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   PART ONE
 
   ***
 
   Ashley folded her arms as she waited in line, eyes landing on the clock behind the counter. She was missing the news – but her poor girlfriend was working back late again, and Ashley wanted to bring her dinner. 
 
   After four years together, she knew exactly what to order for her other half, and her takeaway was bagged, ready to go in minutes. She strolled across the carpark in the twilight. Her partner’s office was five minutes away. The food would still be piping hot by the time Ashley got it to her. 
 
   She was about to turn the key in the ignition when her handbag buzzed with a message from Chantelle: ‘Dinner/drinks @ casino 2nite?’
 
   Their usual haunt, Bolton’s, was closed for renovations. As a result, Ashley and her friends had been making do with straight pubs, and clubs like Spiral. It wasn’t ideal. At clubs they could barely hear themselves think, let alone have a decent conversation. At straight bars, Ashley especially was a target for men trying to chat her up. 
 
   At thirty-three, she was beautiful. Her creamy skin was smooth. She moisturised religiously and drank plenty of water; as a result, there were no smile or frown lines lurking around her bright green eyes yet. A walker, her body was strong and fit. She glowed with health and vitality. 
 
   She was the stunner in her group; Chantelle remained the most charismatic – she did the most pulling. Tansy and Claire were in love, and Meredith was still undergoing a battle with her weight. She’d lost eight kilos and they’d been proud of her, but recently she’d put some back on. It was a process. 
 
   In any event, Chantelle had ‘lesbian’ written all over her. Tansy and Claire had ‘couple’ written all over them, making out continuously as though there were only two people on the island. Because of these things, and the fact Meredith was shy and Ashley was a beauty, Ashley hated Bolton’s being closed more than her friends did. 
 
   She missed unwinding in the safe gay atmosphere. It wasn’t that straight people hadn’t come in – of course they had – but sexual harassment from men happened far less in the predominantly-lesbian environment of their favourite hangout. Ashley just could not relax at straight bars. It wasn’t vanity; it was reality. She looked the way she looked, and men liked it. She couldn’t wait for Bolton’s to finish its refurbishment, but the builders had a few months to go.
 
   Still, Ashley thought the casino was a good idea. It was tightly controlled. Security everywhere meant people were likely to drink less, which in turn meant the standard of behaviour would be higher. In her opinion, it beat other venues their group had been trying. 
 
   She held off messaging Chantelle back. She felt like going out – it was Friday, and it had been a good week. A fun night out with her friends would seal it nicely. However, when she answered invitations, she didn’t do so on her own anymore. 
 
   She and Vow had been living together for three years in Ashley’s apartment. They considered themselves married. When Ashley responded to friends’ invites, she now did so on behalf of Vow too. They rarely did anything alone. They were in love. Ashley was happy. 
 
   She’d see how late her lawyer-girlfriend had to work. Vow was working on a big case. It was taxing, but Ashley had no doubts her twenty-six year old lover was up to the challenge. Vow was a good lawyer, doggedly determined, with a fiery intensity that usually saw her achieve her goals. 
 
   Ashley sang along to the radio as she drove to Vow’s office. It was just after six. Hopefully Vow only had half an hour to go, then she and Ashley could join the girls. 
 
   The blonde’s optimism was chased away when she got off the elevator and saw Vow’s stressed expression through the glass wall of the office. Her dark, shoulder-length hair faced down, light from the computer screen paling her tanned face. Even from a distance, Ashley could see Vow’s stocky shoulders twitch involuntarily with the need to stretch. 
 
   She knocked on the opened door.
 
   Vow’s face relaxed slightly. “Come in Ash. What are you doing here?”
 
   Ashley held up the bag. “I brought you dinner.”
 
   Vow reached for it and checked inside. “Oh my gosh Ash, my noodle place. You’re the best.” Half a head shorter than Ashley, she leant over the computer, kissed her, then cracked the chopsticks apart. “Seriously, how did you know? I’m starving.” 
 
   Ashley smiled and sat opposite. “I sensed it. How long do you have to stay back tonight, babe? Chantelle wants us to go to the casino.”
 
   Vow shook her head. “No way Ash, I can’t. I won’t be getting out of here until ten at least. I’m working all weekend. We’ve got to debrief the clients with a strategy Monday morning.”
 
   Ashley masked her disappointment. “That sounds stressful. Do you think you’ll have it ready by then?”
 
   “If I flog myself.” Vow wiped the corner of her mouth, brown lipstick coming away on the serviette along with the sauce. “I’ve been staring at the computer all day and I don’t think my brain’s working anymore.”
 
   Ashley winced in sympathy. “That’s probably because you haven’t had a break, Vow.”
 
   “You’re right.” Vow sighed. “I’m wired. Too much coffee. I’ll take ten minutes with you now, but that’s all I can afford. What time are you meeting the girls?”
 
   Ashley pulled out her phone. She had another message from Chantelle: just a question mark, and Claire. ‘Meeting @ 7, Mez’s last wknd in the city so hope u can make it.’
 
   Ashley relayed the information to Vow. “I totally forgot – Meredith leaves on Monday with her social work job, for the rural children’s thing.”
 
   Vow speared a piece of chicken with a chopstick. “How long is she gone for again?” 
 
   “Three months I think.” Ashley’s thumb hovered over her phone. “I’m going to miss her.” She texted, ‘Just me tonight, Vow has to work. See you soon’, then set her mobile down, green eyes drifting up. “I won’t keep you. Is there anything I can do to help you de-stress before I go?”
 
   Vow sighed and shook her head. Ashley drummed her fingers on the desk as a wicked idea entered her mind. 
 
   “I think there probably is, honey.” She slowly pushed her chair out and dropped to her knees on the carpeted floor. 
 
   Vow’s eyebrows shot to her hairline as Ashley crawled under the desk and began to edge her girlfriend’s grey skirt past her knees. “Ash, I don’t think I have time.” 
 
   Ashley heard Vow’s voice float from above, but the lawyer shifted in her chair, allowing Ashley to scrunch the skirt all the way to her stomach.
 
   Ashley’s eyes darkened with desire as she slid her fingers into the side of Vow’s underwear and slipped them to one side. “I won’t keep you, babe.” She wet her lips. “I don’t need long.”
 
   She felt Vow shudder as she breathed air all over the exposed sex. It was smoothly brown, sexy spikes above the slit. Ashley liked the rough feel against her upper lip whenever Vow hadn’t shaved for a couple of days. She blew on the pinkness and felt Vow twitch. 
 
   Ashley pinned Vow’s panties to her thigh with her thumb, then proceeded to drop her lower lip and fasten her face to Vow’s slit, tongue melting between the buttery lips. 
 
   Vow’s head landed on the top of her leather chair. “Fuck, Ash, someone could come by any moment, the cleaners, a partner…”
 
   “It’s after office hours. We’ll be right.” Ashley’s mouth flooded with Vow’s juices. Her girlfriend’s stressed body was pumping them out, tense and ready to explode. Ashley found herself gulping mouthfuls of it down. 
 
