Rory didn’t like it, she wouldn’t continue.

“No.” Rory’s breath shuddered in her ear as she spoke into Gemma’s neck. “Take my bra off.”

They worked together to get Rory’s snug sports bra off. Without the tight fabric constraining them, Rory's breasts bounced free, and Gemma was awestruck. It wasn’t just that Rory was bare-chested in front of her, or that she had the most perfect breasts Gemma had seen. It was the fact that Rory trusted her enough to show herself to Gemma.

“Still green?” Gemma checked in with her lover.

“Very, very green,” Rory confirmed.

Gemma gently reached her hands for Rory’s breasts and caressed them just as Rory had with her own. They were smaller than Gemma’s and easily fit into her hands. She traced around the darkened areolas, and a moan escaped Rory. Gemma lifted her gaze to her face and saw Rory in a state of pure bliss.

“That feels really good,” Rory confirmed.

“More?” Gemma asked.

“More of the same,” Rory confirmed with a husky voice.

Gemma continued her caresses, delighted when Rory’s nipples tightened even harder in her hands. She checked Rory’s face again before flicking a thumb over each nipple. Rory gasped and bucked her hips again.

Sheer delight ran through Gemma as she watched her lover’s blissful state. She continued to fondle and caress before leaning forward and speaking into Rory’s ear.

“Can I kiss them?”

“Yes!” Rory’s voice was part scream, part squeak as she bucked her hips against Gemma again.

Gemma rolled her own hips in response, but the angle was all wrong, so she got off Rory’s lap.

“Lie down.” She pushed at Rory’s shoulders, and in an instant Rory was lying back on the pillows. Gemma took a moment to sear into her brain the image of Rory, bare-chested on her bed. Open, trusting, waiting. Gemma planted a leg between Rory’s and propped herself up on an elbow. She took one aching nipple into her mouth, and Rory bucked her hip against her thigh. Realising she now had something to grind against, Rory pressed her clit into Gemma’s leg. Gemma desperately wanted to reach down and touch Rory but felt it would be too much, too soon for the other woman. She lavished attention on her breasts with her hand and mouth until Rory was a writhing, squirming mess beneath her.

“Touch yourself,” Gemma spoke firmly in her ear. “Touch yourself for me and let me hear you come.”

With a flurry of hands and flailing limbs, Rory kicked off her boxers and thrust a hand to her own clit. Gemma continued to love Rory’s breasts until she felt Rory stiffen and heard her cry out. Gemma gentled her touches until Rory was still. Instinctively, she grabbed the duvet and covered their naked bodies again. Once they were covered, Gemma snuggled into Rory's arms, alarmed to find tears spilling down Rory’s cheeks.

“Thank you.” Rory pulled her in for a kiss so gentle it shattered Gemma’s heart. “Thank you for seeing me, thank you for accepting me.” She kissed Gemma’s forehead before smiling through her tears. “That was incredible.”

Rory tightened her arms around Gemma and spoke into her ear, her voice cracking with emotion and scratchy from screaming out her pleasure. “For info, I’m falling for you too.”
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RORY


The tube train rattled through the suburbs in outer London as Rory sat back in her seat and thought about the weekend she’d just had. The trade-off for a longer commute from her house was a guaranteed seat on the train and, as the train was overground for a few stops, a view of the outside world for a short time before plunging into the tunnels of the tube system. She had chosen to live in Woodford as it was on the Central Line and so a simple journey into her office. Like almost every other commuter, she had earphones in and a selection of music playing, but unlike other mornings, it did nothing to calm her and prepare her for the week ahead and the meetings she had scheduled for the day.

The weekend had been magical but emotional. She’d not really had time to process how she felt about having her hair cut when she’d fallen, literally, into bed with Gemma. Then they’d stopped, got drunk at the pub, and fallen asleep together. Sunday morning had been some of the most emotional and satisfying lovemaking she had ever experienced. As the train finally disappeared into the tube tunnel, her reflection appeared clearly on the glass window opposite. Her face stared back at her and told her to admit the truth, even to herself. It was far and away the best sex she’d ever had. Being with Gemma had been exhilarating and emotional, and she couldn’t wait until she could be with her again.

The rest of Sunday had passed in a blur of movies and cuddling on the sofa. After their early morning activities, the hangovers had made a mild appearance, so they avoided the world and settled in with a movie marathon. It had been a wrench at 8pm with Teagan on her way back to leave the safe cocoon of Gemma’s flat and return home. Gemma had suggested she stay over, but Rory needed to get home to get ready for her week at work. Her house, when she had got to it, had felt empty and cold.

She pulled her phone out to look at her work emails when a message from Gemma popped up.

Gemma:
Just to wish you a good day at work *kiss*




Rory smiled broadly before schooling her expression. It wasn’t the done thing on a commuter train to be giggling like a loon at your phone. This was nothing new. Gemma had been texting her morning greeting texts almost every day since they had re-connected at the opera, but today there had been a kiss emoji. Warmth ran across her body, and it had nothing to do with the warm temperatures that were stifling London at the moment and everything to do with the woman who was texting her. Something had shifted between them this weekend, and it hadn’t just been the amazing sex on Sunday morning. They had talked, and agreed to start dating, exclusively. If Rory were honest, she’d felt like they were dating anyway. All the dinners, shopping, going to the gym together was exactly what she wanted to do with a partner. Add in her deep feelings and obvious attraction, and it had all clicked together so easily and quickly.

She looked at herself in the window again, trying to give herself a stern internal talking to as the train swayed and rattled towards its destination. They needed to take things slowly as Gemma kept saying she was not great at relationships. Rory sat back in her seat as a stream of commuters piled onto the train. As they settled down, her thoughts went back to Gemma. She had said that she was falling for Rory, but Rory didn’t know what that meant to her. All Rory knew was that she was falling in love with Gemma, and it didn’t surprise her in the least. The love she’d felt for her as a friend when they were teenagers had been replaced by something far stronger now they were adults. She had felt it at the opera and had been fighting it ever since. If she had half a chance, she would move Gemma to her house and put a ring on her finger as soon as she could. She rubbed a hand over her face and mentally slapped herself for her foolishness. That would scare Gemma away for sure.

She ran her fingers through her short hair and adjusted the shirt sitting under the collar of her suit. She really needed to go shopping for some new work suits. After their abortive shopping trip, she had bought some bits online but hadn’t ventured into a shop again. That was fine for jeans and tops, but for suits, they really needed to be tailored, and she had no idea where to start. The suits she had were trouser suits, but they were cut for women, and she hated how her hips looked in them. She also hated that there was nowhere she could shove her hands. Despite how badly the dinner suit had fitted her, she had liked the number of useful pockets.

Groaning, she remembered that her mother needed to know about the opera trip her grandmother was setting up. She checked the dates and put them in her diary. As she did, she noticed a gap in her schedule, so quickly texted Gemma.

Rory:
Hey, good morning to you too. Can you be free on Thursday? I thought perhaps we could go shopping again. Midweek should mean fewer crowds and less dickheads.




Gemma:
Lemme check



Rory tapped her foot as she waited to hear from Gemma. She could go on her own, but like so many things, having Gemma with her was so much better. It was the same as the gym. The sessions with Isaac and Gemma were much better than the ones she did on her own. She was lost in her thoughts when her phone pinged again.

Gemma:
I have a meeting in the morning I can’t move, but all yours Thursday afternoon.




The text was followed by a lot of winky faces, and Rory felt her cheeks warm. While she was in thoughts of exactly what they could get up to Thursday evening, the train arrived at her stop, and she joined the mass of people swarming for the exit. She was never sure if it was her legs or the collective swell of people that steered her towards the exit, but soon she was spat out into the blazing summer sun. Summer heat in London hit differently than in the countryside. She never knew if it was the traffic, the buildings or just the sheer number of people crowding the streets. For a moment, she craved the openness of the countryside and the gentle breeze that had accompanied her and Gemma as they had cuddled together next to the swimming pool. As she walked the short distance to her office, she tried to enjoy the oppressive heat as much as possible. It wouldn’t be long before the weather was cold and dreary, and the commute would be brutal.

She entered the building on autopilot and soon had dumped her bag into the chair next to her desk. Opening her laptop, she took a sip of the coffee her assistant had left for her. Before long, hours had slipped by until, just before lunch, the door to her office flew open and her boss poked his head in.

“Morning, just wanted to check the meeting for Wednesday…” His voice trailed off and he pulled himself fully into her office.

It wasn’t the biggest office in the firm, but it was big enough and one she had earned through many late nights and extra weekends. She sat back in her chair and looked him square in the eye.

“What the devil have you done to your hair?” His grey eyebrows pulled together, and he frowned.

“Well, I cut it, obviously. Although to be exact,” she paused for effect, “my barber Craig cut it, and I paid him to do it.”

“Oh well, um,” he spluttered and pulled himself fully into her room. “It’s erm,” he stalled and dropped into a chair. “Do you know it makes you look like a boy?”

Heat rushed through her, and she curled her hands into fists. Anger suffused her, and she had to bite her lip in frustration. Yes, she’d had a few odd glances this morning and a couple of double takes as she’d walked to her office, but that only made her stand taller and prouder of who she was becoming. He crossed one leg over the other. She noticed that most of the older male lawyers did that rather than propping an ankle on a knee. It was more elegant, softer even, and she made a note of it. She found she was making note of how many of her male colleagues acted and filing it away for future reference.

She took a few calming breaths and willed her thumping heart to slow. This wasn’t like her. Normally at work, she was the calm and collected one. She was the one they sent into tense negotiations and interviews because she never reacted to opposing counsel or clients. But now, now she was fuming, and she didn’t know why. She bit back all the swear words that were bubbling inside her.

“Yes, that was the idea.” She swallowed. “I’ve not been feeling like myself recently. After a lot of soul searching and talking with my girlfriend,” a flash of joy bubbled in her heart at calling Gemma her girlfriend, piercing the tense moment, “I realised I want to express myself in a more masculine way from now on.”

“Huh,” John said thoughtfully. He looked at his fingernails and then back up to her.

“So are your pronouns he/him or something else?”

Rory felt her stomach drop before it settled back into place. This was not a question she had been prepared for this morning. Craig had asked her the same question on Saturday as he cut her hair. The initial reaction was to answer she/her, but Rory wasn’t sure if that was because it was how she felt, or just habit to answer that way. She had been determined to think about it over the weekend, but then Gemma had stroked her neck in the car and her plans had gone to hell in the most pleasurable way.

Now she felt foolish for not giving them more thought. She quickly mulled them over in her head. Male pronouns were not right for her. Not now, certainly not after the way Gemma had made love to her. For the first time in months, if not years, she had felt alive and fully present in the world. She felt like a woman, she felt like herself. Her mind unhelpfully presented her with a montage of Gemma making love to her, and she chased it away, not wanting those memories to be sullied by this moment with John. She then thought of her achievements at work, how she was among a handful of senior lawyers who were female and how much harder she’d had to work to get where she was. Her lips quirked at the irony of embracing her masculine side, only to feel prouder than ever to be a strong, independent woman.

“She/her.” She stated proudly.

“Oh, that’s a relief,” he said, a small smile teasing his lips.

Rory’s hackles rose, and she gripped the arms of her chair again.

“Why is that?” She struggled to keep her voice neutral.

“Marjory at reception cannot cope with they/them pronouns.” He sighed dramatically. “Every time she needs to type it up, I get a rant about how grammatically incorrect it is. I keep telling her, ‘Your insistence on good grammar does not wipe away someone’s identity or their right to express themselves exactly as they wish.’ I don’t want to have to give her another warning, because aside from that, she’s good at her job.” He sighed. “We need to keep educating her and be visible.” He took a breath as if to calm the situation. “My poor attempt at humour aside, you use whatever pronouns suit you. You can always put them at the bottom of your email so everyone in the company is aware.” He took a slim notebook out of his pocket and took a pen from her desk. He made a small note before returning her pen. “I’ll suggest that everyone does that on their emails to the other partners.” He waggled his notebook at her before returning it to his pocket. “We should be doing that anyway, but thank you for reminding me.” He sat back in his chair. His face was neutral, but Rory could see he was weighing his next words carefully.

“Do you remember my daughter-in-law?”

Rory racked her brain but couldn’t recall her. The last time she’d learned anything about his family was five years ago when she’d covered John’s cases whilst he went to his son’s wedding. But that was to a man. She tried to think whether he had other children.

“Did Sarah get married?” She dug his daughter’s name from the depths of her memory, wondering where the hell this conversation was going.

He chuckled, “Not yet, but soon we think.” He crossed his fingers and winked. “I’m talking about Daniel’s wife.”

She thought again and could only conjure up images of two smiling men in tuxedos. An excited John had thrust them in her face when he’d come back from leave. She relaxed a bit. How had she forgotten that John was an ally? She swallowed and let the silence be all the answer he needed.

“My daughter-in-law used to be my son-in-law.” He took a breath. “Of course, my wife is delighted because they now seem like a hetero-normative couple, but I keep telling her it doesn’t work that way. They’re still queer, and we’re still allies.” He paused and let the statement breathe in the air for a moment. “I am not assuming anything about your life, and I don’t need to know.” He smoothed his tie again. “But I do know a little of what Poppy has been through and will support you in any way I can. My door is always open for you.”

He uncrossed his legs and patted his thighs, a universal sign that this conversation was nearly over.

“You have my support if you need it. We try to be a progressive firm here, but you know lawyers can be a conservative bunch. Look at the hoo-ha we had over the use of the Oxford comma!”

Rory chuckled at that. She rose at the same time as he did and took the hand he offered.

“You are one of the brightest young lawyers here, Rory, and you’ve earned your place through hard work. I, and the company, are jolly lucky to have you. I’m here for you. Anytime, for anything.” She nodded, and the first genuine smile since she’d walked into the office crossed her lips. As she walked around her desk to open the office door for him, she tugged her suit jacket into place again.

John looked her up and down for a moment before raising a hand to the collar of her jacket. The shirt she had chosen this morning was a man’s shirt, but the suit was female cut, and nothing worked together, and she knew it looked a mess. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but would you like the name of my tailor? He’s really very good.” He swallowed. “I remember Poppy struggling to find female clothes in the beginning. You know, they’re cut for the wrong body type and whatnot. Samuel would be happy to help.” Rory swallowed. Of all the people to be an ally to her on this journey, her ultra posh, seemingly conservative boss was not someone she would have thought about. But the look on his face told her he was sincere, and the softness in his voice when he spoke of his daughter-in-law spoke of great love and understanding.

“Don’t suppose he can rustle up a tux in a week, can he?” She winced. “I’m going to Larchester Manor Opera next weekend and want something a little nicer than the off-the-rack thing I had last time.”

“Gosh, no. Samuel is old school, and you’ll be back and forth like anything for fittings. Leave it with me for the morning. I may have an idea.”

Before she could speak again, John had gone, and her office was silent again. She wasn’t sure what had just happened, but she felt it was positive. She threw herself into her work and only came up for air two hours later when a message from John pinged on her internal mail.

As she clicked on it, she realised her heart was much lighter than it had been this morning. Yes, she’d had a few odd looks and, as John had predicted, Marjory had muttered about pronouns until Rory glared at her and reminded her of the HR policy around EDI and gender identity.

She checked the contents of the email.

Rory,

My friend Charles works at Markham’s Department Store. He does semi-bespoke fittings for suits and can fit you in this week. I’ve checked your schedule and tentatively put you in for Thursday afternoon. He is Daniel’s godfather and will take care of you.

Best, John.

He/Him

Rory let out a huge breath of air and sat back in her chair. Of all the people to support her at work, she would not have counted John among them. Sitting back in her chair, she then took a moment to check herself. She had dismissed him as an old-school lawyer with conservative views and someone who was not, and never could be, an ally. She had forgotten his son was gay. This gave her hope for when she saw her parents. She pulled her phone out to text Gemma the details for Thursday before forcing her brain to finally concentrate on the multimillion-pound deal she and John were working on currently. Unhelpfully, her brain kept working out her bonus for this deal and how she would love to take Gemma on a holiday with the money she would make. Images of Gemma in her bikini then swam in her brain, and she had to forcibly chase them from her mind to get any work done at all.
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GEMMA


When Rory had said ‘shopping,’ Gemma had in mind traipsing from shop to shop with a grumpy Rory like they had last time. She had not imagined being in a changing room in a department store with Rory’s lips on her mouth, hand on her breast, fucking her towards a wonderful orgasm. She used every bit of self-control to keep quiet, but the smallest of whimpers escaped into Rory’s mouth as she came. Rory kissed her lazily as she gentled her down from her climax. Gemma gripped her fingers into Rory’s shoulders and let the familiar liquid heat run through her body. She felt strong arms hold her up as her legs had turned to jelly, and for a moment, she couldn’t think straight.