   She couldn’t remember the last time Vow had been this wet. Stress tended to have that effect on her girlfriend though. The more pressure Vow was under at work, the hornier she was, the more intense her orgasms were. Ashley closed her eyes. 
 
   Vow’s hips started to thrust into Ashley’s mouth in short quick involuntary jabs. Ashley’s face and nose were full of tangy flavour. With her eyes closed, face and neck following every shift and twist of Vow’s hips, the blonde was so immersed in what she was doing that she had to remind herself to breathe. 
 
   It was stuffy and dark beneath Vow’s desk. Ashley felt her cheeks redden and tendrils of hair become lodged in sweat on her forehead. The juicy wet sounds of Ashley eating Vow out seemed amplified in the small space – until Vow locked her thighs around Ashley’s ears. 
 
   Vow’s pussy was producing so much liquid, Ashley could actually feel drops running down her chin. 
 
   Vow dropped slightly in her chair and drove her hips into Ashley’s mouth, hard and fast. Ashley’s back and shoulders were jerked upwards and into the underside of the desk with dull thuds. The blonde was so carried away with keeping her tongue on the centre of Vow’s body, she barely noticed. 
 
   Vow shook as she suppressed cries of ecstasy. Ashley’s girlfriend was usually loud, bellowing blindly when they made love in their bedroom. Obviously they didn’t have the luxury of relaxing in Vow’s office space. Vow was choking and coughing above Ashley to avoid howling like a banshee.
 
   Finally she lurched back in her seat as her orgasm waned. The wheels on the office chair drove her backwards, leaving Ashley to fall forwards onto her hands and knees. 
 
   Raising watery eyes, Ashley could see Vow’s inner-thighs covered in moisture. The mixture of sweat and sex made her girlfriend’s pale brown skin look glossy under the lights. Vow killed the gleam with material as she yanked her skirt back down. 
 
   “God Ash.” Her voice was hoarse. “Quick, you’d better get up.”
 
   Ashley slipped out from under the desk, straightening on shaky legs. She figured she’d only taken five minutes. Despite the brevity of the steamy encounter, she knew she must look a mess. Her knees under her black skirt stung with carpet-burn. She looked down. Sure enough, they were red. Her mouth creased. Jeans or a maxi-dress for the casino then, it looked like. 
 
   Vow was still shivering with delicious aftershocks in her chair. “Fuck Ash, you’re amazing. I can’t even…”
 
   Ashley wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. She was covered with Vow. “I wanted to make you less tense, babe.”
 
   Vow was still puffing. “Mission accomplished. I love you.”
 
   Ashley felt affection brim in her chest. “I love you too. I’ll let you get back to work.” 
 
   Vow leant on the desk. “You’re the best girlfriend ever.”
 
   Ashley felt like she was on top of the world as she drove from Vow’s office. She had a great job, a great girlfriend, great sex and great friends. Life was being sweet to her and she loved it. She’d made smart decisions and was reaping the rewards. She was set. Nothing could go wrong. 
 
   ***
 
   A security guard made a beeline for Chantelle the second their group set foot in the marble casino. “Miss, you’ll have to take the hat off. Dress-code says no hats.”
 
   Chantelle removed her favourite green baseball cap, muttering to her friends. “Fuckin’… when’s Bolton’s reopening?” 
 
   Tansy, tall in heels, was rifling through her handbag for lipstick. “Tony says two months.”
 
   Chantelle glowered as the group moved through the shiny foyer. Friday night at the casino meant everyone was dressed to the nines in glittering dresses, collared shirts, designer shoes and handsome jackets. 
 
   This failed to impress Chantelle. “This place is swarming with wankers.”
 
   Ashley chuckled. “Lighten up, Chantelle. This was your idea.”
 
   “The only reason you’re not complaining, James, is because you look like you fit right in.”
 
   Ashley shot her an amused look as they passed the ATMs. “Are you calling me a wanker?” 
 
   Mousy-haired Claire laced her fingers in Tansy’s hand with a grin. “She’s saying you could pass for one.”
 
   Meredith paused. “Guys wait – these heels are hurting already.”
 
   Their popular, plump friend was dressed in a purple dress with chunky black heels, dyed hair swept into a messy bun. She rested a hand on Ashley’s shoulder and slid her foot into the appropriate position. “That’s better.” 
 
   Claire spoke as they started strolling through their glitzy surroundings again. “This’ll be the last time you’ll be wearing heels for a while, right Mez?”
 
   Meredith replied. “Yes. God – I’m tearing up already and I haven’t even got a drink in me. I’m going to miss you guys so much.”
 
   Tansy said, “But think of all the good you’ll be doing. You’re helping people. It’ll fly.”
 
   Meredith’s voice wavered. “I know, it’s just…”
 
   “Shit.” Chantelle, who had been prowling ahead of their party, stopped dead, so abruptly that Claire and Tansy almost walked into her.
 
   Claire regained her balance. “What?”
 
   Chantelle shot an uncomfortable look at Ashley. “Nothing.”
 
   Ashley frowned. “What is it?”
 
   Chantelle cracked her knuckles and turned away gruffly. “No, nothin’. S’all good.” 
 
   Ashley’s frown deepened. “Come on Chantelle. Is it something to do with me?”
 
   Chantelle’s mouth was a grim line. “Viv Fox is here.” 
 
   “So?” Ashley gave a nonplussed shrug. “And how do you know? Where is she?”
 
   Chantelle pointed reluctantly. “There are posters advertising her appearance, there and there. See?”
 
   Vivienne Fox was a celebrity-chef-cum-reality-TV-judge in the top-rating show on the top-rating network in the country. Consequently her head was usually everywhere, on billboards and bus stations, and Ashley barely noticed it. Viv Fox, as a celebrity, was societal background noise, as far as the blonde was concerned.
 
   Now, she turned and surveyed posters loudly advertising Viv Fox’s live appearance at the casino. The star’s face smouldered back. The woman had a head for TV. Stunningly attractive – immaculate even. Long, almond-shaped eyes, high cheekbones, perfect mouth, elegant eyebrows, all sitting under glistening straight hair and atop a swanlike neck. 
 
   Ashley narrowed her eyes as she read the print. Apparently Fox was releasing a new book, which was why she was at the casino – to promote her latest product. 
 
   Ashley addressed Chantelle. “Why would I care if Viv Fox is here? Vow and I don’t even watch her show.”
 
   Chantelle’s eyes slid shiftily from Ashley’s. “I just figured if Fox was strutting around tonight, there’s a good chance her entourage might be with her.”
 
   “Her entourage?” Ashley stared. “You’re being weird, Chantelle. Since when did you not say what you mean? Out with it. I’ve never met the woman, I don’t care.”
 