Once she could stand properly again, she pulled Rory in for a kiss. This one was gentler and more loving than the frenzied kiss they had shared earlier, which had led to her girlfriend being knuckles deep in her in a public changing room.

“Where the hell did that come from?” she whispered to Rory. Fortunately, the changing rooms were busy enough for there to be plenty of noise and bustle around them, but not busy enough that someone wanted this cubicle.

“Guess I really missed you.” Rory peppered kisses along Gemma’s neck until she met her lips and gently kissed Gemma. “And you look really, really good in these jeans.” Rory pointed toward the jeans that she had just stripped off Gemma.

“Hmm, I really missed you too,” Gemma moaned as Rory found that bit on her neck that turned her on every time, the bit of her neck that got them into this mess in the first place.

She pushed at Rory’s shoulders. “Shoo. Do not start that again.”

Rory grinned and sat on the stool in the corner of the dressing room. Gemma picked up the jeans she had been trying on and waved them at Rory.

“Well, I guess we are definitely buying these now.” She threw them at her girlfriend to fold and reached for the clothes she had been wearing when they had arrived. Once they had put themselves back together as best they could, they escaped from the changing area into the main store.

“At least we came here before Markham’s,” Gemma giggled. “I really like their food hall and couldn’t bear it if we’d been caught and banned from there.”

Rory tapped her credit card to the reader and led them out into the summer sun. Hand in hand, they headed towards the newest luxury department store in London. Entering through posh glass revolving doors, Gemma could already hear pound signs clinking in her mind. They headed up to the menswear and tailoring department. This was a far cry from the department store they had tried last week, and Gemma could feel Rory relax as they walked. Rory gave her name at the cash desk and waited patiently. Gemma had stereotypically thought that the tailor would be a camp man with odd-coloured hair and was surprised to see that he was a nondescript middle-aged man with a beard and kind eyes. She mentally slapped herself for being so prejudiced and making assumptions.

“Hello Rory and…” He paused to allow Rory to introduce her.

“This is my girlfriend, Gemma.” Rory squeezed her hand, and Gemma felt a frisson of joy as Rory introduced her. Most of her other girlfriends hadn’t hung around long enough to warrant that title, but with Rory, it felt natural and right.

“Lovely.” He pushed his glasses up his nose and shook their hands. “I’m Charles. My wife Emily will be helping out if that’s okay?”

Charles led them to a private room that had plush carpeting, several comfy-looking chairs and an enormous mirror to one side. A middle-aged lady with a warm smile, bobbed blond hair, and a tape hanging around her neck stood to one side.

“Hello.” Her smile widened and seemed to fill the room. “I’m Emily. I’ll be helping today.” She draped the tape measure over Charles’ head, so it hung over his shoulders. “Can I get you started with a drink? Champagne? Or something soft?”

Gemma looked at Rory, and they shared a secret smile. The last time they’d had champagne together had been at the opera.

“Well, as I need a tux, then champagne seems appropriate. But could I also beg for a coffee?” Rory’s super charming grin was in full effect. Gemma nodded that she’d like the same, and Emily toddled off to get their drinks. Gemma felt like something out of a film. Her family had never been poor by any means, but this was service unlike anything she’d experienced.

“Now, what are we looking for?” Charles ushered them to the chairs and sat opposite them.

“Well, the most pressing need is a tux for the opera next weekend. I had one that was off the shelf, but it didn’t fit right,” Rory started. “I could also do with a couple of suits for work. I wear ladies’ suits at the moment but…” she trailed off.

“They don’t suit you?” Charles chuckled at his own joke. “Sorry, tailor's joke. I think I know what you mean.”

Rory grinned, and Gemma saw her relax a little more. Emily returned with the drinks and joined them.

“I have a slightly indelicate but important question if I may?” Charles pushed his glasses up his nose. “What are we doing with the chest area? Do you want to emphasise or de-emphasise what you have?”

For a moment, Rory looked adorably clueless until she blushed and looked at Gemma.

“I only ask because it will affect how the shirt and jacket will hang.” He paused again, allowing Rory time to consider her reply.

“Let me ask another way. Are you wearing the sort of underwear that you will wear with the suit?” He chuckled, “It’s amazing how many people get measured for a suit without considering what they wear underneath and then get terribly fraught when it doesn’t fit properly on the night in question.”

Rory nodded in understanding. “I, um, wear sports bras that sort of do neither.”

Emily nodded in understanding. “Are you looking to purchase anything new? I specialise in underwear and lingerie and can pick you something out if you’d like?”

Gemma noticed Rory’s cheeks flush and took her hand. “I think you could treat yourself, don’t you?” She lowered her voice and spoke into Rory’s ear. “If it helps, I could try something on too.”

The blush was more noticeable now, but the confident smirk Gemma loved to see had returned.

“That might be nice, actually. Could you pick something for Gemma too?” Rory squeezed Gemma’s hand but spoke directly to Emily.

Emily nodded swiftly and bustled out, presumably in search of lingerie for them. Once she was gone, Charles had Rory stand on a low pedestal while he took her measurements. He tutted good-naturedly that she was wearing jeans and before long, she was in her boxers and T-shirt as he competently and quickly took her measurements.

As soon as he was done, Emily swished in with some underwear for Rory to try, and Charles left them to try them on.

“Now this,” Emily proffered a sports bra and boxer set to Rory, “is your classic sports bra. With your legs, I think these boxers will look good. They should hug your legs and so not ruin the line of the trousers.” She pulled another bra over. “This one has a built-in binder that some clients find suits them. It’s not as restrictive as a normal binder and can be useful if you’ve not used one before but want to try it out. This one,” she picked up a sports bra in red, “is a sports bra, but it just presents the girls with a bit more oomph.” She lowered her voice. “I brought you options so you can tell me what you like and what you don’t. Once I get a better idea of your personal taste, I can then suggest other ideas and options.”

Gemma felt tears prickle her eyes. In just a few words, Emily had conveyed everything to Rory. All the support she needed, the acceptance. On her behalf, Gemma wanted to weep but held it together for Rory’s sake.

Rory seemed to consider each option for a moment before handing back the middle choice to Emily.

“I’m not sure that’s my style just now.”

With those few words, Rory told her and the world where she was. Emily put the binder bra to one side.

“What do you think, babe?” Rory’s gentle question and smile drew Gemma to her.

“I think for a suit the first set works best.” Gemma dropped her voice. “But the red one might be nice for another occasion.”

“I agree.” Rory grinned and gave her a quick kiss.

If Emily was fazed by two women kissing in the dressing room, she said nothing.

“Why don’t you pop in there and I’ll show Gemma what I have for her?”

Rory obediently popped into a small room with a curtain that Gemma hadn’t noticed before. As soon as she was gone, Gemma turned to the older woman and took her hands.

“Thank you.” Gemma hated that there were tears in her eyes, but they were tears of gratitude, not sadness.

Emily clasped Gemma’s hands. “It’s okay.” She looked towards where Rory was still getting into her new underwear. “Our nephew is trans.” She paused. “And my brother kicked him out, so he and his mum lived with us for a time.”

Gemma blinked before understanding suffused her body.

“How wonderful that he had you.”

“Yes, but not until he tried…” Emily cleared her throat, and tears of her own prickled her eyes.

Gemma patted her hands in understanding. “I work with kids who are LGBTQ+ and don’t have a home. Some of them have tried to find another way out, and we are there for them.”

“And you’re there for Rory.” Emily grinned impishly and waggled her eyebrows a bit.

“Oh, I’m always there for Rory.” Gemma smiled, hoping to move the conversation to a lighter tone. “We were best friends growing up, and she always got me out of trouble. Stands to reason she’d become a lawyer.”

“Oh, what a lovely story.” Emily pushed a lingerie set towards Gemma. “I thought your style might be a little different from Rory’s. I’m not sure whether you or she would like these better?” Emily winked.

Gemma checked the size of the lacy things Emily had bought for her. “How did you get my size right first time?”

Emily mimed dusting her fingernails on her shirt. “It is my job, you know?”

They giggled, and Rory poked her head around the curtain.

“Do I want to know what you’re giggling about, Gems?”

Gemma looked at the startled look on Rory’s face and bit back a smile. She knew that life would not always be this easy and that they would not find acceptance like this everywhere but, for now, they were happy and together.

[image: ]


Gemma hadn’t thought selecting a suit would be so involved, but after an afternoon of single-breasted versus double-breasted, white versus black dinner jacket and to cummerbund or not she was exhausted. Rory had fully leaned into the personal shopping experience, and Charles and Emily had been a revelation. They had talked openly with Rory about their nephew and his experience. He was studying medicine, and the pride they had when they spoke of him was incredible. In the end, Rory had chosen an off-the-rack tux that Charles was having altered to her size. A blue suit for her to wear now and a further three suits that were also being altered for her. Along with shirts, underwear and the lingerie for Gemma, the bill had been astronomical, but Rory hadn’t seemed to mind.

Once they were back outside the store, Rory paused before looking at Gemma.

“Do you want to have dinner together, or should we…” She trailed off.

“Should we get takeaway at home and then you carry on what you started in the changing room?” Gemma bit her bottom lip. “Gosh, what a decision!” She pretended to think for a bit and then dragged Rory towards the tube station. As it was rush hour, the train was packed, and they needed to press into a corner to get on. Gemma perched on a sort of seat at the end of the carriage and Rory braced herself around Gemma. They nestled the shopping bags between Gemma’s legs. As much as Rory tried to give her space, inevitably she ended up pressed against Gemma, with every roll of the carriage sending Rory’s body pushing closer towards her. Eventually, Gemma ran her hands over Rory’s hips and pulled her closer. The rest of the journey was exquisite torture with Rory’s body brushing hers. Gemma had thought that after their tryst in the changing room earlier, she would be satisfied. But she just wanted more. The walk from the tube station was far longer than Gemma remembered. As soon as they were in Rory’s house, Rory pulled her phone from her pocket, presumably to order dinner. Gemma controlled herself long enough to let Rory order food.

“It says it should be delivered in forty-five…”

Rory didn’t get to finish her sentence. Gemma rushed forward and pressed her lips to Rory’s. Her girlfriend caught on quickly and cupped Gemma’s face with her hands. Rory’s lips moved against hers, and Gemma felt her legs quiver. No one had ever turned her on like Rory did. Rory’s hands moved down her back and cupped her bottom. Electricity flicked through Gemma and darted towards her clit.

Rory tugged upwards, and Gemma grinned. Completely overtaken by lust on Tuesday evening, their phone call had quickly become something more heated, and Rory had mentioned how much she enjoyed having Gemma’s legs wrapped round her. Gemma bounced up on her feet and launched herself at Rory. Her girlfriend easily caught her, and Gemma settled around Rory’s waist. Rory’s arms came around her back to hold her in place. Gemma pressed her lips forward again and then teased her tongue out. Rory tasted of champagne and coffee, and Gemma couldn’t get enough. She caressed Rory’s tongue with her own and lost herself in the feeling of their mouths coming together. Her brain was so consumed with thoughts of Rory that she didn’t notice Rory walking them into the living room, and so when Rory dropped her on the sofa she landed with an audible “oof”. She didn’t have any time to think about it because Rory’s fingers were flying over her skin. Rory seemed to be on a mission to touch every part of her.

“Hey.” Gemma cupped Rory’s face. “We have all night, remember.”

“Want you now.” Rory’s eyes were almost black, and desire shone from them. She pulled her T-shirt from her jeans and threw it on the floor by the sofa. She ran her hands over the smooth skin of Rory’s back, loving the feeling of Rory shivering in her arms.

“I want to taste you.” Rory's eyes were hooded, and she pulled her bottom lip between her teeth. Gemma’s breath hitched at the thought of Rory’s lips and tongue on her.

Frantically, she grasped at the edges of her own top and pulled off. She slipped her bra off at the same time and almost before it hit the floor, Rory’s hands and mouth were on her breasts. Gemma couldn’t get enough of Rory loving her breasts. She arched her back to thrust them forward and was rewarded when Rory flicked her nipple with her tongue. She grabbed Rory’s head with her hand and pulled her close. It was like a dam had broken. All the weeks of resisting this sexual desire and their feelings were pushed aside.

She felt Rory’s mouth move lower and relaxed her body back into the comfy sofa. So many times over the past few weeks they had cuddled together on this sofa. They had watched countless influencers, trying to find the right ones to draw inspiration from. She felt Rory drag her trousers and knickers down and suddenly she was completely naked, fully at the mercy of Rory’s mouth and fingers, and it felt incredible. Her orgasm had been building ever since they had started kissing, and Gemma couldn’t wait for it to be here. They had time later for sweet and gentle lovemaking. Now she wanted fast and strong.

“Rory, please?”

“Mmm.” Rory’s mouth was on her inner thigh, and the vibrations of her moan licked the flames of her orgasm even higher.

“Don’t ahhh… don’t tease me, please?”

She looked down to see Rory’s eyes looking back at her with such wanton longing that her stomach clenched. Oh, how she wanted this woman! Like a thirsty man needed water, she needed Rory.

Just as she was about to plead again, Rory thrust two fingers into her and Gemma bucked off the sofa. Rory’s mouth closed over her clit, and it didn’t take long for Gemma to crash over the edge of her orgasm, falling further and further for Rory in the process.
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RORY


Rory caressed Gemma’s back as she lay in her arms. They had fucked on the sofa until their food had arrived. It was incredible how much she wanted Gemma, but also, how much calm the other woman had brought into her life.

Rory chuckled wryly into the air. Having Gemma in her life was anything but calm. The other woman was a whirling mass of friends and activities. Left to her own devices, Rory would have gone to the gym on her own, done her workouts and nodded wordlessly to everyone around her. But Gemma had made friends. Her natural lightness drew people to her, and Rory loved it. She was now firm friends with Isaac and had some regular workout buddies who all worked in the city and therefore used the gym at the same time. Gemma had also persuaded her on several fun days out. They had been wine tasting with her colleagues from work and had gone to a pottery class together, although that was a disaster Rory was happy to forget. Yet, for all Gemma’s exuberance and energy, Rory felt calmer in herself. The whirling sense of dread that she had carried around for so long was gone. In a few short weeks she had become happier, calmer and more at peace than ever before and that was all down to the woman who lay naked in her arms. She flicked her eyes to the clock on her bedside table. She had to be up for work in a few hours and desperately needed sleep.

Gemma shifted beside her, and Rory’s body was turned on again. This was ridiculous. It was like she was a teenager again and trying everything she could do to get into her girlfriend’s knickers. She thought back to Gemma as a teenager, how she had always been there to support her in everything she did. Every hockey game, every sports day. She remembered Gemma’s face when she told her she was gay. Her head swam as she realised Gemma was the first one that she spoke to about her sexuality and again about her sexual identity. Perhaps the perfect woman had been in her life all along, but she hadn’t noticed.

Rory squeezed her eyes shut and tightened her arms around her girlfriend. Now that Gemma was here, in her arms, she would do anything she could to keep her here. She recalled how Gemma had so lovingly accepted her insecurities about making love. How easily she had found a way for Rory to tell Gemma she didn’t like something. When they had finally made it to bed last night, Gemma’s fingers had hovered over Rory’s entrance. Rory had immediately said ‘red’, and Gemma had stopped. But there was not judgement in her eyes, no disappointment. Just love and care.

She sighed audibly and then cringed as she hoped she hadn’t woken Gemma. She waited for a second, but her lover’s breaths were still deep and even, and she relaxed again. Where did they go from here? Rory had envisaged her journey would take years and had steeled herself to be alone for that as she discovered who she was, but in a couple of months she had cut her hair, revamped her wardrobe and started to sculpt the body she wanted. She thought back to the moment in the changing room earlier today when Emily had offered her a binder. She knew what they were and knew trans men used them to sculpt their chests. A few weeks ago, she would have said that she would definitely need one as she hated her breasts. But now she was expressing herself differently, she had come to accept them again as part of her. A grin crossed her face as she remembered just how much Gemma liked them as well. She frowned. Could it really be as simple as it had been? To find herself so quickly when she had been searching for so long?

“Are you awake?” A soft voice interrupted her thoughts.

“Mm yeah.” She kissed the top of Gemma’s head and gently caressed her back.

“Well, shh your brain and go back to sleep.” Gemma kissed the side of Rory’s neck. Rather than the expected wave of heat that would shoot to her clit, a gentle feeling of love engulfed her.

“I need to turn over.” Gemma wiggled around and pressed her bottom into Rory. Usually, when they shared a bed, they had pyjamas on, but tonight they had simply fallen asleep after loving each other so thoroughly and neither of them had bothered with clothes. Rory loved that there was nothing between them, even though it was a hot night.

“Do you want a cuddle?” Rory asked gently. Sleeping like this was new to both of them, and she didn’t want to assume that now they were dating that she would have unfettered access to Gemma’s body.

Gemma snuggled her head into the pillow and reached for Rory’s hand. With a bit of shuffling, Rory settled with Gemma wrapped in her arms and her nose pressed into the mass of Gemma’s brown hair. She inhaled the familiar scent of her shampoo and relaxed into the contact. Just then, Gemma wriggled and pressed her bum into Rory's hips. The wash of desire she had been expecting earlier shot through her. Her arm lay across Gemma’s waist, and her fingers twitched with the need to cup Gemma’s breast.

“Don’t you dare.” Gemma’s voice held an amused warning.

“Okay, I’ll be good.” Rory kissed Gemma’s bare shoulder and sighed in resignation. The shiver that rippled through Gemma told Rory that if she started something, Gemma wouldn’t complain. Too much. But the rational side of her reminded her she needed to be up for work in a few hours.

Reluctantly, she relaxed her hand.

“Come over this weekend?” Her voice was almost pleading. “I want to spend time with you.”

The chuckle that erupted from Gemma’s chest ricocheted through Rory and filled her with joy.

“Oh, I’ll be here.” Gemma lifted Rory’s hand to her mouth and delicately kissed her fingers. “And you’ll have all weekend to ‘spend time’ with me.”

The meaning in Gemma’s voice was clear, and Rory guessed at the implications. Realising her eyelids were drooping, she settled into their embrace and let sleep claim her.
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Rory ground her teeth at the family getting off the train before her. They were struggling with a pushchair and what looked like a mountain of children and equipment. With a sigh, she dashed to the other end of the tube carriage and bypassed the chaotic scene that was threatening to detain her even longer. It had been one of those days that she wanted to forget, and she strode home as quickly as she could. As soon as she was through the ticket barrier, she swung her backpack onto her shoulders and set off for home. Gemma was coming over, and Rory had hoped that she could get back in time to make her girlfriend dinner before she arrived.

They had spoken about going to the gym, but Rory was bone-tired and just wanted to collapse in front of the TV with Gemma and ignore the world for a bit. Her brogues clicked on the pavement as she walked, and her lungs burned. She realised she was almost running home and checked herself. No matter what had happened today, she would not run home and hide. She would walk home in a controlled manner and spend the evening with her girlfriend.

Having decided that she was definitely not running home to hide, she stopped at the shop to get a bunch of flowers for Gemma and continued her journey in a more sedate fashion.

As she opened the door to her house, her senses were immediately assaulted by the scents and sounds of someone being there. Her body relaxed, and she dumped her bag in the hallway along with her shoes and went in search of the intruder.

She saw Gemma facing away from her and realised that she was the most welcome intruder into her home that she’d ever had. Not that Gemma was an intruder really, in fact it felt more like Rory’s home when Gemma was there than when she wasn’t.

For a moment, Rory took in the sight of her girlfriend bopping along to the music playing as she washed something in the sink. Rory didn’t think she would ever tire of watching her. As usual, her fingers itched to caress those curves, to pull Gemma towards her and bury her face in the warm, inviting skin of her lover. Her body ached to be held, to be soothed. She sighed, but then had a flash of realisation that she now had someone to hold her, she had someone to soothe her frazzled nerves. Rory cleared her throat and spoke over Chappell Roan singing at them from the speaker.

“Hey.”

Gemma spun around, and her face lit up with joy. Quickly, she dried her hands on the towel and then launched herself at Rory. Throwing the flowers in the vague direction of the counter, Rory caught Gemma and held her to her chest as Gemma locked her legs around Rory’s waist. Their lips quickly met, and Rory moaned into the familiar feeling of Gemma’s warm lips on hers. Gemma tasted of white wine and home, and Rory lost herself in the kiss. Rory spun them around so that Gemma’s bum could rest on the countertop. Despite all the training she was doing, Rory couldn’t hold her girlfriend for long and keep kissing her, not when Gemma made her legs feel like jelly.

Once she was settled on the counter, Gemma cupped Rory’s face with her hands and pulled her close. Every part of Rory’s bad day being erased by the feeling of Gemma’s lips and tongue caressing hers, loving her, soothing her. Rory lost herself in the kiss. Unlike her, Gemma was just in a pair of loose trousers and a vest top, and it was very easy for Rory’s fingers to slide under the top and caress the smooth, warm skin of Gemma’s back. Rory buried her head in Gemma’s skin and inhaled deeply, filling her lungs with the scent of her girlfriend and letting the aroma ground her. Gemma’s fingers raked through Rory’s short hair as she held her. Now she was sitting on the counter, Gemma was slightly taller, and Rory loved the feeling of being held and comforted.

“You wanna tell me what happened?”

Rory kissed the bit of Gemma’s neck closest to her lips and then stood up. She looked Gemma in the eyes.

“How do you know something’s up?” She settled her hands on Gemma’s hips as Gemma wound her arms around Rory’s neck and gave her a quick peck on the lips.

“Because you’re my best friend and girlfriend, and I know your ‘something’s happened but I don’t want to share it with anyone cos I’ll look weak’ face.” Gemma smiled, and Rory felt the tightness that had been in her chest all afternoon loosening.

“Can I get wine?”

“Of course.” Gemma released her from the embrace and jumped off the counter to pour Rory a glass of the wine she’d opened. Rory took the interruption to collect her thoughts before speaking.

“You know I had that big meeting at the office of the firm we’re working with.”

“Yeah.” Gemma handed her the wine and then waved a hand in the air. “You told me the name, but I kinda zoned out.” Gemma grinned, and Rory mock gasped.

“Gemma Armstrong, you zoned out when I was expounding deep legal theories?” Rory hooked a finger in Gemma’s vest top and pulled her towards her. “I think I need a kiss in compensation.”

Gemma shook her head. “Ask in your best legal voice.”

Rory thought for a moment before clearing her throat.

“Miss Armstrong, regarding the attention you should give to your girlfriend when she is explaining not only her work but also the intricacies of the legal situation she is expertly navigating. It is alleged that the attention you gave was not at the expected level of attention required by the aforementioned girlfriend. It is therefore only reasonable that she requests compensation in the form of a kiss, for no less than ten seconds.”

Gemma smiled. “You’re very sexy when you talk all lawyer-like.” She pressed her hands to Rory’s chest and kissed her lazily for the required ten seconds, and more. “Now, stop deflecting and tell me what happened.”

Rory played for time by removing her suit jacket and rolling up her sleeves before slumping against the kitchen counter.

“Well, the meeting at Montague Holdings was fairly uneventful. Spike has bought into a holiday park, and we’ve just done the final due diligence on her investment.” Rory took a big drink from the glass of wine Gemma had given her. In typical Spike fashion, she had promised the money to an old friend before doing any research. Rory didn’t mind too much. She and her firm made a lot of money out of Spike’s impulsiveness.

“But when I was leaving, I used their loo, and some woman screamed at me that I couldn’t be in the lady’s toilet. She all but chased me out of there.”

Rory felt tears well in her eyes and angrily brushed them away. “Why do people have to be such arseholes about this?”

Gemma turned off the oven before crossing the kitchen to engulf Rory in her arms. Rory dropped her head forward and let her girlfriend soothe her nerves. All the shame she had felt when the woman had confronted her and the anger that had followed flowed out of her.

“That’s horrible babe, how do you feel now?”

“Better now I’ve seen you,” Rory replied honestly. “I just felt so...” She blew air out of her mouth in frustration. “Helpless and attacked and ... I couldn’t answer her Gemma. I’m a lawyer. I make my living knowing exactly what to say and when, and I couldn’t find anything to say to this woman. I scuttled out of there and ended up dashing into a McDonald’s because I really needed a wee.”

“Have you told anyone?” Gemma’s voice was gentle, but Rory could hear the steel behind her words.

“No, I don’t even know if it was someone who worked there or a visitor. But I just don’t want to make a fuss, I just want to live my life.” Gemma ran a hand over Rory’s arm, and she relaxed into the touch. Being here with Gemma made everything better.

“And I don’t know what to do tonight. Part of me wants to retreat to the sofa with you and watch a silly movie, but another part of me wants to go to the gym and lose myself in some exercise.”

“Or….” Gemma winked at her. “We could have dinner and come up with some exercises of our own.”

Heat flew through Rory at the implication. She pulled Gemma towards her and gently kissed her lips.

“That sounds like the best thing I’ve heard all day.”
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GEMMA


Gemma held the dress up to herself in the mirror and sighed. She should have taken Rory up on her offer to buy her something new, but she was already worried about how much her girlfriend was spending on her.

She looked back at the black dress she had worn last time and grimaced. Even though it had been three months since they had been at the opera together, the thought of wearing the same thing prickled at her. She went back to the pile of clothes on the bed and moaned again. Obviously, she must have been louder than she thought as Teagan pushed her head around the door.

“Wassup?”

Gemma sat back on the bed with a sigh. “I can’t find anything to wear this weekend, and Rory is picking me up in,” she looked at her watch, “twenty minutes.”

“And we both know your girlfriend is going to be on time,” Teagan giggled. Over the weeks, she had also become used to Rory’s precision over timings, and Gemma loved that her friend had so easily accepted Rory into her life.

“Talking of partners.” Gemma poked Teagan with her toe. “Is Brad coming over this weekend?”

Teagan blushed to the roots of her auburn hair and flopped onto the bed with Gemma. “He is but,” she took a breath, “we are seriously thinking of moving in together, and as you're away for a long weekend, we thought we’d spend all the time here to see how we get on living with each other. It’s one thing when he pops over for a takeaway and a quick bit of sex, but 72 hours full on will be something different.”

Gemma nodded and pondered the information Teagan had revealed.

“I know what you mean. I'm spending all that time with Rory, admittedly in a gorgeous hotel suite and also with our family, who don't know we’re dating.” She rolled her eyes and waved a hand so Teagan wouldn't pull at that string, “but we've not really had more than two nights together. What if I get fed up with her, or she with me?”

“Oh please!” Teagan rolled her eyes dramatically. “First, you’ll be in a swanky hotel room and having so much sex it won’t matter.” Teagan waggled her eyebrows suggestively. “Second, Gemma! She adores you, it’s obvious to anyone within a fifty-mile radius. She won’t get fed up with you.”

“But what about my six-week thing?” Gemma worried a fingernail. “I have been thinking of all my exes, and there really is no one in the last few years that has lasted longer. What if that happens with Rory?”

Teagan took hold of her hands and looked deeply into her eyes. “Gemma, you have been crazy about this woman for the last ten years.”

Gemma nodded, and her friend continued, “What if those other relationships didn't last because they weren't her, hey?”

Gemma felt the words slam into her like a lorry. She sat, winded, as the truth of Teagan’s words ran through her. Could it really be that simple? Had she somehow been searching for another Rory for ten years to the point that any woman that wasn't her was found wanting? Was it that easy? Was Rory her person, so no one else got a look in?

“Also,” Teagan ploughed on seemingly oblivious to Gemma's internal realisations, “although you only started doing the horizontal tango a few weeks ago, you have been dating for far longer than six weeks.”

Gemma stared open-mouthed at her friend. Had they? Was what she thought was friendship really more than that?
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The conversation continued to bounce around her head as Rory drove them out of London towards Larchester. As Rory's car ate up the miles, Gemma guiltily worked out how easy it should be for them to visit home and that she really should make more of an effort with her parents.

“Are you okay?” Rory’s voice cut across the radio playing from the car stereo.

“Yeah, just thinking how close we actually live to home and how we need to visit more.”

“Hmm, yeah, I guess we should.” Rory took a breath. “Perhaps after Christmas we could tell them about us and plan more weekends at home?”

Gemma sighed. She’d love to walk into her parents’ house this weekend and declare that she and Rory were dating. She’d love her parents to be happy for them and for her father to clasp his hand to Rory’s shoulder and tell her to “look after his little girl”. But Gemma knew that wouldn't happen. Her mother would start talking about weddings and babies, and her dad would offer Rory a job in his law firm and pressure them into moving home. They would then live every moment of their lives under the microscope of their respective parents. Just thinking about it made Gemma feel claustrophobic. She opened a window to get some air, and Rory frowned.

“Do you want the air con turned up?”

“Huh?” Gemma looked across to Rory then shook her head as her brain caught up. “Oh, no. I just needed a bit of fresh air.” She sighed and then realised she didn't need to hide anything from Rory.

“I’m just anxious about seeing our parents again. I mean, last time they were all ‘you two should get together.’’’ She groaned. “I don't know how they will be when we tell them we are dating.”

Rory winced, and Gemma’s heart plummeted.

“Tell me.” Gemma’s heart thumped in her chest. She knew the look on Rory’s face, and it wasn’t good.

“Tell you what?” Rory's voice was neutral, but Gemma knew there was more to it.

“What are you not telling me?”

Rory reached a hand over the central console to take Gemma's. She kept her eyes on the road, but her gaze also flickered to Gemma as she spoke.

“Your dad offered me a job.”

“What?” Gemma felt the tightness return to her chest. Her head started to throb, and it felt like the control she had fought hard to get over her life was ebbing away.

“Last time, he saw me walk away from your hotel room. The morning after we had slept by the swimming pool. He thought we had, you know, and over breakfast he offered me a job.”

“Oh God!” Gemma threw her head back against the headrest and squeezed her eyes shut. “I knew this would happen. Why didn't you tell me?” She snapped at Rory and instantly regretted it. She wasn’t annoyed with her, but with her own parents for interfering, as usual.

“Well, first, you walked in wearing those really short shorts.” Rory grinned. “Then you were in your bikini all day, and then we argued. My mind was otherwise occupied. To be honest, until that incident in the bathroom at Montague Holdings, I hadn't thought about it.”

“Why then?” Gemma asked, not sure if she wanted to know the answer.

Rory sighed. “I guess I wondered if making a life in London was worth it.”

“With what happened at Montague’s, or something else?”

Rory swallowed hard, and Gemma knew instantly there was something else. She waited for Rory to tell her and was upset when Rory brushed it off.

“I just wondered if being in a smaller firm would be better.” Rory shot her a tight smile.

A knot formed in Gemma's stomach, and she wondered what Rory was holding back. She debated between pushing it with Rory and letting it go. She worried a lip and wished she were better at relationships than she was. The silence in the car stretched between them, with only the radio providing any respite.

“People are going to be arseholes everywhere,” Gemma eventually said.

Rory hummed noncommittally, and Gemma sensed her girlfriend wanted to move the conversation on. She could understand why - she hadn't said much about her altercation in the loo since their initial talk. Gemma had been fuming on Rory’s behalf but had just about kept a lid on her emotions for Rory’s sake. She had worried about Rory for the rest of the week but, fortunately, there were no other incidents. More worrying now was this revelation that not only had her father interfered with their relationship before it had even started, but also that Rory had considered taking him up on his job offer. If Rory moved home, what would that mean for them? Could their relationship survive if Gemma was in London and Rory was back in Sussex? Her stomach fell away from her as she realised she didn't want that. She didn't want to be away from Rory but wanted to be closer to her. She bit her lip and looked out of the window. How had this happened so quickly? She had said she was falling for Rory but hadn't realised quite how far or how fast.
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Gemma trailed behind Rory as they walked into the hotel. The tension stretched between them, and Gemma wasn’t comfortable with how they had left things from their talk in the car. She sensed Rory was holding something back from her. Determined to talk to Rory as soon as they were in their room, she stood next to her as they checked in. The rest of the family were due to arrive tomorrow lunchtime, and they would travel together to the opera early evening. Rory had suggested that she and Gemma get there a night early to have some time to themselves as a couple before the family descended upon them and they would have to pretend not to be a couple. Gemma massaged her forehead. This was all getting a bit too complicated, and part of her wanted to shout to the world that this wonderful person was her girlfriend.

“You are in the Alhambra suite.” The receptionist handed Rory a key card. “Would you like a second key for your room?”

“Yes please,” Rory replied deftly and handed over her credit card for the room.