   Chantelle shot a look at Claire and Tansy, both of whom suddenly looked uneasy. Meredith pursed her lips. 
 
   Ashley planted her hands on her hips. “Okay guys, one of you tell me what the problem is, now please. I don’t get it.”
 
   Meredith hoisted her handbag into a more secure position on her shoulder. “Well, you know who handles her press releases and some of her advertising outsourcing? Apparently. I mean, I’ve heard on the grapevine.”
 
   Ashley kept her voice level. “No, I do not know who handles her press releases and advertising outsourcing. Is someone going to spit this out before midnight?”
 
   Claire said finally, “It’s Jeanie.” 
 
   Ashley didn’t move, except for a slight quirk of the eyebrows. 
 
   Claire continued, not missing a beat of Ashley’s reaction. “I know you haven’t seen her for years, but Tansy and I watch Viv Fox’s show and follow her on Twitter and stuff. Jeanie not only works with her but they’re like, best friends.”
 
   Chantelle cleared her throat. “Sorry Ash, I thought if you saw Fox was here, you’d figure Jeanie was too and, I mean…” 
 
   Ashley vaguely thought Chantelle’s mumbling was endearing. Her butch friend was protective – was worried about her. 
 
   Chantelle scratched the side of her face in a would-be casual manner. “I thought you might be annoyed at the idea of running into your ex.” 
 
   Ashley shrugged coolly. “I still don’t see what the big deal is. She might not be here. We have no confirmation she’s here, only Viv Fox.”
 
   “She’s here, Ash.” Claire told her gently. “She handles publicity for Fox, this is her thing. She’s at every press conference, every shoot. At every talk-show appearance, she’s backstage. Along with the makeup girl and the manager and all the rest of them, but still. She’s in the building and you might see her.”
 
   Tansy snorted. “Gershaw’s developing quite the little media profile herself, off the back of Fox. She’s in the society pages by default because she goes to Fox’s functions and premieres. She’s always photographed with Fox. Show-off.”
 
   Ashley curled her lip derisively. “Vow and I don’t read the ‘society’ pages. We’re not into that superficial bullshit, and I had no idea. I don’t keep tabs on my exes – especially not that one.”
 
   Tansy nodded carelessly. “She cheated on you. Why would you?” 
 
   Prior to that moment, Ashley had been pleased with her lack of a visible reaction to news of Jeanie’s unexpected proximity. The blonde had been virtually unflappable under the watchful gaze of her four closest friends, and had been proud of it.
 
   At Tansy’s offhand remark, however, the blonde couldn’t help it. Her stomach went cold with remembered rage and pain, and she sucked up a quick breath which sounded like a hiss of annoyance. 
 
   Claire and Meredith shot wide-eyed looks at Tansy. Chantelle scowled.
 
   “Shit.” Tansy caught the mood immediately. “I’m sorry Ash.”
 
   Ashley schooled her features. “You didn’t do anything, Tans.”
 
   “I didn’t mean to remind you…”              
 
   “Hey.” Ashley shook her head. “It’s not like I’d forgotten.”
 
   There was a brief silence during which Ashley’s friends looked uncomfortable. 
 
   Ashley rolled her eyes. “She jumped on two poles while she was supposed to be with me – that’s not something you forget, Tans, and it’s not something you didn’t warn me about at the time, either. No sorries.”
 
   Tansy adjusted her glasses primly. “Bisexuals are absolute pains. You’re better off without that crap.”
 
   Meredith cast wise eyes in Ashley’s direction. “Jeanie told you about it straight afterwards. She was honest about it.”
 
   Ashley drew a piece of hair behind her ear. “Yeah – the only thing she lied about was the part where she said she was ready to commit.”
 
   Meredith suggested. “She probably didn’t think she was lying at the time.” 
 
   Tansy shot her a waspish look. “Mez, we don’t need you to play Devil’s Advocate here.” 
 
   Meredith sniffed at her. “I’m a counsellor, Tansy. It’s my job to see both sides of a story when it comes to youth questioning their sexuality.”
 
   Tansy fired back. “Not when it comes to your friends it’s not.”
 
   “Okay guys.” Claire squeezed Tansy’s hand. “We know lots of people go through it and I don’t begrudge Jeanie being confused either – as long as she wasn’t being confused with, about or around my friend. She fucked Ashley over so Ashley fucked her off. It’s done. We went over this and analysed Jeanie’s behaviour four and a half years ago. Ash, do you want to go somewhere else?”
 
   Ashley steeled her stomach. “Of course I don’t.” 
 
   Meredith addressed Tansy sternly, ignoring Claire. “I’m just reminding you that Jeanie was a pretty big mess when Ashley broke up with her and started dating Vow.” 
 
   Ashley laughed bitterly. “She was a nightmare, you mean. Drunk calls in floods of tears, emails the size of novels – her ego was bruised, nothing more. She’s a manipulative narcissist, and I saw her for what she was and dealt with it.”
 
   Tansy eyed Meredith. “Yeah Ash, you’re a boss. It was her fault and you were totally strong about it. She can’t just change her mind.”
 
   “Anyway guys.” Ashley squared her shoulders. “I say we stick our heads in to this Viv Fox thing, say hello and let Jeanie know we’re here. That’ll be better than accidentally running into her when we’re a few drinks down.”
 
   Chantelle was still scowling. “You want to see the bitch now?” 
 
   Ashley clarified firmly. “I don’t want any surprises tonight. I’m in a good mood, I just want to relax with my friends. I don’t want to be looking over my shoulder every five minutes on the off chance Jeanie sees me first.”
 
   Claire remarked. “This place is so huge, you could probably get away with it.” 
 
   Ashley replied. “You’re right, but I don’t want to risk it.” 
 
   Meredith nodded. “I agree with that approach, Ash. You’re both adults. Just say hi and get it over with, and it’s done.”
 
   Chantelle fiddled with dog-tags she wore over a black shirt. “You think she’ll flip if she sees you?”
 
   Claire shared a look with Meredith. “She’s in her mid-twenties now, she should’ve matured at least a little.”
 
   Tansy curled her lip. “As if. She’s probably still a brat.”
 
   Ashley put her foot down. “Guys, she’s my ex and this is how I want to handle it.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s Ash’s call. Let’s go.” Chantelle led the pack again as they continued past the smouldering Viv Fox posters and a couple of themed gaming lounges.
 
   They reached the Fox-allocated conference room.
 
   “Ah shit.” Chantelle peered inside. “Fuckin’ Jeanie.”
 
   Tansy looked eagerly over her shoulder. “Can you see her?” 
 
   Meredith pushed her way to the front. “This’ll take five minutes, guys. Come on. Are you okay Ash?”
 
   Ashley exclaimed. “Of course I am. For heaven’s sake you lot, I don’t give a stuff, you know that.”
 