“Can I confirm we have a dinner reservation for 8pm?”

The receptionist tapped on her computer and confirmed with Rory that dinner was indeed booked. Rory turned to Gemma.

“Fancy a walk around the garden before we change for dinner?” Rory asked. That adorable eyebrow quirk returned, and Gemma felt her stomach flip at the sight. She mentally scolded herself. Was she falling for Rory so much that everything the other woman did made her gooey? Gemma had never been ‘gooey’ with a girlfriend before. Sexy, yes. Horny? Definitely. But never this gooey, soppy person who melted every time her girlfriend smiled or cocked an eyebrow.

“Sure, that sounds good.” Gemma noticed how effortlessly Rory spoke to the staff and with a few quick words had arranged for someone to take their suitcases to their room whilst they walked around the gardens.

The late summer sun was doing its best to warm them, but Gemma felt a slight chill as the evening breeze gusted around the gardens.

“I hope it’s going to stay nice tomorrow.” Rory cast an eye to the sky as if warning it not to rain.

“How did you persuade the families to stay at a hotel rather than at home?” Gemma looked at Rory. Her girlfriend blushed and looked sheepish. She rubbed the back of her neck.

“Well…” She moved closer to Gemma. “I certainly didn’t say that we wanted to stay in a hotel so I could trail my tongue over your body and make sweet, sexy love to you all night, until you’re hoarse from screaming my name.” She trailed her fingertips up Gemma's forearm and stopped at her elbow. Shivers of another kind flashed over Gemma's skin. It was almost criminal how Rory could turn her on with just a look or a touch.

“All night, you say?” She hooked a finger in the belt loops of her trousers and pulled her in for a gentle kiss. Rory was wearing her new chinos and a shirt that Charles had altered for her, and she looked deliciously elegant and very fucking hot.

“All night,” Rory confirmed as their lips grazed each other. Her arm wrapped around Gemma’s shoulder to pull her in and kissed her harder. Gemma's stomach flipped, and the familiar buzzing and fizzing she felt over her body whenever Rory kissed her was in full effect. Rory’s mouth on hers was so familiar but at the same time exhilarating. The familiar velvet swipe of Rory's tongue had Gemma opening herself to Rory. All concepts of time and space were lost to her as she kissed Rory. Their breasts pressed together, and Gemma suddenly wanted there to be far fewer clothes between them.

“If we go back now.” Gemma gasped between kisses. “We might have time for a shower before dinner.” Rory's brows knitted together for a second in confusion before realisation dawned. Almost at a run, she grabbed Gemma's hand and propelled them back to the hotel. Laughing, they burst into the foyer only to come face to face with their parents.

“Oh, hello you two.” Rory’s father turned to them. “Seems we all had the same idea to arrive early.”

Cursing under her breath, Rory snatched her hand away from Gemma, and Gemma felt its lost almost immediately.

Fuck, whatever this was, it would not get her and Rory naked together in the shower any time soon. Cursing whichever deity was pissing on them right now, Gemma plastered a smile on her face and turned to greet her parents.

“Oh my God, Rory!” Rory’s mother’s voice was shrill across the foyer of the hotel. “What on earth have you done to your hair?”
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RORY


Rory felt sick. Her stomach tied in knots, and her legs felt like lead.

“Oh, my darling.” Her mother’s voice cut through the fog surrounding her thoughts. “What on earth possessed you to cut off your lovely hair?”

Rory sent a pleading look to Gemma, hoping that her girlfriend picked up on her unease. Every argument with Darcy rampaged through her head. Every disparaging look that she’d had over the past couple of weeks danced through her mind. The disgusted look of the woman in Spike’s office pressed on her brain. Blackness swam around the periphery of her vision, and for a horrifying moment she thought she might black out. She felt Gemma's fingers curl around her bicep and was grateful for the grounding touch of her girlfriend.

“Oh, hello you lot.” George appeared from the bar. “Drinks are in, what’s holding you up?”

He looked over at Rory and Gemma. “Ahh you’re here as well, lovely. Gin and tonic okay for both of you?”

Rory shot him a grateful look and dimly heard Gemma agreeing that gin would be fine for them both. She didn’t know how they got to the lounge area or indeed how she and Gemma ended up sitting together on a sofa. She heard all the family talking at once, and their voices overlapped like a horror show.

What have you done to your hair?

Did you mean for it to be that short?

Have you lost a bet?

Do you want to be a boy?

Do we call you ‘they’ now?

Is this why you wore a suit last time?

“Oh, be quiet, all of you!” Rory heard her grandmother’s voice cut through all the noise and the chatter. The families instantly fell silent as Phyllis’ voice lanced through all the others and her commanding presence held everyone at bay. For a moment, Rory imagined her grandmother on a white charger with a lance, fending off anyone who would attack her granddaughter. She lifted her face to see a familiar pair of blue eyes staring back at her. Only now did she notice her grandmother was sitting next to her, clasping her hands.

“You look very handsome, Rory.”

Rory gulped. Her grandmother had only ever called her Aurora. For anyone else she hated her long name, but from her grandmother it was as comforting and familiar as one of her hugs.

Phyllis reached out with the hand that wasn’t clasped around Rory's and elegantly picked up her drink. Rory had never known her grandmother to be anything less than elegant. With a swift tilt of her head, she downed the contents. “Peter, George.” She rattled the ice in her glass at them. “Be good boys and get another round of drinks, will you?”

Recognising the dismissal for what it was, both fathers scuttled off to the bar. Rory felt a weak smile cross her face. Even at seventy-five, her grandmother could command the family as easily as she always had.

“I didn’t get to ask you why you are here so early.” She patted Rory's hand.

“Um, we decided to treat ourselves to some time at the spa tomorrow.” Rory spluttered.

“Yeah,” Gemma piped up, and Rory silently thanked her by pressing her thigh against Gemma's. Gemma pressed back, and Rory felt a small weight lift off her.

“We thought as we were coming down for the opera we’d have a girls’ day in the spa. We’ve been reconnecting as friends, and it seemed an excellent opportunity to spoil ourselves.” Gemma’s voice was so innocent that Rory wondered if she too was thinking of just how well they had reconnected over the past couple of weeks.

“We thought the same.” Isabelle agreed with her daughter. “At least until your fathers remembered the golf course nearby. We’re going to go for a round of golf in the morning.”

“Well, that means we can have some granddaughter time,” Phyllis declared. “Will you mind if we gatecrash your girls’ morning?”

Gemma and Rory looked at each other, both blissfully aware that it really wasn’t a question from Phyllis. That, regardless of how innocently Rory’s grandmother posed the question, it wasn’t really a question at all.

“That would be lovely Granny.” Rory replied. Her heart was only just returning to its normal rhythm, and her voice sounded slightly less breathy. The anxiety she’d felt as the family bombarded her with questions eased.

“Marvellous. I guess the four of you will be up early to get to the golf course, so shall we have a late breakfast and then head to the spa?”

“But mother. We should have breakfast together as a family.” Rory’s mother spluttered next to her.

“Oh, really Amanda.” Phyllis waved an elegant hand at her daughter, and the diamond ring on her finger glinted in the light. “Rory and Gemma have been working hard and deserve a lie-in, and Mary and I don’t want to be up at the crack of dawn to eat just so you can get off to chase a silly ball around. You four go off and enjoy yourselves, and Mary and I can have a lovely catch up with Rory and Gemma.” She swished her hand through the air.

Rory wasn’t sure if she was trying to look like a judge bringing down a gavel or if she were summoning her son back with the requested drinks. Either way, it effectively stopped the conversation and told everyone what was happening the next day. The parents would go out for the morning, and Rory and Gemma would be subjected to interrogation by grandmother.
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Later that evening, after an awkward family dinner that she would rather forget, Rory held Gemma in her arms. They were both in their nightclothes as neither of them had felt especially sexy after an evening of stilted conversation with the family. No one had said another word about Rory's haircut or clothes, and they had all headed to bed almost as soon as dinner was over.

Desperate not to give the families anything more to gossip over, both Rory and Gemma had taken separate and equally convoluted journeys back to their room. It had been torture to get changed into her sleep shorts and tank top rather than slip naked beneath the sheets, but since the car journey and the awkward meeting with the family there had been something hanging between her and Gemma. The terror she had felt at the family’s inquisition was nothing compared to the terror she felt at the thought that there might be something between her and Gemma. She knew Gemma was anxious about being in a relationship and hoped that it wasn’t going too fast for her. Rory knew she was in love with Gemma but hugged that to herself. She was determined not to push Gemma too far too soon.

“You’re thinking again, aren’t you?” Gemma's lips moved against the column of Rory's neck.

“How do you do that?” Rory turned so their lips met gently.

“Do what?”

“Know that I'm in my head and catastrophising.”

Gemma chuckled, and Rory felt it vibrate into her own chest. It allowed warmth and light to ignite in her heart.

“Part of the job.” Gemma lifted her head.

“What job?” Rory felt her eyebrows wrinkle.

“The job of girlfriend and Rory protector.”

The light and warmth grew inside Rory as she chuckled back. “Do I need a protector?”

“From the grandmas tomorrow morning? I should think so.” Gemma slung a leg over Rory and tightened the arm that was around her waist. “But I'm here to protect you. We just need to make sure that they don't try to divide and conquer!”

Rory allowed herself to be held for a moment. Finding this much comfort in Gemma's arms was something she never thought she would have. But her Gemma was always ready with a warm hug and a wide smile.

Gemma fiddled with the hem of Rory's vest for a moment. The movement caused tantalising shots of pleasure and excitement throughout Rory's body. She didn't know if Gemma meant it as a turn-on, but it was doing some lovely things to Rory's body.

“When we were in the car and talking of coming home. Was there something else to it? I felt it wasn't all about the woman at Montague’s. Is my dad pressuring you?”

Rory turned and saw a worried expression on Gemma's face. She took a deep breath and released it slowly, partly to calm her suddenly racing heartbeat and partly to give her time to think. How could she answer that question without scaring Gemma away? How could she tell Gemma that her thoughts of moving home were full of family and a future together?

She’d obviously spent too long pondering as Gemma sat up and looked at her.

“Rory?” Gemma's voice was tight. “What are you not telling me?”

Rory gulped.

“I, um, I just thought that in the future, not now, just in the future, being closer to our parents might be a good thing. You know, if this goes somewhere and we think about having a family, then retired parents who can fit into a babysitting schedule are quite helpful.”

Rory waited for Gemma to pull away. She knew this was too much too soon, and Gemma was allergic to commitment.

“Oh.” Gemma's voice was small and she fell back into Rory.

“Oof.” Rory gasped as Gemma’s body fell solidly onto her. Surprise overshadowed her discomfort when Gemma snuggled her face into Rory’s neck.

Rory swallowed. “I’m sorry, I know it’s a bit much to be talking about all that and we’ve only just got together and...”

Whatever she was going to say next was muffled by Gemma's lips crashing into hers. Not questioning a kiss from her girlfriend, Rory returned the kiss with vigour. The now familiar feel of Gemma's lips on hers was comforting and grounding.

“I thought you were leaving without me.” Gemma buried her head again. “I’m not great at relationships when we live in the same city. I don't know how to handle being away from you.” Her words were muffled, and Rory strained to hear them.

“Hey.” Rory caressed Gemma's back through the oversized T-shirt she wore. “I am not going anywhere without you. I didn't want to say anything because I didn't want to scare you away, but I'm in this Gems. I’m falling for you. So hard, so fast it’s scaring the crap out of me.” Rory gulped and briefly considered how much to say to Gemma. She absolutely did not want to scare her away but also wanted to comfort her girlfriend.

“When we’re apart, I think it’s all going too fast. I want to text you soppy texts and tell you how much I'm missing you, but I worry it’s too much. But when we’re together, everything is right, everything feels better and how it should be.” Rory swallowed past the lump that was in her throat.

Gemma rested her face on Rory's neck, and gentle sobs wracked her body. “I’m sorry, I'm being silly. It’s all a bit overwhelming.” Gemma mumbled into Rory's neck.

Rory shifted slightly and reached a hand over to Gemma. Lightly, she cupped Gemma's chin and held her in place. A hundred words ran through her head, including the three that fully summed up her feelings for Gemma. But she didn't want to say them in a flurry of tears. Tomorrow night, in the gardens of Larchester Manor. That’s where she wanted to tell Gemma she loved her. That she wanted Gemma to be in her life for a very long time. All the words she knew rattled in her brain until she realised words were useless. She guided Gemma's lips to hers, and they came together in a flurry of desire and longing. Everything she felt for Gemma poured out of her, and she expressed it all in that kiss. She pushed Gemma back and slid a leg between Gemma's, her thigh pressing on Gemma's centre. Gemma gasped into Rory's mouth, and a flood of liquid heat rushed through Rory's veins. With a practiced ease she didn't know she possessed, she swiftly removed her vest top and then tugged at Gemma's T-shirt. As soon as it left Gemma's body, Rory pressed her chest to Gemma's. The heat from Gemma poured into Rory, and the soft press of their breasts together made her moan.

“Oh, Rory!” Gemma's voice was pleading. Rory kissed her way down Gemma's body, only pausing to kiss the soft nipples into tight buds of need. Gemma bucked underneath her and pressed her centre into Rory’s thigh. Between them, they discarded Gemma’s knickers, and Rory plunged her fingers into her lover. Lips and tongues colliding, she teased and fucked Gemma into a climax that had her shuddering in Rory’s arms.

“I love this.” Gemma kissed any part of Rory’s sweat-slicked body she could. “I love how you fuck me.”

“Good, because I really, really love making love to you.” Rory gently kissed Gemma’s nipples to emphasise her point.

Rory settled next to Gemma and propped herself up on an arm. She knew she had a grin splitting her face. She loved what she could do to Gemma’s body and how much pleasure she could bring to her.

“This is more than fucking to me Gems.” Rory trailed a finger not so innocently around Gemma’s areolas.

“Hmm?” Gemma writhed under Rory’s touch.

“This.” Rory rubbed a thumb over Gemma’s tight nipple, and Gemma gasped. “It’s more than sex, it’s more than fucking.”

“I know.” Gemma rolled over, so she was facing Rory. “I don’t have the words to express it right now Rory. I’m not like you, I’ve not been in a long-term relationship. I’ve never been engaged. I’m sort of flying blind here.”

A wave of love engulfed Rory and warmed her to her toes.

“I’ve never felt anything like this before.” Rory looked Gemma in the eyes, hoping to speak to her heart. “Anything I felt for Darcy pales compared to what I feel for you. So, I’m just as lost as you are in this. More so because at least you know ‘who’ you are. I’m still muddling through.”

“Doing pretty well so far.” Gemma kissed Rory gently on the lips before settling into her arms. Rory felt Gemma’s fingers explore her chest and relaxed into the touch as flickers of fire danced over her as Gemma’s fingertips caressed her.

“Okay?” Gemma checked in with her

“Mmm, very green.” Rory rolled onto her back and opened her body to Gemma. The smile that crossed Gemma’s face was blinding, and Rory loved that she was the reason Gemma was smiling.

“Can I kiss you?” Gemma asked shyly.

Rory was about to ask her what she meant, when a wandering hand to her clit answered her question.

“Um, not tonight, babe.” Her heart sank. She hated denying Gemma, but after the emotions of the day, she wasn’t ready to push her own boundaries.

“That’s fine.” Gemma kissed around the gentle swell of Rory’s breast. “Would you like to go to sleep or…” Gemma’s voice was light. A wave of desire crashed over Rory.

“I want to...” She struggled to say the word ‘come’. It was so alien to her talking about her desires and needs. Having a lover who was considerate of her body was a new and wonderful experience. Despite everything, she chuckled.

“Don’t you think it’s odd?” She brushed Gemma’s hair away from her face. “That I was your first female lover, I taught you about a woman’s body, and now here you are helping me overcome my insecurities.”

Gemma continued her caresses. “You were magnificent that night.” She bit her bottom lip, and Rory’s stomach flipped as her clit throbbed with need.

“You fucked me so well, it was hot and passionate.” Gemma raked her eyes over Rory’s naked chest. “I wouldn’t mind that again, you know.” She interlaced her fingers with Rory’s. “One night, just fucking me senseless. Taking me, devouring me. Just like you did then. You made me feel things I’d never felt before…or since.”

Rory gulped, the shame she had always felt about that night, about how dominant she had been, how hot and passionate they had been together. She now felt that shame melt away.

“I guess each of us had to go on a journey away to end up here.” She pushed Gemma back onto the bed and straddled her. “I want to fuck you again.” She kissed Gemma hard before adding. “But this time I will be here in the morning.”
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GEMMA


For a split second, Gemma thought that her worst fears had come true as she felt the empty bed next to her, but then the whir of the Nespresso machine and the scent of coffee assured her that Rory wasn’t too far away. She burrowed her head back into the deliciously soft pillows. The sun was streaming in through the windows, and Gemma felt it on her face. She gently stretched her limbs, feeling the telltale signs of having been thoroughly fucked.

A warm body pressed into hers, and Gemma felt Rory's breasts squish into her back. She loved how comfortable Rory was becoming with her body around her. A warm mouth trailed kisses down Gemma's neck, and a firm hand pulled her hips into Rory's centre.

“Good morning.” Rory mumbled out between kisses.

“Hmm morning.”

Gemma rolled over and settled into Rory's arms. This would be a perfect way to wake up every day, she thought. To be in Rory's arms and face the day together. She pushed the thought away, but not as far as she thought she would.

“What’s the time?” She reached across Rory to tap her phone screen, only to yelp as Rory took advantage of her being draped over her to start a firmer, more intentional caress.

“Stop it.” She good-naturedly slapped Rory. “We have to face the grandmothers this morning, and it’s bad enough that we’re exhausted from getting too little sleep last night without you getting me going all over again.”

“So, a joint shower is out then?” Rory raised that eyebrow that made Gemma's stomach flip and her clit tighten.

Gemma rolled her eyes and groaned. “You are insatiable, woman!”

As soon as the words left her mouth, her lips stilled, and the air in the room stiffened. Gemma swallowed hard, but a lump the size of a tennis ball had lodged in her throat.

“Shit Rory, I, um…” She bit her lip and closed her eyes. Rory had frozen underneath her.

“It’s okay.” Rory's eyebrows were drawn together. She got out of bed and reached for her vest top. Gemma then remembered that she hadn’t managed to get Rory's boxers off last night, and her words sounded even more cruel considering that. Gemma looked around in a flustered panic for her T-shirt and hastily pulled it over herself. Rory was by the window, unseeing eyes looking out over the swimming pool. Gemma thought about leaving her for a moment but remembered their talk last night and their agreement to be open with each other from now on.

“Rory? Are you okay?” She stepped behind her girlfriend and wrapped her arms around her.

“Do you still see me as a woman?” Rory's question was unexpected but not harsh.

“Sometimes,” Gemma answered honestly.

“And other times?”

Gemma swallowed around the lump that was still there.

“Other times I don't really think about it. I see you. I see Rory.” She spun Rory around to look her in the eyes. These were not words that could be spoken to her back; she needed to say them to Rory's face.

“I don't see you as a man if that’s what you’re asking.” She took Rory’s hands in hers and gave them a gentle squeeze.

“I see you as my girlfriend, my person. The one human in this world who gets me, who goes to pottery even though she hates it.”

Rory smiled at the remembrance of their disastrous pottery excursion.

“I see Rory. Just Rory. Bad ass lawyer, dedicated daughter and the best lover I have ever had!” Gemma saw Rory’s cheeks blush red. “I see my best friend, my safe space. And yes, sometimes I see a woman who is strong enough to say to the world ‘Fuck you, this is who I am.’”

Rory pulled her forward, so she nestled in her arms. The gentle sobs that came out of her broke Gemma's heart until she looked at Rory's face.

“You really see all that?” Rory managed through her tears.

“I see all that and more!” Gemma confirmed. “Although I generally see my hot as hell girlfriend and wonder when I can get her naked again.”

Rory tipped her head back and howled with laughter. “Now who’s insatiable?”

“Would you prefer partner?” Gemma asked. “I never want to refer to you in a way that will upset you.”

Rory took a deep shuddering breath and squeezed Gemma tight. Just as she was about to call for mercy, Rory released her.

“That’s the thing. I do like being your girlfriend. And when you said what you did earlier, it stunned me, not because you upset me, but because it didn't upset me.”

Gemma let the implications of that statement settle in her. Any further thoughts, however, were interrupted by her phone blaring its ringtone through the room. Gemma dived onto the bed and grabbed it from the nightstand. Cursing, she saw her grandmother’s name flash on the screen just as she went to answer it.

“Gemma Louise Armstrong!” Her grandmother didn't give her time to greet her. “It’s nine thirty, and we have been waiting half an hour for you and Rory. They only serve breakfast until ten, so if you want something to eat then you’d better get here sharpish.”

Her grandmother hung up, and Gemma turned to Rory, who was already heading for the bathroom.

“We need to be quick.” Gemma raced after her. “We’ve been summoned!”
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Gemma thanked the waiter as he placed the plate of food in front of her. Apparently, both she and Rory had worked up an appetite last night as both their plates were piled high with sausages, bacon, eggs, tomatoes, mushrooms, fried bread and, to her grandmother’s consternation, baked beans.

“Gosh, you must be hungry?” Mary sipped her coffee and eyed the plate of food Gemma was about to eat.

“Did you sleep all right?” Phyllis asked Rory. “You look ever so tired.”

Gemma spluttered into her orange juice and saw the faint pink tinge rise on Rory's cheeks.

“As well as I could.” Rory's voice was grave and serious, and Gemma wondered if that’s how she sounded in a courtroom.

Phyllis patted her hand. “Well, that’s understandable.” She shook her head and elegantly buttered a piece of toast before slathering it with strawberry jam. The silence hung around the table as she methodically chewed.

Gemma shifted awkwardly in her chair and started to eat. She remembered all the times her grandmother had chided her for her table manners and so strove to eat as much like a lady as she could. Even though Gemma rebelled against her parents’ rules, she always behaved well for Mary.

“So then, girls, what have you been up to in London?” Mary broke off a piece of croissant and popped it in her mouth. “Have you seen much of each other?”

This time it was Rory's turn to splutter into her drink. Unfortunately, it was her coffee, and it shot up her nose and down her chin. She swore and grabbed a napkin to dab herself off. Fortunately, it had missed her shirt. As she dried coffee off herself, she shared a heated look with Gemma that reminded Gemma just how much of each other they had seen over the past few weeks.

Happily, this episode was largely ignored by both Phyllis and Mary. Phyllis was glaring at Mary, and Mary was blushing a deep red.

“Mary,” Phyllis hissed, “we spoke about this.” Phyllis dropped her voice to a stage whisper. “We don’t assume pronouns.”

Mary nodded her grey-haired head. “Sorry Rory.”

Rory stared open-mouthed at the two women before quickly snapping it shut. Gemma stifled a grin. Many times as teenagers, she’d heard Phyllis chastise Rory for hanging her mouth open.

Rory cleared her throat and shifted in her chair. Her knife and fork rested perfectly on her plate, and her back was ramrod straight. As teenagers, their grandparents had always instilled good manners in both girls and to Gemma, and it seemed Rory as well, it was now as natural as breathing. Rory took a sip of coffee, and Gemma thought there was a slight tremble in her hand. She longed to reach over and press her hand to her arm for support. Or to have a hand in the small of Rory’s back. She knew that brought Rory a lot of comfort and dearly wanted to give that to her now. Instead, all she could do was send as much love as possible, silently, to her girlfriend.

“It’s fine Granny.” Rory smiled at Phyllis. “I’m happy with female pronouns.”

“Hmm.” Phyllis hummed into her own coffee and looked carefully at her granddaughter. “I’m sorry for the way the family reacted last night. Your mother was out of line, and I told her so.”

Phyllis’s back was ramrod straight in her chair, and Gemma easily envisioned Rory’s mum, Amanda, being told off by her own mother. Amanda differed greatly from Phyllis and from Rory. Phyllis and Rory were both gentle in their approach to the world, kind and decent. Gemma had come to appreciate Rory’s steadiness as they had navigated the past few weeks together. Amanda, on the other hand, was the party girl, the bouncy, fun-loving woman who was at the centre of every fun thing. She was also the one who had peppered Rory with questions last night. As her rapid staccato of questions had shot forth, Gemma had seen Rory shut down and withdraw into herself, and it had scared her. Fortunately, Phyllis had shut her daughter down and come to the rescue. Gemma straightened her spine and silently made a promise to herself and to Rory. If Rory needed rescuing and defending in the future, she would do it. Rory was her girlfriend, her lover, and Gemma would protect her.

“Now, I will not pry into what’s going on.” Phyllis patted Rory’s hand. “But I can’t guarantee how your mother will react later or that she won’t pepper you with questions again.”

“It’s really nothing to do with her.” Gemma mumbled. As three pairs of eyes swivelled to look at her, she added. “Well, it isn’t. If Rory wants to talk, then she will. But until then, everyone just needs to accept her as she is.”

Rory shot her a grateful smile and turned back to her grandmother.

“The thing is Granny, I wasn’t happy. I thought it was just breaking up with Darcy, but then I realised I broke up with Darcy because I wasn’t happy. She wasn’t letting me be who I wanted to be, who I needed to be. Since we were here for The Marriage of Figaro, I’ve been on a bit of a journey of self-discovery. I’m not sure if I’m at the end of that, but for right now, I am happy to say I am a masculine-presenting lesbian. I enjoy wearing male clothes and having my hair cut short. I feel butch, but I am still very much a woman and proud of who I am. Does that make sense?” Rory wrinkled her brow, and Phyllis smiled gently at her.

“Not entirely.” She confessed as she sipped her coffee. “But it doesn’t have to make sense to me, only you. All I am concerned with is whether you are happy?”

At that, a broad smile crossed Rory’s face. “Yes. I am very happy Granny.” She threw Gemma the briefest of looks, which warmed Gemma’s heart.

“And you have Gemma back in your life?” Mary threw that in, and Gemma rolled her eyes at her grandmother’s obvious digging. She quickly sobered and tried to look like a friend would look rather than a concerned girlfriend looking after her lover.

“Yes, I have Gemma. She’s been an angel.” Rory shot another look at Gemma, which made Gemma’s stomach flip-flop with joy. Her heart thumped in her chest, and a flurry of butterflies fluttered in her tummy. She realised she was grinning like a fool and schooled her expression lest the grandmas sensed something was going on.

Rory reached a hand across the table to Gemma, and they interlocked fingers. Gemma’s chest heaved, and she felt a prickle of heat dash across her cheeks.

“You did the hard stuff.” Gemma smiled. “I just held your hand for most of it.”

They shared a smile, and Gemma wondered if Rory, like her, was thinking of everything they had shared over the last couple of weeks.

“So, you don’t want to be a boy then?” Mary’s voice was inquisitive and insensitive.

“Oh Mary!” Phyllis chided her friend. Gemma winced but looked across to Rory, who had a broad grin on her face.

“No Mary, I don’t.” Rory sent her a sincere look. “I am comfortable in my skin for the first time in years, and Gemma has been a huge part of my getting here. I can’t say for certain that I will remain this way in the future. For most people, their gender aligns with how they were born, and that’s great. Other people find their gender differs from what they were assigned at birth. For me, my gender expression is much more fluid. Some days I feel more feminine, other days, I feel more masculine. Some in my position would be non-binary and use they/them pronouns. I don’t feel like that right now.” Rory used the gentle smile Gemma had come to think of as her comforting lawyer smile.

Mary and Phyllis looked at each other. It was eerie sometimes how they could have a conversation without words. Gemma shuffled in her seat and waited for the other shoe to drop.

“So, are we all going to the spa?” Phyllis folded her napkin and laid it gently on the table. Obviously, the conversation about Rory was done for now, and Gemma was pleased that Rory was out of the spotlight.

“Yes, I think so.” Rory smiled, seemingly unperturbed by the grandmothers inviting themselves to the hotel spa with them.

Rory sprang up and moved swiftly around the table to help Mary with her chair. After sitting for such a long time, her hip was likely to be stiff, and Rory already had her arm proffered for the older woman to steady herself on. Gemma felt a wave of affection wash over her at the care that Rory was showing to her grandmother. They left the restaurant and headed across the lobby towards the lifts.

“Do you need to go back to your rooms, or do you have everything with you?” Rory pressed the button to summon the lift, and Gemma resisted the temptation to tap her foot in impatience. They were nearly out of the firing line, for now. Fortunately, she and Rory needed to return to their room for their bathing suits and, hopefully, a quick kiss.

“Oh no, we will go straight there. We’ve got everything we need.” Phyllis tapped her tote bag hanging off her shoulder. “Perhaps we can fit in a Bucks Fizz before you get there?”

Mary and Phyllis laughed together, and Gemma was pleased that her grandmother had such a good friend to spend her time with.

“Okay then.” Rory turned to enter the lift that had just arrived with a ping when her grandmother stopped her by placing a hand on her arm.

“Oh, Rory,” Phyllis paused, a question on her face. “I’m guessing you prefer Rory to Aurora?”

“I do, but you, dearest grandmother, can call me anything you like.” Rory’s smile was the most sincere and charming Gemma had ever seen. She could see Rory inching into the lift as it stood with its door open, and she could empathise with her. Not only would Rory want some time to think about the conversation they had just had, but also, they just needed to be alone. Her fingers itched to soothe Rory, to run her hands over her back and pull her into a hug.

“I will try to remember.” Phyllis patted her hand in that comforting way of hers.

Rory got a foot in the lift and indicated for Gemma to join her.

“Oh, Rory, I’ve got one more question.” Phyllis looked from Rory to Gemma and back again.

“How long have you two been dating?”
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RORY


Rory felt her stomach drop and looked across at Gemma. She was pale and unable to meet Rory’s gaze.

“Um, dating?” She hoped to misdirect her grandmother by sounding confused. She could never outright lie to her granny, but a bit of misdirection wouldn’t go amiss.

Gemma looked like she wanted the ground to swallow her up, and Mary’s head was swivelling between the three of them.

“Yes, dating, Aurora. The process whereby two people explore an exclusive romantic relationship.” Her grandmother looked between the two of them as Rory scrambled through her jumbled thoughts to find something to say. She had been expecting a cross-examination of how she looked or how she dressed. But in the end both grandmothers had been enormously supportive and understanding and she had thought she was free from interrogation. Until the grandmothers ganged up and blindsided them with this line of questioning.

“Oh my gosh!” Phyllis clutched Mary’s arm dramatically and put a hand to her chest. Rory suspected that if she had a set of pearls, she would have clutched them. “Please tell me you are exclusive, that you are only dating each other? That you’re not part of some odd poly-whatsit group thing?” Phyllis gasped again and looked ready to faint. Just as Rory was about to surge forward and support her, Mary piped up.

“Are you seeing other women Rory? As well as my granddaughter? She deserves better than that, you know.” Mary poked a finger into Rory's chest. “She deserves to be loved and looked after, not to become part of your harem!”

“Of course I’m not dating anyone else!” Rory snapped, flabbergasted that they would think that of her. “I would never do that to Gemma. I promise she is the only woman I’m dating, and I am 100% faithful to her!” Her voice raised, and she could feel angry splotches on her cheeks. How could they think this of her?

She turned to reassure Gemma and then saw the sly smiles crossing the grandmothers’ faces. Her heart sank, and she closed her eyes in disbelief. How had she fallen for the oldest trick in the book? She groaned.

“I told you they were dating.” Phyllis crowed and held her hand out to Mary. “Pay up.”

“What?” Rory and Gemma spoke at the same time, and Rory could only look on incredulously as Mary pulled her purse from her handbag and took out a crisp twenty-pound note.

Phyllis made a show of inspecting it before squirrelling it away in her handbag. “We knew it was only a matter of time after you were all over each other at the last opera trip.” She looked her granddaughter square in the eyes. “I had twenty on before Christmas, Mary had twenty on after Christmas.” She smirked at her friend. “I told you so.”

Mary shrugged. “You can crow all you like Phyllis, but if I hadn’t asked them back to see Die Fledermaus tonight, we would still be in the dark.”

Rory stood open-mouthed at the audacity of the pair. Not only had they bet on their granddaughters’ dating lives, but they also contrived an evening out just to check up on them!

“Close your mouth, Aurora!”

Rory snapped her mouth shut and stared at the retreating forms of their grandmothers. Shit, what were they going to do now?
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Rory fiddled with her bow tie and looked at herself in the mirror. She loved the image looking back at her, and a broad smile crossed her face. When she had put her suit on last time for a trip to the opera, she hadn’t realised how monumental that evening would be. Then, she was still mourning the loss of her relationship with Darcy and didn’t know who she was. Now, as she looked at herself in her tux, she realised she hadn't been sad about the loss of Darcy the person, but of a relationship where she felt valued, loved and respected. She had all that with Gemma. It was still early days, but she knew that she and Gemma had something special.