   “Right. Cool.” Chantelle followed Meredith and they all trooped inside.
 
   Rows of chairs were facing a podium with a large screen behind it, upon which flashed slow photos of exquisite-looking dishes. Viv Fox stood at a stand, microphone tilted toward her pretty painted lips, performing a reading from her book in a measured media-voice. 
 
   Waiters strode amongst the crowd serving pink cocktails – Ashley guessed Cosmopolitans. She and her friends slunk unnoticed into four empty chairs in the back row. 
 
   The blonde set her handbag under her seat and her eyes darted back up. Viv Fox was as perfect in real life as she was in publicity photos, in a black and white cocktail dress. Tall and slim, with a supermodel body, her voice echoed smoothly from strategically positioned speakers. Her audience was enthralled, applauding at the end of each page. 
 
   Chantelle swatted a Cosmo-bearing waiter away with a disgusted look. Ashley grinned tersely at Meredith beside her. If it wasn’t beer or bourbon, Chantelle wasn’t having a bar of it – they knew their friend too well. She slouched in her chair as though it was a lounge in front of the footy, cap scrunched in her hand, cowboy-booted legs sprawled like a bloke.
 
   Ashley returned her gaze to the front and began scouting for Jeanie in earnest. And there she was. For the first time in over four years, Ashley clapped eyes onto the beautiful brunette.
 
   She was in the wings, arms folded, dark eyes watching Viv Fox approvingly. In black heels, her long silky legs were on display in a short-sleeved blue dress. Her hair was out, lips glossed – she was polished and pristine, straight-backed and haughty. 
 
   Ashley felt her stomach jolt. Goddamn it. Was it possible? But it was – Jeanie’s looks had improved with age. The angles in her face were more streamlined. Ashley hadn’t thought of Jeanie as having baby-fat while she’d been hooking up with her, but the brunette’s fantastic bone-structure was definitely more pronounced. The girl had a jaw on her that Ashley just wanted to…
 
   Her brow blackened. Jeanie was nice to look at; that was it. She might as well be a blow-up doll. She wasn’t even good in bed – Vow left her for dead when it came to technique, chemistry and imagination. The dirty, kinky things Ashley had gotten up to with her current girlfriend made the blonde shiver with pleasure at their memory alone. Jeanie could never compete with that – and that was beside the fact she was a bitchy asshole with the personality of a selfish three-year-old. 
 
   Jeanie was standing next to a thin man in a blue suit, a couple of inches taller than she was. He had dark hair and a narrow, pointed chin, nice stubble, poppish-eyes and a broad brow. 
 
   As Ashley watched, the man checked his phone, grinned and tapped Jeanie on the arm, showing her his screen. Jeanie’s eyes lit up in a slightly scandalised fashion. She elbowed him in the ribs and they both chuckled silently. 
 
   Ashley smiled coldly herself. Jeanie was probably fucking him. The slut.
 
   Chantelle learned forward to whisper grouchily. “Do we have to sit through this whole fuckin’ thing? I’m thirsty.”
 
   Claire snickered. “You just turned down a perfectly good drink, Chantelle. Besides, you should pay attention. You eat too much fast-food. You could use a few of Fox’s Food Facts.” 
 
   Chantelle gave her the finger as someone in the row in front hissed. “Shhhhh!” 
 
   Chantelle fixed a hostile look on the shusher. 
 
   “Chantelle,” Meredith said warningly.
 
   Tansy checked a poster. “I think it’s almost finished. It says it started over an hour ago.”
 
   Ashley’s eyes remained on Jeanie. Meanwhile the man in the blue suit captured Viv Fox’s attention and, finger in the air, made the motion to wind up. 
 
   Viv smiled at her audience, flashing white teeth. “My team says we’ve come to the end of the reading. I’d like to thank you all very, very much for coming.” 
 
   There was thunderous applause. She shot a look at Jeanie, who nodded and strode to the mic while Viv was ushered offstage by the blue-suited companion.
 
   “Hi guys.” For the first time in years, Ashley heard Jeanie’s voice at its charming best, thrumming out of speakers around the conference room. “Viv will be hanging around for an hour or so if anyone would like a quick photo or book signed. On behalf of Vivienne’s publishing team, I’d like to thank you all for coming. We’d also like to thank the casino for hosting us. Have a nice night and a cocktail, and we’ll see you soon.”
 
   Chantelle whistled under her breath. “She looks hoooot.”
 
   Tansy shot her an annoyed look. “Chantelle, not helpful.”
 
   Chantelle ignored her, black eyes following Jeanie offstage, where the brunette hugged Viv in congratulations. “I so reckon those two are doing it. Fox is off-the-chain sexy in real life too. If she wasn’t probably wrist-deep in Gershaw, I’d have a go at her I reckon.”
 
   “At Viv Fox?” Claire started laughing. “Chantelle, she’s practically engaged to that hotshot racing-car driver, what’s his name?”
 
   Chantelle snorted. “Zoom-Zoom Ferrari? Boring.”
 
   Ashley addressed her dryly. “Not everyone is gay you know, Chantelle.”
 
   Tansy supplied for Claire. “Alexis Luca. Podium finish in his last four races or something, right? He and Fox have been an item for more than three years I think.”
 
   Chantelle let out a frustrated sigh. “Who gives a fuck? Can we get this over with please? I’ve had my Foxy perve, and I didn’t come here to learn about capsicum.” 
 
   “We know,” Meredith said affectionately, as they got to their feet and travelled to the queue in front of a table containing Viv Fox and stacks of her book. 
 
   Jeanie stood to the left with Blue-Suit, two security guards and others who were evidently part of Fox’s staff. All had their arms folded as they supervised proceedings, but Jeanie hadn’t seen Ashley yet. She was either keeping an eye on Viv, or talking in a low voice to various members of her team. 
 
   Claire craned her neck around the line of people. “We can probably bypass the queue Ash, what do you reckon? We’re not here to see Fox.”
 
   Ashley’s throat felt dry but she wouldn’t swallow – that’d be too obvious. Her heartbeat had quickened in distaste. She suddenly really didn’t want to be there. At the same time, she was burningly curious to see Jeanie’s reaction when she saw her. 
 
   With these thoughts running through her mind, Ashley hadn’t meant to, but she’d frozen into a calm statue and had forgotten to answer Claire. Meredith took one look at her, and understanding crossed her face. Without further ado, she sidestepped the queue.
 
   “I’m with Claire. Let’s go. Come on.” She directed the party, approaching the table.
 
   The others, including Ashley, hurried after her, Ashley fighting feelings of being flustered. 
 
   When Meredith got close to the front of the line, Jeanie and her cohorts all turned like a well-oiled machine. Recognition hit Jeanie’s eyes at once.
 
   “Meredith!” She raised a hand to halt the advancing security guard. “How are you?” She gave Meredith a professional, yet familiar and warm kiss on the cheek. “It’s been ages.”
 