She pulled her cuffs forward so that a few centimetres of white shirt poked out from the black jacket. As well as doing her measurements and making sure the suit fitted, Charles had spent a lot of time with Rory explaining how she should wear it. She smoothed her shirt and turned to see if Gemma wanted any help. Crossing the room in two large strides, she helped Gemma slide the zip of her black dress into place. She dropped a kiss on Gemma's shoulder as she had seen in countless films and couldn't believe this was her life now. Unlike last time when they had enjoyed a picnic in the gardens, this time they were going to have dinner in the restaurant attached to the theatre. Rory hoped that there would be time for them to go into the garden. She could hopefully steer Gemma towards the sculptures again so that she could declare her love. It may be soon, but Rory knew it would burst out of her sooner rather than later, and she wanted it to be a special moment between them.

“You look stunning.” Rory’s heart swelled at the sight in front of her, not only because Gemma was the most beautiful woman Rory had ever seen, but because she was hers. They were each other’s, and Rory hoped they would be together for a very long time. She just hoped that she wasn't jumping the gun by telling Gemma how she felt.

“You don’t look too bad yourself.” Gemma pulled Rory towards her and feathered a light kiss on her lips. “Okay, you look stunningly, devastatingly hot and handsome.” Gemma fanned herself, and Rory felt a light explode in her chest. Everything in her life had slotted into place, and she couldn’t be happier. “But,” Gemma placed a finger to her chest. “If you do anything to mess up my makeup, there will be hell to pay.” She narrowed her eyes in warning, and Rory chuckled.

“Do you think the grandmas will keep our secret?” Gemma looked at Rory with concern in her eyes.

“I should hope so.” Rory responded honestly. “They both love us, and I think we explained our reasoning well.”

Rory thought back to the time they had shared at the spa with Phyllis and Mary. They had explained their reasons for wanting to keep their fledgling relationship a secret, and both grandmothers had agreed it was a sensible move. Mary especially had agreed that Gemma's parents would be insufferable if they found out they were dating.

“They will be annoyed you've kept a secret,” Phyllis had warned, “but I think the joy that you are finally together will mitigate that.” Rory had agreed with her on that point and pressed another glass of Bucks Fizz into her grandmother’s hand.

“I think they like the idea of being part of the secret,” Gemma remarked as she picked up her small evening bag.

Rory hummed her approval before clearing her throat. “I, um, got you something.” Rory gulped and wet her lips.

“What? You didn't need to do that.” Gemma cocked her head. “But you know I love presents, so...” She grinned, and Rory felt her chest lift with that smile.

“I wanted to say thank you for everything you’ve done for me.” Rory pulled a small square box from under her pillow, where she had hidden it from Gemma’s prying eyes. She held it out to Gemma, who took it with trembling hands.

“It will never, ever be enough to thank you for your love and support. Your acceptance, your patience when I stormed out of the shops that first time.” Rory stopped before she was in danger of rambling too much.

“Oh Rory!” Gemma opened the small box and gazed at the earrings Rory had bought her.

“I know you like wearing your other grandma’s necklace.” Rory indicated the silver and ruby necklace Gemma's mum’s mum had left her. “And I thought these would go with it.”

“Oh, babe, they're lovely.” Gemma flapped a hand at Rory. “Oh, get me a tissue or I’ll ruin my mascara.”

Rory laughed as she ducked into the bathroom to get a tissue for Gemma.

Gemma dabbed her eyes and then replaced her simple silver earrings with the new ones from Rory.

“Do I even want to know how much these cost you?”

Rory eyed the platinum and ruby earrings and agreed that Gemma probably wouldn't want to know.

“Gemma. You saw me when I couldn't even see myself, and I can’t express how much that has meant to me.”

Rory pulled Gemma into a tight hug and buried her face in Gemma's neck. Her familiar perfume drifted up her nose, soothing and exciting her. “Hmm, you smell good.” Rory trailed light kisses across her collarbone and over her shoulder.

“So do you.” Gemma gasped as a wandering hand cupped her breast. “Every time I smell your perfume I remember that night at Michelle's.”

“We need to work on making some new memories.” Rory grumbled.

“We have time.” Gemma raked her nails over the short hair at the back of Rory's neck.

“Gemma.” Rory drew the word out as a warning as a bolt of desire shot to her clit.

“Just giving you something to think about.” Gemma picked up her evening bag again and double-checked her appearance in the mirror before heading for the door.

Rory drank in the sight of her girlfriend. She was again wearing the black dress that had short-circuited her brain the first time she had seen it, but this time Rory knew every inch of skin the fabric was caressing. Her hair was twisted up into an elegant chignon, and Rory itched to pull every single pin out and have that silky hair running through her fingers.

“I promise you, I think about you every second of the day as it is.” Rory grabbed the room keycard and followed Gemma out. As they waited by the lift, Gemma turned to her.

“I’m glad to hear it, Ms Davies, because I won’t be able to wrap myself around you tonight to ward off every woman who set’s their eye on you. I want you to remember who you’re coming home to.” Gemma paused and cocked her head. “Is Ms Davies still okay for you?”

Rory resisted the temptation to say that Mrs had a much nicer ring to it. Wow, she was falling hard and fast for this woman. Not trusting her voice, she simply nodded in agreement.

As they entered the lift, Rory jabbed the button for the foyer and endeavoured to turn the conversation back into the light, flirty one they’d been having.

“Don’t worry, I will only have eyes for the most beautiful woman there. And I may not be able to say to the world yet, ‘Gemma Armstrong is my girlfriend,’ but it is carved on my heart.” Rory pulled Gemma to her and spoke into her ear, relishing the shiver that ran through her as her breath caressed Gemma's neck. “I am yours Gemma, only yours.”

The lift pinged to announce its arrival at the foyer, and they reluctantly stepped apart from each other to face the families.
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Rory stood at the theatre bar with her parents, trying to look interested in the conversation about their golf round earlier today. The grandmas, along with Gemma and her mum, had disappeared into the theatre gift shop, and George had run off to use the loo. It was the first time Rory had been alone with her parents since the debacle of the previous night, and she knew that, inevitably, questions about her appearance would be forthcoming soon.

“So,” her father turned to her with all the subtlety of a brick and wafted his hand up and down, indicating her suit and masculine appearance. “Does this mean that my daughter is now my son?”

Rory sighed and gave the only answer she could. “No Father, it means that your daughter is now happy.”

He digested that answer for a moment. “Were you really unhappy, my darling?” He took her hand and, with a calm patience she’d forgotten he possessed, forced her to meet his gaze.

“Yes.” She took a deep breath and released it slowly. “I didn't realise just how unhappy I was. With Darcy, with how I looked, with how the world saw me. The more she forced me to be feminine, the harder it was.”

Rory thought back to the arguments with Darcy, the shame she felt at wanting to express herself.

“I guess we won’t be having a big wedding for a while then?” Her mother joined in, and Rory groaned. Her mother was similar to Darcy in some ways, always looking to the party, to the big show.

“I can still have a big wedding, Mum.” Rory shot a smile to her mother. “I just won’t be wearing a dress for it.”

“So, you’re still a woman but like wearing men’s things. Is that it?”

“For now.” Rory took both her parents’ hands. “I am settled. I’m happy. I have good people around me. I am accepted at work, at my gym. Life is brighter somehow.”

Rory knew that a large part of that was Gemma. Having Gemma in her life was incredible.

“Well, I don’t completely understand it, my darling, but if you are happy, then we are happy, aren’t we Amanda?”

Rory’s mother wrapped her arms around her. “Of course. I’m sorry for how I behaved last night. I guess I was used to my daughter being my beautiful daughter, and I used to love your long hair. But if you want to be my handsome daughter instead, that’s fine.” She held Rory at arm’s length. “And this suit really fits you far better than the one you were wearing last time we were here.” She cocked her head. “And I don’t fully understand everything you are going through, but I hate that you have been going through it alone. I will not always understand what you are facing or feeling. But I will always love you, my darling. You may need to give us time to adjust, but we are here for you.”

Rory felt tears welling in her eyes. She tried to swallow through the lump in her throat.

“Thank you.” She managed to get out, embarrassed at how wobbly and squeaky her voice was. “But I wasn't alone. I had Gemma with me. She has supported me through everything.” Rory wanted nothing more than to shout her love to everyone at that moment, but she had promised Gemma they would keep it a secret. Whilst her parents would be supportive of their relationship, Rory knew that Gemma’s parents would make a big deal, try to control it and ultimately kill it dead before it even started.

“She’s a good friend.” Amanda pulled a tissue from her handbag and dabbed her eyes with it.

“Yes.” Her father agreed. “Find a girl like that to marry, Rory.”

Rory fought hard to keep her grin from showing. If she had her way, then she would.
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GEMMA


Gemma shot her grandmother a grateful look. Mary had declared that as the fathers had fallen asleep last time they were at the opera, this time around they could sit in the front row with their wives so she could keep an eye on them.

They were in the same box as last time, and again Rory and Gemma took the seats by the wall. This time though, with their parents safely in the front row and the grandmothers sending sly but pleased glances at them, they were free to hold hands. The hum of the audience buzzed around them, and the energy crackled in the air. Tonight, they were seeing Die Fledermaus, an uproarious comedy with jolly toe-tapping music.

The lights dimmed, and the audience fell silent. Gemma interlaced her fingers with Rory's as the rest of the audience applauded the conductor. The music started, and as the overture tripped away, Gemma felt her heart soar. There were few times in her life that she could say she was truly content, but this was easily one of them. She looked at the parents in front of them. For once, they sat with their partners. Rory’s parents were directly in front of them. They held hands and as the music slowed, Amanda rested her head on her husband’s shoulder. Gemma had noticed both she and Rory had red-rimmed eyes when she’d returned from the shop with her mum but hadn’t talked about it with Rory yet. As neither looked upset, she hoped they’d had a positive talk.

The overture sped back up, and Gemma could feel Rory tapping her foot along with the music. She turned her head and saw the most beautiful smile gracing Rory's face. Affection for Rory washed over her. She wanted to take Rory in her arms and save her from ever having to face tears again. The action on the stage tripped along and bubbled like the champagne they had shared earlier that evening. It was a light-hearted operetta and just what they both needed after the emotions of the last couple of days.

Gemma rested her hand on Rory's thigh, and all the uncertainties of her life melted away at the feel of Rory's firm muscle under her hand. They were going to watch the first two acts of the opera before breaking for dinner, and Gemma's stomach was rumbling. As entertaining as the action on the stage was, the woman next to her was more captivating, and Gemma was almost counting down the minutes until they could be alone again. Rory had mentioned wanting to take a walk around the garden, and Gemma hoped they could go by themselves. She needed time with her girlfriend and couldn’t really pay attention to anything happening on stage.

Before Gemma knew it, they were dashing into the second act. She was about to let her mind wander off to thoughts of what she and Rory could do when they got back to the hotel later, when her attention was drawn to the action on the stage. The scene was now at a lavish party with the singers all wearing ball gowns and tails. Just as she was imagining Rory in white tie with tails, she noticed the prince swaggering across the stage. They oozed confidence and privilege. She ignored the singing and focused on the prince. Her face flushed as she realised that Prince Orlovsky was sexy, commanding and undeniably female. As she sang, her rich mezzo-soprano voice soared over the audience and danced on Gemma's ears.

Swallowing hard, Gemma looked again at the prince. She had seen women in trouser roles before, but this time it hit her in the stomach, she really found a woman in a tux attractive. She chuckled to herself. She’d wondered if she would find Rory attractive as she presented more masculine, and here she was making eyes at another woman in a suit. Perhaps she was developing a type. As the song ended and the audience applauded enthusiastically, Gemma felt a finger caress the side of her face. Rory used her strong fingers to turn Gemma's face towards her.

“Do I have competition?” Her face was full of mirth, and her eyes danced with mischief.

Gemma allowed herself to be drawn forward to Rory and gently laid a kiss on her lips. “No contest, babe. I’m all yours.”

Anything Rory would have said in response to that was disturbed by Phyllis tapping Gemma on the shoulder and wagging her finger at her. Suitably chastised, Gemma turned back to the stage.

“I think you will be very good for her.” Phyllis whispered, almost too quiet for Gemma to hear, before patting her hand as she had with Rory.

That small act of acceptance was everything to Gemma, and a deep affection for the older woman engulfed her.
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They emerged from the auditorium with the music ringing in their ears. The sun was just starting to think about setting, and a slight chill had descended. It was a stark contrast to the searing heat they had encountered in early May when they had last been. The change in them was also totemic. Then, they had been all but strangers. Now they were girlfriends, lovers, and Rory had discovered a new side to herself that Gemma was absolutely loving to see develop. Rory had asked her to go for a walk in the gardens, and Gemma rejoiced in being alone with her at last. Sitting next to her in the theatre had been sweet torture. Once away from the rest of the family, Gemma gripped Rory’s hand. They strolled along the pathway towards the art exhibition when a shrill voice cut across them.

“Aurora? Is that you?”

Gemma stilled at the familiarity of the voice. This person knew Rory, and Gemma was surprised as Rory didn't seem to have too many friends outside work and the gym. Apparently, her ‘friends’ had followed Darcy when she had called off the engagement. She turned to Rory, and a chill washed over her at the look on her girlfriend’s face. All colour had drained from Rory, and she looked like she had seen a ghost. Gemma whipped her head around to see who was talking to them and came face to face with the visage that had haunted her on Facebook all those months ago.

“Darcy?” Gemma asked as she suspected Rory couldn’t form words.

“Yes. And you are?” Darcy's icy blue eyes were as cold as the words that came out of her mouth. They took a slow look down and then up Gemma's dress before fixing on their clasped hands.

“I’m Gemma.”

Gemma felt no need to say anything more than that. Not only because she didn't know if Rory wanted Darcy to know about their relationship, but also not caring what Darcy thought or wanting to spend any more time with her than necessary. She was in Rory’s past, and Gemma was her future. She squeezed Rory's hand, hoping to elicit some sort of response from her frozen girlfriend.

“Oh, you’re Gemma.” Darcy wafted a dismissive hand at her. “I remember Aurora telling me about you. You're the friend from school, right?”

Gemma ground her teeth together but wouldn't give Darcy the satisfaction of seeing that she was upsetting her. Rory squeezed Gemma’s hand and inclined her head towards Darcy. Gemma understood in an instant.

“Actually, Darcy.” Gemma shifted their hands so that her fingers interlaced with Rory’s. It was a subtle marking of her territory, but one that she hoped wouldn't go unnoticed. “We’re dating. Rory is my girlfriend.”

Judging by the widening of Darcy’s eyes, Gemma figured she hadn't been expecting that. She preened internally and pulled Rory towards her.

“Dating?” Darcy flicked her head from side to side as she looked between them. “But we’ve only been broken up for six months.”

“Actually, it’s been more like twelve.” Rory's voice was clear as she corrected her ex-fiancée. “And what can I say? When you know, you know. Gemma and I reconnected three months ago, and it was right from the moment we saw each other.” Rory turned her head to Gemma and smiled. For a moment, Gemma lost herself in the rich brown of Rory’s eyes and the feelings that shone out from them. The shared moments of the last few months flew silently between them as they both relived the moments of their relationship with a look.

“Well, I can definitely see that you’ve ‘moved on’ since our relationship.” Darcy’s look was sneering and dismissive as she looked Rory up and down. “This is the look you wanted for our wedding, if I remember correctly.”

“Not quite.” Rory grinned, and Gemma shivered. It was not the loving sort of grin that she had seen Rory shoot at her over the last few months. It was a cold, calculating grin. Similar to one that a cartoon shark would have before devouring its prey. “Gemma has been very supportive of me changing my look and has supported me in becoming who I am.” Rory tugged Gemma closer and pressed a kiss to her forehead before turning back to her ex. “I’m happy, Darcy. I hope you are too.”

Darcy pouted and pursed her lips as a thousand conversations showed on her face. She was obviously in turmoil as to what to say. Gemma stifled a giggle, amused at how Rory had easily dismissed Darcy.

“We should get back to our parents,” Gemma said quietly to Rory.

“And they support this?” Darcy waved a hand between them.

Gemma paused for a moment. Did Darcy mean their relationship or Rory's gender expression? She felt Rory stiffen next to her. They couldn't lie and say the families were supportive because they didn't know.

“Yes Darcy, they have been fully supportive.” Rory tightened an arm around Gemma, and Gemma smiled at her vague use of language. Over the past few weeks, Gemma had noticed that Rory tended towards precise language when she spoke. A by-product of being a solicitor, she assumed. But now, she used that skill against Darcy and was intentionally vague.

Darcy looked annoyed at that and pursed her lips again.

“We really need to go.” Gemma tried her hardest to sound apologetic but really just wanted to get away from Rory's ex. Rory was her girlfriend now, and Darcy didn't matter in their lives. Gemma was certainly not going to let Darcy ruin their evening.

“Yes, of course.” Rory nodded at Darcy. “Our families are waiting for us at the restaurant. I wish you all the best for the future Darcy.”

Gemma’s heart rejoiced at the finality of Rory's words to Darcy. Hopefully, she would take the hint and get out of their lives for good.

Together, they turned away from Darcy and walked towards the restaurant.

“Sorry.” Rory dropped a kiss to Gemma's temple. That’s not quite how I expected our walk to go”

“What did you expect?” Gemma looked at Rory, who was blushing slightly. A vision of Rory kissing her passionately behind a rose bush washed through her brain, and she slapped Rory on the arm lightly. “No naughty thoughts, please.” She slowed their walk to whisper in Rory's ear. “Not until we are back at the hotel and I can strip this gorgeous suit off you.”

Rory grinned, and this time it was the heart-stopping grin that Gemma had come to love. They stopped in the bar and found the grandmothers sitting at a table nursing a drink each.

“Hello, you two.” Rory looked around. “Where are the parents?” Her head swivelled around to see where their respective parents were.

“Oh, they thought a walk around the garden would be good as well, so they followed you out. They should be back momentarily.” Phyllis waved her glass at Rory. “Why don't you get a drink for yourself and one for us whilst we wait?”

Rory and her grandmother went to the bar, leaving Gemma and Mary sitting at the table. The crowd was much quieter now as most people were settling down for their picnics or heading into the restaurants.

“I hope they won’t be too long.” Gemma looked round as her stomach growled. “I'm getting quite peckish.”

“I am sure they won’t be too long.” Mary regarded her granddaughter before speaking again. “You both seem much happier than you were before. Lighter almost. I think she is good for you.”

Gemma blushed. “She is.”

“But...” Her grandmother prompted.

“But I have a rubbish track record with women.” Gemma sighed. “Teagan says it’s because those other women weren't Rory.”

“Teagan may be right.” Her grandmother looked over to Rory and Phyllis, who was chatting with the barman. “And you and Rory have been seeing each other since Figaro.” Her grandmother sated. “That’s nearly three months now.”

“But that’s different,” Gemma protested. “We were friends for most of that, only recently... you know.” Her cheeks flushed red as she confessed to her grandmother that she and Rory were sleeping together.

“Why does that need to change?” Her grandmother looked at her with a pointed stare. “Why should you stop being friends just because you are dating?”

Gemma sat up and thought. She hadn’t considered that.

“But dating is different, isn’t it?”

“Oh, my darling, no. When you find the one you want to spend your life with, it’s wonderful and exciting, but it’s also comfortable and secure. Does Rory make you feel safe?”

Gemma immediately replied yes in her mind and nodded to her grandmother. She thought of all the times she’d fallen asleep in Rory’s arms. Her previous lovers had either been pushed to the other side of the bed when she slept or sent home after sex. Rory was different. Rory held her safe, and now that she was working out, her arms were even better to snuggle into.

“Yes, she makes me feel safe.”

“But you also have fun?”

“Oh yeah, we went to a pottery class the other day, and Rory couldn’t get the hang of using the wheel and ended up with clay all over her. It was hilarious.”

The view of the normally composed lawyer with clay splattered across her chest and in her hair was something she would remember for a long time.

“And that’s not something you would think about doing with a girlfriend?” Her grandmother asked.

“No, not really. I mean, shouldn’t dating be dinners and candlelight and sex and stuff?”

“It varies depending on the couple, I think.” Her grandmother tapped her fingers on Gemma’s arm.

“Do you know who my best friend was?”

Gemma grinned. “Of course. It’s Phyllis; you two are a devilish duo.”

“Now she is.” Her grandmother whispered. “But for most of my life, it was your grandfather.” Her eyes misted up. “He was my best friend, my lover, my partner, my everything. He could make me smile even on the hardest of days, and believe me, we had some hard days.”

Gemma paused and remembered her grandmother’s struggles. Their family was affluent now, but her grandparents had built themselves up from nothing. Their other child, her uncle, had been born with a learning disability, and Mary had had to fight to get him the help he needed.

“Every time I had a battle with the council or the school wouldn’t give your uncle support, your grandfather was there to make me smile and give me a hug.” Her eyes twinkled. “Or more.”

“Gran!” Gemma absolutely did not want to think about her grandparents having sex.

“My point is, if you keep looking for the perfect romantic partner, you will never find them because they don’t exist. But being in love with your best friend. That is a recipe for a very happy life together.”
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RORY


Rory grabbed the drinks she had bought for her and Gemma and followed her grandmother back to the table. Her plan to get Gemma alone in the gardens had been foiled by Darcy turning up. In a way though, it had been cathartic to see Darcy. Seeing her next to Gemma, Rory struggled to see what she had ever seen in Darcy and was glad that part of her life was over.

Once they had finished their drinks, she escorted Gemma and the grandmothers to the restaurant and settled into her chair. She would dearly love to pull Gemma's chair close to her and put her arm around her, as her father was doing to her mother. But she knew they couldn't. Perhaps she and Gemma could talk at some point in the next few weeks about telling the parents about their new relationship. It had been torture all evening having Gemma so close without being able to express her affection for her. Her body ached for a touch from Gemma, and a few times she had found her hand automatically reaching for her girlfriend. One thing she would concede is that this sneaking around was an enormous turn-on and she could just imagine their explosive lovemaking when they were finally alone in their hotel room.

Because they had been late for dinner, there was no time to linger, and they had to rush to get back to their seats for the final act. All the rest of the group decided it would be sensible to use the loo before going back into the theatre, so Rory found herself holding several handbags and shawls by the entrance to their box.

“I wondered if you would have a box.” Darcy's unwelcome voice cut into Rory's reverie. She had been enjoying a delicious daydream about Gemma and their hotel room and didn't want to leave that fantasy for the reality of Darcy and her cutting remarks.

“Yes.” Rory replied curtly before checking herself. Just because Darcy had been a rubbish fiancée didn't mean that Rory needed to be rude to her. There had been some affection between them at some point. It wasn't Darcy's fault that what Rory thought had been love with Darcy had been utterly eclipsed by her feelings for Gemma. “Gemma’s grandmother is a patron here and always books a box for the families.”

“But you never brought me here?” There was a hint of hurt in Darcy's voice.

“It honestly never crossed my mind,” Rory answered honestly. “You always seemed very resistant to doing anything outside London.”

Darcy sniffed and pursed her lips. It was a look Rory remembered from their many arguments over the years. It was generally used when Rory was right, and Darcy was annoyed at that fact.

“I’m not surprised you’re with Gemma. You always spoke of her with such reverence when we were together.”

Rory hated that Darcy would even speak Gemma's name. She tightened her grip on the mountain of handbags she had been left with and took a deep breath to calm herself.

“We have a lot of history, and I am extremely fond of her. She's helped me realise who I am.”

Darcy rolled her eyes, and Rory dug her fingers into the crystal-encrusted handbag her grandmother had left her to hold.

“Well, I guess if Gemma is happy dating a…” Darcy wafted her hands in the air instead of using the words Rory knew she was thinking.

Before she could reply, Gemma's perfume engulfed her, and Rory felt her entire body relax. Her girlfriend was here, and she didn't have to face Darcy alone.

“I am very happy, thank you, Darcy.” Gemma pressed a gentle kiss to Rory's cheek. The warmth from her lips spread throughout Rory's body, and she felt a strength she hadn’t realised she had rise in her.

“Rory is wonderful, and I'm so happy to have her back in my life.” As Rory's hands were full, Gemma wrapped an arm around her, and Rory felt the gentle curves of her breasts and hips pressing into her. “She’s the best girlfriend I’ve ever had.”

“Ugh.” Darcy's face was twisted into a grotesque sneer. Rory had never seen her look this way in all their years of dating. She wondered how it was that she had put up with this woman for so long when she was so obviously not the right person for her.

“I just don’t see how you can call yourself a lesbian when you’re dating someone who looks like that.”

Rory felt an icy chill wash over her. Her greatest fear was that Gemma would reject her for embracing her masculine side. She didn't need Darcy to bring that fear to the forefront and shove it in her face. A gnawing chasm opened in her stomach, and Rory felt a wave of nausea roll across her.

“Looks like this?” Gemma waved a hand up and down Rory. “A woman who is hot as fuck and is dynamite in bed? A woman who is loving and loyal? Who is great at her job but happiest when we are at home cuddled on our sofa?”

Rory saw a flash of hurt cross Darcy's face but couldn't care at that precise moment. The words that Gemma was saying were a balm to her tortured soul.

“A woman who is brave enough to say to the world, ‘Fuck your gender norms, this is who I am’? Someone who is stronger and braver than you will ever be? Yeah. Such a hardship to be with her!”

Gemma’s voice had risen in volume, but Rory didn't care. Her heart was full of love for this woman. Gemma saw her, understood her and accepted her. When she had been in this spot three months ago, she wondered who she was and how she fit into the world. She had thought she might be trans, but that had never fully sat right with her. Gemma had shown her that she could still be a woman and embrace her masculine side. That she could still be attractive in men’s clothes.

“But don’t you like women, you know, who look like women?”

Rory rolled her eyes as Darcy doubled down on her questioning. This transphobic vitriol that was pouring from Darcy's mouth was more than she could cope with. She squared her shoulders and took a deep breath. She was done with Darcy interfering with her life. Darcy was in her past, and Gemma was her future. She opened her mouth to tell Darcy where to go, but Gemma beat her to it.

“Yes, I like women, but I love Rory!” Gemma's voice rose again and stopped abruptly as she realised what she had said.

Rory stared open-mouthed at her girlfriend. “You love me?” She frantically looked around for a place to put the pile of bags and shawls she had been left with and eventually dumped them on the floor, so her hands were free. She cupped Gemma's face with her hands and pulled her in for a delicate kiss.

“I do.” Gemma replied before pressing their lips together in a loving kiss. “I think I’ve loved you since I was fifteen.”

Rory felt an indescribable joy rush through her. She planned to confess her feelings to Gemma tonight, but she hadn’t thought Gemma would feel the same. She’d hoped that over the months and even years, Gemma might fall in love with her too but hadn't expected it to happen so soon. Just as she was about to tell Gemma how she felt, a shuffling nearby caught her attention.

She looked around Gemma and met her father’s eyes. She gulped and looked around to see the families waiting for them. Mary was dabbing her eyes with the handkerchief that she always seemed to conjure up from mid-air. Her own grandmother had misty eyes that she would no doubt blame on allergies or dust. The mothers had clasped their hands together. She looked at George, who had a knowing grin plastered on his face, and finally settled on her father’s face. The pride shone from his face. He was the first to move towards them. He clasped his hand on Rory's shoulder and gave it a squeeze.

“I knew you looked happier.” He pulled them both in for a hug, and Rory rested her head on his shoulder, breathing in the familiar scent of the cologne he had worn without fail for the last thirty years. He smelled of home, and love. She relaxed into his arms.

“How can you be happy with this?” Darcy was obviously fed up with being ignored and flapped her arms to get attention. She turned to Amanda. “Your daughter is dressing like a man, and you’re happy for her!”

Amanda looked Rory up and down and turned to Darcy. A sharp look that she hadn't seen in her mother’s eyes before blazed out at Darcy. Rory gulped. Her father had shown his acceptance, but her mother had been suspiciously quiet. Rory had put it down to her needing time to process what Rory had presented her with.

“Rory isn’t ‘dressing like a man’.” Her mother used air quotes and imitated Darcy’s voice so well Rory had to stifle a laugh. The condescension rolled off her towards Darcy, and she continued. “Rory is dressing like Rory. She is her own person now, one that doesn't fit into any of your perfectly curated boxes.” Amanda grasped Rory's hand, and Rory looked into her mother’s blue eyes. They were full of love and a warmth Rory hadn't seen for years. The party girl her mother presented to the world was gone and, in her place, a loving mother stood before Rory. “I don't see a man, I see my daughter, my child, owning who she is and saying ‘fuck you’ to the world!”

“Amanda!” Rory's grandmother clutched her chest in astonishment. “I don't see that there is any need for such language.”

Rory’s mother grinned mischievously before kissing Rory gently on the cheek.

Rory suddenly realised that her father was standing slightly behind her with his wife just in front of him. Gemma was on her other side. Her family were closing in and protecting her from Darcy. The wave of love emanating from all of them almost knocked her over.

Gemma squeezed her hand and turned to Darcy with an impish grin on her face. “You were too short-sighted to see how great Rory is, and for that I have to thank you. If you hadn’t been such a useless fiancée, we wouldn’t have got together.”

Darcy’s face twisted into something grotesque, and for a moment Rory felt sorry for her. With so much hate in her heart, she would never find true love, not like Rory had found with Gemma.

The bell rang, indicating that the audience should start making their way to their seats.

“We probably won’t meet again.” Rory hoped her words would be interpreted as the farewell they were. “I wish you all the best for your future.”

Rory waited for Darcy to turn on her heel and walk away before she sagged against Gemma.

“I guess the cat’s out of the bag, then.” She chuckled.

“I don’t care.” Gemma pulled her in for another kiss. “I love you, and I don’t want to hide it anymore.”

Rory returned the kiss with all the love she felt for Gemma until George cleared his throat pointedly. Rory felt a flash of heat cross her cheeks. She had never blushed so much as she did when Gemma was around. She met George’s eyes and gave a small smile of apology.

“Sorry.”

“It’s okay.” He wrapped a hand around her biceps and pulled her hand in for a handshake. He gripped her hand firmly and looked into her eyes. “Do not break her heart.”

“I won’t.”

It was a simple affirmation, but one she knew in her heart she would keep. She busied herself by retrieving the bags and shawls and ushered the family back into the theatre.

They had the last act of the opera to watch, and it was a blessed relief to be swept up in the action and music on stage. Rory settled into the darkness. For some reason, they had moved around in the box. Phyllis had pointedly stated that Rory and Gemma should sit in the front row of the box where she could keep an eye on them. They had taken the middle two seats with Phyllis to Rory's left and Mary to Gemma's right. The parents sat behind them. The action moved quickly and tripped along with the music. It was fun and light, with the polka music tripping and bounding like a mountain spring bouncing along the rocks. She thought back to all the family holidays, all the innocent touches and moments with Gemma and realised that they had all been leading here to this moment.

As the protagonist on stage got his comeuppance and champagne was poured over his head, Rory felt her father sit forward to whisper in her ear. “Shocking waste of champagne, eh!”

She chuckled, and he patted her shoulder before immediately sitting back as his mother-in-law sent him a glare. Rory gripped Gemma's hand and sat back to enjoy the music. A wave of contentment washed over her, and the realisation of finality hit her. This was who she was. She fiddled with her bow tie and looked at Gemma. A frown crossed her brow, and she leaned in.

“Are you okay?” Gemma used the moment to slide a hand onto Rory’s thigh. A ripple of desire washed over her as Gemma’s hand innocently traced patterns on her inner thigh.

“Yeah. I’m fine. Better than fine. I’m me, I’m finally me.”

There were more words to be said, but this was not the moment to say them. Applause rang out from the audience at the culmination of the action on stage. Rory felt her heart soar along with the applause. As was traditional at this opera, the Radetzky March rang out as an encore. Rory and her family rose to their feet to gleefully clap along with the action on stage. This was the moment, Rory thought. She turned to Gemma but stopped as she saw tears welling in Gemma's eyes.

“You are you.” Gemma spoke directly into Rory's ear. “But you’re also mine! My Rory and I love you.”

Rory ignored the whoops and cheers from the audience as the cast took their bows on stage.

“And I love you Gemma, I love you so very much.” Then, oblivious to her grandmother’s look of disapproval at such actions in public, she took Gemma's face in her hands and kissed the woman she loved.


EPILOGUE



Rory sat back with a gin and tonic in one hand and Gemma's hand in the other. Around them, chaos was unfolding, and she was happy to observe it from afar.