   Meredith smiled nicely. “Hi Jeanie. Yes, it’s been a while. You look stunning.”
 
   “Thanks.” Jeanie laughed good-naturedly. “We’re going out after this to celebrate Viv’s book. Are you a fan? Do you want to meet her?”
 
   “Well, we,” Meredith gestured to her friends, “actually just popped in to say hello to you. We don’t want to bother Viv when she’s busy.”
 
   Jeanie’s eyes slipped around Meredith’s body to the girls standing behind her. Her gaze flickered in shock when she saw Ashley. 
 
   “Um…” Some of the colour seemed to drain from her face. “Oh my god, hi. I should have guessed when I saw Meredith that you might… what are you doing here?”
 
   “Are you talking to me, or one of the others?” Ashley asked wryly, all folded arms and clenched fists, icy eyes and polite voice.  
 
   “Yeah, sorry.” Jeanie shook her head as though to clear it, tumbles of dark hair like a mane Ashley wanted to pull. Hard. Ashley wanted to hurt her. 
 
   Jeanie continued, sounding confused. “I wasn’t expecting to see you tonight Ash, it’s been a long time. It threw me.”
 
   “Surprise.” Ashley was mocking. 
 
   Jeanie’s face appeared to be losing blood by the second but she held it together and smiled composedly. “It’s a nice surprise.” Her voice was unconvincing. 
 
   She dragged her gaze off Ashley. Her expression sharpened when she saw Tansy. She gave her a sarcastic nod. “Tansy.” 
 
   Tansy sneered back. “Jeanie.” 
 
   Ashley observed the cold exchange. There was no love lost there. Tansy had never really approved of or liked Jeanie, and Jeanie knew it.
 
   Claire greeted her warily. “Hey Jeanie.” 
 
   Jeanie was guarded back. “Hi Claire.” 
 
   Chantelle had her hands in her pockets, rocking back and forth restlessly in her boots. “Well-well-well, look what the pussy dragged in.” 
 
   Jeanie actually smirked. “I should be saying that to you, you big dyke.”
 
   “Whoa.” Chantelle barked an involuntary laugh. “Well I’m not going to say it’s good to see you.”
 
   Jeanie’s eyes sparkled. “No, but we’ve established that you think I’m funny.” 
 
   “You’ve changed.” Chantelle observed after their rapid-fire banter. “You’re a heck of a lot more sure-footed than you were last time I saw you, Gershaw.”
 
   Jeanie’s shiny lips curved unreadably. “What was I last time you saw me?”
 
   “Unbalanced. Unsure about life.” They were making eye-contact. Some kind of bizarre camaraderie was forming.
 
   Ashley felt blazing rage pound her temples from nowhere. Just whose side did Chantelle think she was on? The blonde pressed her teeth together. 
 
   Jeanie clarified. “I wasn’t unsure, I was learning. I’m pretty settled now though, I have to say, compared to when I was at uni. The pressures of performing in a good career will do that to you. Things are going really well, I can’t complain.”
 
   “So happy for you.” Ashley simpered, unable to help the blizzard that suddenly seemed to pour out of her mouth and eyes in Jeanie’s direction. 
 
   Jeanie looked nervous again. For such a fierce-looking creature, with her tall stature and good looks, she certainly seemed to shrink in front of her ex-girlfriend. Ashley had watched Jeanie’s energy go from self-assured confidence with Meredith, to dangerous sharpness with Tansy, to intelligent strength with Chantelle. 
 
   Now, the brunette’s body-language softened. “Thanks Ashie. I’ve been really lucky to work with Viv. She’s amazing, we’re really good friends.”
 
   Ashley’s tones were neutral. “She certainly seems like she’s got more going on upstairs than the friends you used to keep. What were their names again? Kendall?”
 
   Jeanie fidgeted with a bracelet. “I don’t really see those girls anymore. You know how it is when you get older. You lose touch with people. And I moved interstate for work. I’m only here to release the book here. We launched it in our home city last weekend, it was a big party. This is a bit smaller – well, a lot smaller, but…” She clamped her lips shut as she realised she was giving Ashley superfluous detail. She amended. “I’m still friends with Gerty.” 
 
   Meredith asked kindly. “When do you fly back, Jeanie? How long are you here for?”
 
   Jeanie smiled at Meredith. “We’ve got a flight booked for tomorrow. It was a quick trip, we got here this morning. I hope we’re not hungover on the plane tomorrow, although it’s only three hours in the air so we should be fine.” 
 
   She was being, Ashley realised, nice. She was being charming and lovely. But she wasn’t any of those things, in reality. She was an asshole. Ashley knew Jeanie intimately; every nuance of her. Jeanie could charm candy from a baby if she wanted to; she had the looks and the brains to do it. But at her core, the girl was a nasty, mean-spirited, conceited bitch. The only thing she cared about, deep down, was her ego. 
 
   Blue-Suit came up behind Jeanie, large eyes peering curiously. “Friends of yours, Jeanie?” The moment he opened his mouth, Ashley realised he was probably gay. He held out his hand to Meredith, who was still front row centre. “I’m Jonah Myles, Viv’s manager.”
 
   “Meredith.” Meredith returned.
 
   “This is Chantelle, Ashley, Claire and Tansy.” Jeanie pointed them out. 
 
   Jonah smiled with thin lips. “Pleasure. Where do you all know Jeanie from?”
 
   Jeanie answered. “Through one of my shitkicker bar jobs while I doing my degree.” 
 
   Jonah said to Ashley, who was in a white maxi-dress with a halter-neck, “I love your dress.”
 
   “Thanks.” Ashley was pleased at confirmation she must look good in front of her ex. Some of the tension she’d been holding in her body evaporated. “It looked better on me when I had a tan. I’m too pale at the moment, I look washed-out in white but you know. Laundry day.”
 
   Jonah grinned. “You don’t look washed-out, it really suits you. Are you here to see Viv? You can bypass the queue if you want, since you know Jeanie.”
 
   Meredith informed him. “We stopped by to see Jeanie. It’s been four years or something.”
 
   They were suddenly hit by glorious waves of designer perfume. 
 
   “I want a break.” The voice slotted slickly into their conversation, as Viv Fox appeared in their midst like a glamorous phoenix.
 
   She was intimidating up close because of her palpable charisma. She was flawless to look at and commanded, with self-sustained authority, a lovely aura. Ashley wanted Viv Fox to like her on sight. 
 
   “I’ll take care of it.” Jeanie turned to the table but Viv stopped her with a light touch on the arm.
 
   “No need, Jeans. I got the casino staff to tell the guests I’m taking ten.” She cradled a Cosmo in her spare hand. 
 
   Tansy looked star-struck. “It must be psychologically draining, Viv, in terms of energy I mean, meeting so many people in such a short space of time.”
 
   Jeanie joked. “Viv does better small-talk than a royal.” 
 
   Viv raised her glass. “Alcohol helps. Social lubricant.”
 
   Jonah pinched a Cosmo from a passing tray. “Cheers to that. Guys, can we get you a drink? These are old friends of Jeanie’s, Viv. From when she had her awesome bartending job she speaks so highly about.”
 
   Jeanie poked her tongue out at him. “Oh shut up.”
 
   Chantelle gruffly waved the cocktail suddenly hovering under her nose away. “I’m right thanks.”
 
   Jeanie’s intelligent eyes landed on her. “I can get you a double bourbon, Chantelle.” 
 
   “Can you make it a triple?” Chantelle barked another laugh. “We were supposed to have started on the grog half an hour ago. We’re in catch-up territory now.”
 
   Tansy looked slightly embarrassed in front of Viv. “They don’t do triples at the casino, Chantelle.”
 
   “They will for us.” Jeanie gave Tansy the tiniest of arrogant sneers and beckoned a waiter with a finger. “Can you get us a treble bourbon and coke, and limit the ice?”
 
   Meanwhile, Ashley accepted and drank half a Cosmo. She was still, for some reason, having trouble relaxing, but she supposed the meeting wasn’t going badly. A big group of people helped remove intensity from the situation.
 
   On Ashley’s cue and because she’d done it first, Tansy, Claire and Meredith accepted cocktails too. The waiter reappeared with Chantelle’s bourbon, and Jeanie gave him a dazzling smile and a fifty.
 
   “Made his night, Jeanie.” Viv observed merrily, as the waiter looked slightly heated and a little in love with Jeanie, thanked her, smiled at her like he wanted to marry her, and left. 
 
   Jeanie shrugged. “I know what it’s like to kill yourself in hospitality, Viv, that’s all.”
 
   Tansy’s eyes behind her glasses and over the rim of her cocktail glass were filled with spiteful mischief. “Showing off in front of your ex, Jeanie?”
 
   Viv’s voice spiked in surprise. “You dated him Jeanie? I guess he is kind of cute.”
 
   “No.” Jeanie glared at Tansy. “I just didn’t have anything smaller on me.”
 
   Tansy sipped her drink. “Uh-huh.” 
 
   Viv rounded on Tansy, charming smile becoming fixed. “I’m sorry, who are you?” 
 
   There was something of a warning in Viv’s pseudo-pleasant demeanour. It was obvious she’d picked up on the tension between the two women, and was subtly reminding Tansy just whose turf they were on. 
 
   As a result, Tansy looked dwarfed. “My name’s Tansy. Congratulations on the book – I’m actually a bit of a fan.”
 
   Viv smiled. “Lovely to meet you. Any friend of Jeanie’s.” The subtext could not have been clearer; be nice to Jeanie or else.
 
   Ashley was actually incredibly impressed by Viv Fox. Her swift protectiveness over her team/friends/employees/whatever made her seem even more fantastic. Ashley didn’t think she’d ever met anyone who had as much of a wow-factor up close.
 
   Except perhaps for Jeanie, who was looking devotedly at Viv. “Sorry Viv, I didn’t get to finish the introductions. This is Claire, Meredith, Chantelle and Ashie.”
 
   “Ashie?” Viv’s calligraphy-stroked eyebrows shot at once to her hairline. She turned to Ashley and Ashley alone, as her quick mind put Tansy’s ‘ex’ remark and Ashley’s name together at the speed of light. “The famous Ashie!” She gave Ashley the once-over.
 
   Ashley blinked. Viv Fox knew her name? Jeanie had obviously mentioned Ashley to Viv – a lot, if Viv could recall her name so quickly. 
 
   The blonde’s surprise was rapidly replaced with feeling vastly unimpressed. She could just imagine what Jeanie had said about her. It would all be negative, immature crap. Thanks to her juvenile, puerile ex, Viv Fox probably thought Ashley was a moron.
 
   Jonah was also looking at Ashley with more curiosity. Ashley looked from him to Viv uncomfortably. How would she know how to handle these new acquaintances, if she didn’t know what had been said about her? It was the equivalent of being socially torpedoed. 
 
   Meanwhile, Jeanie’s cheeks had become slightly pink at Viv’s telling broadcast.
 
   Viv confirmed. “Heard a lot about you.” She added amusedly: “Only nice things,” 
 
   Ashley spoke lightly. “I don’t believe that, Viv.” 
 
   Jeanie claimed. “I wouldn’t say anything bad about you, Ashie.” 
 
   Ashley fired back. “Only about my girlfriend, right?” 
 
   Jeanie’s lips twisted. “Well no. I mean maybe four years ago I was slightly disparaging. I’d say things like ‘Vow – what kind of fucked up name is that?’ and stuff but that was just because I was sulking.” 
 
   Jonah’s face was now alive with interest. “Vow? Oh, that’s the one you call How? As in, How-Could-She-Leave-Me-For-That? How-Could-She-Date-That? How-Could-She-Sleep-With-That-Without-Vomiting? That’s you?” He stared at Ashley. 
 
   Viv and Jeanie both gasped at Jonah’s audacity, then snorted involuntarily.
 
   Jeanie spoke quickly. “Oh my god Jonah, I can’t believe you. Sorry about him, he’s had a few cocktails already.” 
 
   Irritation coursed through Ashley. “I’m sure you’ve been incredibly bitchy about Vow to all your friends, Jeanie, it’s pathetic. No graciousness whatsoever.”
 
   “You’re right.” Jeanie admitted. “I didn’t behave with much class when we er, stopped seeing each other, but what can you do, huh? Except laugh these things off. She’s not How.” She whacked Jonah in the ribs. “She’s dating How – still, I assume?”
 
   Ashley informed her swiftly, bitingly. “We’re married.” 
 
   Jeanie’s face flickered slightly as she turned away.
 
   “How.” Jonah started laughing. “I’m sorry, but Jeanie’s so funny.”
 
   Viv affirmed. “Awesomely witty. We’ve all been there, guys, haven’t we? Throwing our toys when people break up with us. I remember when my ex-boyfriend was an asshole years ago, I burnt a smiley face on his favourite couch with a cigarette lighter. Over the letters FU.”
 
   Jeanie smirked. “Like a boss.” 
 
   “Like post-modern art.” Jonah added. “Technically vandalism?” 
 
   Viv winked. “He’d have had to prove it.” 
 
   Jonah went back to peering at Ashley again. “You said she had a jaw the size of a ham, Jeanie, but I don’t see it. She’s hot.”
 
   Jeanie choked into her cocktail glass. “I said that about How, not about Ashie.”
 
   Viv nodded. “Ash is just as gorgeous as you said she was, Jeanie. I’m impressed”
 
   Jonah re-joined complacently. “Oh that’s right. We were all hammered when we were having that conversation – it was at my flat-warming, wasn’t it? Sorry, my details are fuzzy.”
 