“I knew they would make a fuss,” Gemma grumbled as she sat next to Rory. They were perched on chairs in the middle of the great hall at the hotel that had become theirs over the last couple of years.

She reached over and took the glass from Rory's hand and took a long drink from it.

“Hey!” Rory mock scowled before leaning over and kissing Gemma on the lips. “Good job I love you.”

“Mmm.” Gemma moaned into the kiss, and Rory felt it all the way to her core. Even after three years of being together, her body ached to have Gemma naked in her arms.

“I can’t wait to go back to our room.” Rory waggled her eyebrows, making Gemma bark with laughter.

“Me too, but we still have to do flowers, fittings, rehearsal, rehearsal dinner and then pretend to sleep in separate rooms before the ‘big day’ tomorrow.” Gemma sighed. “This is everything I didn't want our wedding to be.”

“I know, babe.” Rory pulled Gemma onto her lap and held her tight before gently running her fingers over her toned forearms. They sat for a moment as the chaos of wedding preparations went on around them. When she had asked Gemma to marry her a year ago, she hadn't realised what a monster she had unleashed. On every trip home, they were bombarded with the combined force of their mothers with wedding ideas, plans, dresses, suits, flowers and all the other nonsense that was inconsequential to Rory and Gemma. After months of fighting with their parents, they had given in and let the mothers have almost free rein over the proceedings. The only thing Rory and Gemma kept an eye on was the budget and that they were leaving for their honeymoon the day after the wedding.

Gemma’s head rested on Rory's shoulder.

“At least we will have nice pictures to show the kids one day.” Rory's heart swelled with joy at the thought of having a family with Gemma. After a bit of a rocky time at work when some partners objected to her new look, she had finally got the promotion she wanted. She now led a team of junior solicitors, and it was their job to work late and do the legwork so she could be home at a reasonable time. Usually, Gemma got home first, and it was glorious to walk into her house and find Gemma pottering around the kitchen. Her lips curled into a grin as she thought of all the times she’d fucked her fiancée in the kitchen as they waited for food to cook.

“What naughty thought are you having there, Mrs Armstrong-Davies?” Gemma spoke into Rory's ear, and her breath tickled the freshly trimmed hairs at the base of Rory's neck. Gemma’s fingers scraped through Rory's short hair, and desire exploded in her core.

“You in the kitchen,” Rory mumbled before nipping at Gemma's neck.

Gemma slapped her shoulder lightly. “Don't you dare leave a mark there Rory!” She hissed in her ear. “It’s bad enough this performance is being forced upon us. I am not going down the aisle with a hickey!”

Rory hadn't seen Gemma's dress, so had no idea which parts of her would be on show. She dutifully gentled her caresses and was content to sit with Gemma in her arms.

“Ahh, you two.” Gemma's mother arrived, and Rory groaned. She held a clipboard, a pen, and a frazzled expression. Rory suspected she was in seventh heaven. “Are you making a speech tonight?” Isabelle looked at Rory expectantly. “It is the sort of thing a groom would do.”

“Except Rory isn't a groom, Mum, she's a bride!” Gemma sighed. “You know we don’t want to pile into gender norms at the wedding.”

Gemma’s mother blinked a few times, and Rory sighed. This was the same conversation they’d had multiple times with Gemma's parents. She didn't want to get into this again. The addition of a rehearsal dinner had been the last straw for Rory, and she had put her foot down firmly that nothing else was to be added to the weekend. Rory had argued it was an American tradition, and they didn’t need a rehearsal dinner. Their mothers had countered that it was becoming a thing in the UK now and did they know that Lydia’s daughter’s fiancé had made a wonderful speech at their Rehearsal Dinner.

“Tonight is just a nice family dinner.” Rory said, re-emphasising her point. “No speeches, no formality, just us as a big family having dinner together.”

Fortunately, just at that moment someone put a flower arrangement in the wrong place and Isabelle raced off to correct it. Rory looked into Gemma’s eyes and saw a matching look of exasperation cross her face. Gemma’s face then broke into a beaming smile. Rory looked around and spied the grandmothers with a harried-looking waiter trailing them. They moved effortlessly through the grand hall, oblivious to the surrounding chaos. The waiter carried a champagne bucket in one hand and a carefully arranged bunch of champagne flutes in the other. Rory marvelled at his dexterity and the physics of how the glasses were placed before leaping up and moving a couple more chairs so the grandmothers could sit down.

“Stop moving the furniture, Rory!” her mother bellowed from the other side of the room but soon shut up as Phyllis sent her a withering glare.

Phyllis indicated to the waiter to pour the champagne, and soon they each had a chilled glass of bubbly liquid.

“To Mrs and Mrs Armstrong-Davies.” Phyllis kept her voice low. Rory took a long drink and smiled. The chilled champagne was everything she needed right now.

“Don't drink too much.” Gemma chided gently. “Can’t have you hungover for the vows!” They chuckled together.

“I read somewhere that a wedding had to be called off because the groom was too drunk to make his vows.”

“Good job that’s not an issue tomorrow.” Phyllis sighed and looked around. “This is everything you didn't want, isn't it?”

Rory followed her eyes and nodded in agreement. She had wanted somewhere quiet with Gemma.

“Our dream wedding was just us, focusing on our love and the vows we made to each other.” Gemma’s voice was wistful.

“Good job you got that then.” Mary cackled and leant forward conspiratorially. “When are you going to tell them?”

Rory grinned. “We’ve spoken to the celebrant, and she is going to make an announcement at the start of the ceremony.” She kissed her wife’s hand before fiddling with her own engagement ring. “I can’t wait to get my wedding ring back on.”

They shared a knowing glance between them, and Rory imagined they were all remembering the day, a month ago, that she and Gemma were married. Gemma was getting so stressed at the interference of her mother that Rory had arranged a surprise weekend away with the grandmothers. They had headed to the coast, and in an intimate ceremony with just Mary and Phyllis as witness they had become wives.

Gemma looked around to see that no one was within earshot before leaning in. “I knew I loved Rory, but when she did that, I absolutely knew this was the woman I wanted to spend my life with.” She bumped shoulders with Rory and took her hand. “That was perfect, just us and our greatest supporters.”

Their relationship with their grandmothers had become even stronger over the past few years, and they had often come to stay at their house in London.

“They will probably throw a fit.” Phyllis drained her glass and prodded Rory to refill it for her. “And that’s fine. It is, after all, your wedding.”

“I’m more worried about what Teagan will say.” Gemma grimaced. “She is so excited to be a bridesmaid.”

For a moment, a wave of guilt washed over Rory. Suddenly, the thought of standing in front of their friends and family tomorrow and saying that they were not, in fact, getting married but had been married for a month already was scary. Then she remembered what Gemma was always telling her: “You own your own place in the world and don't need to ask permission or apologise for existing as who you are.” Rory had so much to be grateful to Gemma for and it seemed appropriate for them to share it with their family and friends.

A kerfuffle at the door made Rory and Gemma swivel their heads around.

They both walked over to where Isabelle was furiously flicking through paper on her clipboard and Amanda looked like she was about to have a breakdown.

Teagan stood with Brad, both with sheepish looks on their faces.

“This is dreadful. We can’t get the dresses remade this close to the wedding.” Isabelle wailed and looked at Amanda. “What are we going to do!”

Amanda shrugged. “Um, give her a shawl? That’s what they do on TV shows, isn't it?”

Rory looked to Brad for any idea of what was going on. They hadn't seen Gemma's former roommate in several months as life and wedding planning had overtaken them. They had remained good friends after Gemma moved out of Teagan's and into Rory’s house. Still bemused by the fuss, Rory turned to give Teagan a hug and the cause of the uproar became blindingly obvious.

“Wow! So that’s why we’ve not heard much from you!” Rory nodded to Teagan’s swollen belly.

“Yeah.” Teagan ran her hand over her bump as every pregnant mother does. “It was a bit of a surprise to us, and we’ve been getting used to the idea that we’re going to be parents.”

“I’m so happy for you.” Gemma had tears in her eyes, and Rory gently hugged her. No one in the room knew that they had been quietly trying for a baby. The first cycle of IVF was unsuccessful, and as happy as Rory was for Teagan and Brad, the simple fact that they could get pregnant for free and by accident stuck with her a bit. She squeezed Gemma's hand and kissed her on the cheek, hoping to imbue some of her confidence that they would have children one day through that brief touch of her lips to Gemma's skin.

“But what about the dress!” Isabelle screeched, bringing Rory out of her reverie.

“It will be fine, Isabelle.” Rory's voice was firm and commanding. “If the dress really can’t fit, then she can wear something else.” Just as her mother-in-law was about to say something else, Rory took her hands and looked her in the eye.

“This is all lovely Isabelle, but none of it matters. Gemma, me, and our love for each other. That is all that matters.”
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Gemma looked over at her wife, and her heart clenched. This was her Rory, her wife, and she couldn't wait to spend the rest of their lives together. She closed her eyes and for a brief few seconds tried to take herself away from the chaos that their wedding was becoming and to the blissful moment on Sunday morning when she and Rory would be on the plane heading off on honeymoon. Rory still hadn't told her where they were going, but Gemma would bet every penny she had that they would touch down in Austria. Whilst the thought of her gorgeous, toned wife sunning herself on a beach was tempting, Gemma was looking forward to reacquainting herself with the hotel they had spent so many happy times in as youngsters. Perhaps they would take their own children there one day? The thought of being away with Rory for two weeks with no work, no wedding and no family bothering them was bliss, and she kept the dream of that in her mind as she dutifully went through the motions of preparing for the wedding tomorrow.

Eventually, they were free to return to their room to get ready for the family dinner. Exhaustion took over her as she entered their room.

“Do I have time for a nap?” She checked her watch. “We have a couple of hours, I think.” She trudged to the bed and flopped down, kicking her shoes off as she went.

“Are you okay, my love?” Rory was by her side in an instant, holding Gemma's hands in her strong, capable ones.

“Just frazzled.” Gemma replied with a weak smile. She didn't let on that, given half a chance, she would run down to Rory's car and drive far away from all the chaos.

“Do you want a cuddle?” Rory squeezed her hands, and Gemma nodded. Before long, they were stripped to their underwear and tucked under a sheet on the bed. It was too hot to have a duvet, but she wanted to be covered. She snuggled into Rory's strong embrace and sighed.

“I love you.” Rory kissed her head. “You will always be enough for me, you know.”

“Even if we never have kids?” Gemma's voice was small, and she hated the neediness in it. Until Rory, she hadn't been interested in kids at all, but since they had been together, the need to create a family with Rory had grown stronger each day.

“Might mean we installed an en suite bathroom for nothing, but I think it’s worth it.”

Rory kissed Gemma's shoulder, and she shivered with pleasure. She cast her mind back to this morning when they’d had a long shower together.

“No, I am pretty fond of the shower. It’s the only reason I moved in with you.”

They both giggled, and Rory burrowed her face into Gemma's hair. As predicted, Teagan and Brad had moved in together not long after Rory and Gemma got together. Gemma could either look for another flat or do the lesbian thing and U-Haul herself into Rory's house. She had chosen the latter and hadn't regretted a single moment of it. Falling asleep and waking up with Rory was one of life's simple pleasures.

“I think we should tell the families that we are not trying for kids until I'm a senior partner,” Rory murmured into Gemma's hair. “That should give us five years of peace and quiet to give IVF a proper chance.”

Gemma relaxed into Rory's arms, feeling the pull of sleep tugging her.

“Sounds good.” She paused and rested a hand on Rory's sternum, moving her hand around until she could feel the thumping of her wife's heart.

“I love you, Rory.” Gemma found a patch of soft, warm skin under her lips and kissed it, her lips caressing the body that she had come to know intimately over the past three years, the body Rory had worked for and sculpted. The body that now reflected who she was on the inside. Suddenly feeling not as sleepy as before, she cupped one of Rory's breasts and stroked a thumb over the nipple.

Rory moaned, “I thought you were sleepy and needed a nap?”

Gemma grinned and kissed her way to the nipple closest to her lips.

“Suddenly I feel wide awake, and in need of some loving from my wife. Can you arrange that?”

“I might be able to.” The hand that had been cradling her so gently moved upwards to flick the clasp on Gemma's bra. Gemma yelped in delighted surprise as Rory flipped them over and pressed Gemma to the bed. With a contented sigh, Gemma realised they were going to be very late for their rehearsal dinner, and she didn't care one bit. They had started this journey looking for Rory and along the way had found love as well.

The End!


AFTERWORD



Thank you so much for reading this! This is my second book, and I have to pinch myself that I have written two books!

This is a very special book for me as Rory’s journey is essentially my own. Of course, I have embraced ‘romance plot timeline’ and everything happens in a few months, whereas for many of us, the journey through our gender identity can take years.  

Like Rory, I was encouraged to look more feminine for work, as they did not want ‘the butch lesbian’ look. Fortunately, that organisation, and the world, has changed and developed, and I am now free to embrace my true self. Of course, everyone’s journey is unique, and this is one of many routes to finding yourself and your happiness.

Also like Rory, I have an amazing woman by my side who loves for who I am, ties my bow tie for me (I can’t do it myself yet) and supports every silly idea I have.

This book would not be out in the world without a team of people supporting me and occasionally kicking me up the butt to get stuff done. I have been overwhelmed by the support I have received from the Sapphic Author community and have made genuine friends through writing. There are too many to name, but to my Zoom crowd and the Bovine support team, thank you! You are the best friends a writer can have.

To my amazing ARC team, your support means more to me than you know. Thank you is inadequate, but it’s all I have right now, so Thank You!

I found an amazing editor through a friend, and I am so grateful to him for his sharp eye and keen wit.

I am now working on a sequel to ‘Boss Undercover’. Claire (Chloe’s sister) meets ex-soldier Micky and realises that she’s not quite as straight as she thought she was.

To keep up with that, and all my other news, sign up for my newsletter. You get a free novella and (semi) regular updates. I’m also on Instagram and Facebook.

Lastly, thank you to you, the reader. If you feel moved to drop a review on Goodreads and Amazon, that would be amazing as it really helps me out, but mostly I just hope you enjoyed meeting Rory and Gemma and following their story.

All the best,

Charlie


ABOUT THE AUTHOR



Charlie Geoffrey is a long-established lesbian who lives in the south of England with her wife and a collection of animals. She writes sappy WLW and Sapphic romances with a guaranteed happy ending.

A lifelong football fan, she has recently converted over to the women’s game and is now a committed season ticket holder for her beloved Brighton and Hove Albion women’s team.

Unlike many writers who dreamed of writing since childhood, Charlie fell in to writing after a career in business and latterly training because ‘writing a book in a month seemed like a fun challenge!’

Besides writing and football watching, Charlie is also renovating her house and learning many trades along the way, although plastering is definitely not her forte!

If you’ve not already signed up, her (mostly regular) newsletter is a great way to keep in touch with the dog and cat antics and occasional writing news.
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ALSO BY CHARLIE GEOFFREY

Boss Undercover

Learning to Love You


BOSS UNDERCOVER



Love was not in her business plan

Stranded, broke, and sleeping in her sister’s tiny spare room with her toddler, Chloe's fresh start looks more like rock bottom. Until a job offer at a struggling holiday park throws her a lifeline.

Enter Ashley Waters: corporate fixer, career-obsessed nomad, and the last person who wants to be back in her hometown. But a plea from her mentor leaves her no choice – save his holiday park business, or watch it sink.

When these two collide (literally), keeping things professional becomes the least of their problems. Forced to go undercover together at the park, they're fighting not just to save the business, but to resist an attraction that could complicate everything.

With Chloe's need for stability clashing with Ashley's fear of putting down roots, will their professional facade crack under the heat of desire? And more importantly – can they save the park before their hearts get in the way?

A steamy, contemporary romance where love might just be the best business strategy of all.

Read it today


LEARNING TO LOVE YOU



Love rarely follows a straight line, especially when two hearts are equally terrified of taking the leap. Cameron, the polished aristocrat with a title and a trembling heart, can command a room but falls speechless around the one woman who makes her pulse race. Ami, burdened by family responsibilities and weighted down by self-doubt, has been silently admiring Cameron from afar for two years.

Two women. Endless potential. One deliciously complicated journey to love.

When social expectations, family obligations, and personal insecurities collide, will Cameron and Ami find the courage to transform their unspoken attraction into something real? Or will their fears—and a chorus of meddling friends—keep them forever on the sidelines of their own love story?

A charming romance that proves sometimes the greatest risk is never taking one at all.

Get this free book by signing up to my newsletter.

Subscribe Here
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