   Ashley was on the verge of losing her temper, despite Viv’s compliment. She told them calmly, molten lava threatening to come screaming out of her mouth. “Vow is amazing.”
 
   Jeanie winced. “I just said that shit when I was grieving, Ashie. I know it wasn’t fair.” 
 
   Jonah declared, unhelpfully. “It was funny though. You’re funny, Jeanie.”
 
   Jeanie shook her head with an ‘oh dear’ expression on her face. “I was acting out because I was upset.”
 
   Tansy snapped. “Because that totally excuses it when you’re the one who cheated on her.”
 
   Jeanie took another sip of her cocktail. “Of course it doesn’t. I’m not saying it does. That’s just unfortunately how it went down.”
 
   Viv smiled at Tansy, again dangerously. “The shit you do when you’re young, huh?” 
 
   “The shit I did last night.” Jonah motioned to a waiter. “Another round, garcon?” 
 
   Viv put her empty glass on a passing tray. “Everyone figures stuff out via experimentation in different contexts, especially when they’re younger. We were all born confused. Anyway, better get back. More practice signing my name.” 
 
   Jonah grinned as Viv returned to the table behind them. “That would be her philosophy degree making an appearance. Love Viv.”
 
   Jeanie drained her cocktail. She’d started to drink faster, Ashley noticed. “She’s seriously like the smartest person I know.”
 
   Now Viv was gone, Tansy could not be suppressed. “You think that, Jeanie, because what she said just absolved you of all personal responsibility for your actions four years ago.” 
 
   Jeanie addressed her. “I took responsibility, Tansy. There were repercussions for my bad behaviour. I lost Ash because of it.”
 
   Tansy eyed her hostilely. “Responsibility was forced on you. Ash didn’t give you a choice.”
 
   Jeanie waved it off. “Whatever, I was a kid. I can talk about it now with a full understanding of what happened. I was confused, I didn’t get my act together, I behaved badly. I hurt Ash, I paid for it and rightly so – and now we’re all standing here, having a nice conversation like adults.”
 
   “Boom.” Jonah put his hands into his pockets and beamed. “You rule Jeanie. This woman rules,” he said to Ashley and the gang. “Although I have to say, Jeanie did show me a photo like two years ago and How does kind of have a jaw the size of a ham.”
 
   That was enough. Ashley flared. “I’m sure Jeanie was being a fucking bitch and showed you the most unflattering photo she could find.” 
 
   “Jonah.” Jeanie groaned. “He’s just being cheeky Ashie.”
 
   Jonah wore a boyish smile. “I am.” He told Jeanie. “You’re not a bitch.” 
 
   Jeanie confessed. “I behaved like one.” 
 
   Jonah said, “But I don’t care. I love you.” He turned to Ashley. “Jeanie calling How ‘How’ didn’t make you that mad, did it?”
 
   Ashley couldn’t believe this guy’s gall. She didn’t know whether to scream at him or walk away. The problem was that Jonah was artless with his tactlessness. Delivered in a conversational tone, it was clear it wasn’t malicious. It was making Ashley hopping mad, this attack on the love of her life. Yet she found she actually believed Jeanie when she’d said Jonah was just cheeky. 
 
   The blonde found it bizarre and it was throwing her. She hadn’t met anyone like Viv Fox’s manager before either. Jeanie was running with a whole new crowd and they were interesting, educated, clever – and off-putting
 
   Jonah continued. “Because ‘How’ isn’t that bad. I mean, there are worse things Jeanie could have called her.”
 
   “Jonah.” Jeanie shook her head at him, but he was on a roll.
 
   “Cow. Sow. Vomitron – oh wait, you did use that one, didn’t you Jeanie?”
 
   “Fuck.” Jeanie closed her eyes. “Jonah seriously, I know you’re tipsy but Ash is still dating this chick. You can’t say that stuff until she and her friends have gone.”
 
   Ashley glared with hostility. “You can’t say it at all.”
 
   Jonah smiled at Ashley. “Sorry. I’m just talking about the past. I don’t know Vow; I’m sure she’s nice.”
 
   Ashley was a Snow Queen. “It’s inappropriate. Make no mistake, Vow is the smartest girl I’ve ever been with. She’s a successful lawyer. She leaves all my exes for dead. I was sick of dating emotionally-stunted, promiscuous twerps. Vow has morals and values – she’s wonderful. I’m so in love.”
 
   A bite of annoyance entered Jeanie’s voice. “Yes yes, Ashie. You gave me that dressing-down a bunch of times when I was unleashing on your wife. I remember.”
 
   Tansy got in on it, expression snarky. “Vow has other talents too. The chemistry between her and Ash is amazing. You know a lot of straight or bi girls use actual lesbians as crash-dummies to experiment on sexually with no intention of actually dating them. It’s irritating and screwed-up.”
 
   Ashley nodded. She was in the midst of full-blown, white-hot anger now and her words were calculated. “The sex is never any good because they have no idea what the hell they’re doing. Lousy fucks, the lot of them.”
 
   Jeanie exclaimed. “Yeah okay Ashie, I’ve got it! Gees. You called me that at the time too – it killed me. I’ve put those demons to rest but for a while I was nursing a very bruised ego.”
 
   Jonah was on to his next Cosmo, remaining totally unruffled by the deadliness of the conversation. “Practice makes perfect. Speaking of practice, Jeanie, how’s Felicia going?”
 
   “Eurgh.” Jeanie rolled her eyes and Jonah started chuckling.
 
   Claire asked. “Are you dating a girl at the moment Jeanie? Do you still date both?”
 
   Jeanie returned arrogantly. “I’m not dating anyone. I’m a commitment-phobe.”
 
   Tansy said dryly, “We already know that.” 
 
   Jeanie narrowed her eyes. “Tansy, you don’t know shit. Anyway, Felicia is a nightmare. She’s driving me ballistic.”
 
   Jonah remarked. “She’s not hot enough for you. Or smart enough.” 
 
   Jeanie scoffed. “Hell no. I was just using her. I shouldn’t do that, but when I’m bored,” she shrugged, “I toy. I shouldn’t toy with people who don’t have the smarts to go toe-to-toe with me, and believe me, I’m paying for doing that this time.”
 
   Tansy jeered. “What a sociopath.”
 
   Meredith shook her head. “Tansy…” 
 
   Ashley commented, as the entire atmosphere continued on its downward spiral. “That was a stuck up thing to say, Jeanie. That was another thing; I was over you thinking you were better than everyone else. Putting other people down is not attractive at all.”
 
   Jonah protested. “But a spade is a spade. Recognising certain qualities in others is observational, not judgemental. It’s about realistically sizing up a person and a situation.”
 
   Ashley chuckled coldly. “Not the way Jeanie used to do it. She was a snob.”
 
   Alcohol and agitation were making Jeanie’s tongue quicker. “It’s not even about me being a snob with Felicia. I was completely honest from day dot. I told her she could never have me. I told her I never would, or could, love her. She was free to hook up with everything and the kitchen sink, and my personal life was private too.”
 
   Jonah nodded. “If you lay it all on the line like that, they can’t complain.”
 
   Jeanie scowled. “And she was all,” she put on a deep voice, “‘yeah babe that’s great, I don’t want anything serious, I hate that emotional shit. I wanna hook up with lots of chicks because I’m a big dick-swinging player’ yadda-yadda. So I was like, sweet. Perfect. I can have my cake and eat it too.”
 
   Meredith shifted in her uncomfortable shoes. “You thought you had clearly-defined rules in place, you mean, before you proceeded. I actually think that’s a healthy approach, Jeanie. It’s all about communication, and it sounds like the initial communication was good. Obviously, misunderstandings developed later.”
 
   Ashley could tell the cocktails had sunk into Jeanie’s bloodstream. Some of her polished professionalism was slipping away, as she complained. “Yeah Meredith thank you. I mean, Felicia and I got drunk and fucked – basically, it was just a one-night bar-stand that disintegrated into a pain in my ass. The day after, I told her we could maybe hook up occasionally but we were just mates.”
 
   Meredith’s eyes contained empathy. “Having a fuck-buddy is rarely as simple as it should be in theory. It’s hard, I think predominantly for women, not to get emotionally entangled in such situations.”
 
   Viv Fox was back in time for Meredith’s comment, her perfume settling over the group in delicious waves. “Men are emotional pussies too. Most women I know can handle a fuck-buddy situation better than most guys I know.” She turned to her best friend. “The guys you hook up with all tend to fall for you too, Jeanie. It’s a shame you’re never interested in any of them.”
 
   Even Viv’s presence didn’t seem to calm Jeanie. She was on the defensive. “It sucked. Felicia told me she ‘loved’ me like the second time we hooked up – so gay.” She shook her head. “She tried to emotionally uhaul me.”
 
   Chantelle had silently organised another bourbon from the same waiter. “How would you know what gay behaviour is, Gershaw? You’re not gay, fly-bi.”
 
   Jeanie folded her arms. “I’m not, but I’ve been with girls who are.” 
 
   Viv took a delicate sip of her cocktail, lipstick leaving a perfect half-moon on the chilled glass. “You almost threw up in Felicia’s face when she confessed her ‘love’, didn’t you Jeans?” 
 
   Jeanie’s shoulders had tensed. “I’d made it perfectly clear that that was not to take place.” She barked now, specifically at Tansy. “You can think I’m a dick if you want to, but I tried to protect her feelings by preparing her for the inevitable outcome.”
 
   “Exactly.” Viv stood at Jeanie’s shoulder. “Felicia knew the deal.”
 
   Jeanie was on a self-righteous rant. “I mean it’s my fault. I should have bolted as soon as she said she ‘loved’ me. I knew then she wasn’t handling it, but I stupidly let her tell me she just meant she loved me in a ‘friend’ sense, and we hung out again.”
 
   Viv asked casually. “You were just hooking up with her to get some experience under your belt, weren’t you Jeans? It’s not like you were attracted to her.”
 
   Claire was staring. “How on earth can you sleep with someone if you’re not attracted to them?”
 
   Tansy muttered under her breath. “Sociopath.”
 
   Jeanie’s face was darkening by the second and she refused point-blank to look at Ashley. “It was about getting some technicalities down-pat. It was just supposed to be a meaningless thing. There was total disclosure. There was no lying on my part – just bullshit on hers.”
 
   Chantelle swirled the ice in her glass to get more flavour into it, then tipped a couple of cubes into her mouth. “From one player to another, I’ve had chicks attach to me like koalas too. It’s the pits. What happened with yours, Gershaw?”
 
   Jeanie’s expression was sour. “I didn’t realise the extent of the damage until she went on holiday to Vegas. The friends she went with wanted to kill me because apparently Felicia was miserable the entire time she was away because I wasn’t texting her. She sat in her fucking hotel room pining. It’s absolutely ridiculous. I mean, who wants to be reading texts when they’re on holiday in Vegas? Like, hello?”
 
   Viv sniggered. “People who are in love with my best friend want to read texts while they’re on holiday in Vegas. She’s only human, Jeans.”
 
   Jeanie drained her next glass furiously. “So annoying. When she got back she had like four bags of presents for me. I was like, is this chick for real? The final straw was the Candy-Balls.”
 
   Viv and Jonah burst out laughing.
 
   Jeanie continued. “It was horrendous. She’d been to the Candy-Ball factory in Vegas and you can get personalised CBs there. Like, they’ll print anything on the lollies you want. So she’d brought this big ridiculous fuck-off bucket of them, half of which were printed with her name, half of which were printed with mine. She’d mixed them all together as a ‘metaphor’ for our ‘togetherness’ and it was supposed to symbolise our ‘relationship’. I was like, excuse me, what relationship? What the fucking fuck?”
 
   “Awkward,” sang Jonah, doubling over.
 
   Viv inserted. “It would have been romantic and sweet if you’d had any interest in Felicia whatsoever. But under the circumstances, it was inappropriate. And creepy.”
 
   “It was gross.” Jeanie looked and sounded peeved. “So I told her it was more than clear that she was not handling my company, the friendship was over, and I would not be hanging out with her again. She had a violent physical reaction to that. Vomiting, crying – then she wouldn’t get off the couch for days. Ludicrous behaviour. I only hooked up with her a bunch of times, it was nothing.”
 
   Meredith breached the subject gently. “It was obviously something to her, Jeanie.”
 
   Viv, pressed for time, downed her Cosmo. “Felicia could never get anyone as hot or smart as Jeans. I mean no offense Jeanie, I know you thought it was offbeat, but she dressed like a hobo. She obviously couldn’t believe her luck when you tumbled into bed with her, so she clung to you for dear life – but it was never going to happen. Lightning doesn’t strike twice.”
 
   Ashley observed both Viv and Jonah with unimpressed eyes now. They sounded like perfect friends for the blonde’s ex, because they were snobs. Birds of a feather.
 
   Jeanie moaned. “I made that clear to her.” 
 
   Jonah shrugged. “She thought she could get you to fall for her. Like, she must have thought she could convince you – it was just a matter of time.”
 
   Jeanie continued to rant. “Totally misguided, totally unjustified, I was totally upfront. It was so not my fault.”
 
   Viv agreed. “No, it wasn’t.” 
 
   Jeanie’s voice was harsh now, aggression in her stance and burning in her eyes. “She fucking texts me all the time. When she’s drunk, she calls me a ‘cunt’ – I mean, I’ve had enough. Like, get the fuck over it.” 
 
   Ashley’s eyebrows quirked. There was that fiery temper the blonde remembered so well. It hadn’t taken long to rear its head.
 
   Meanwhile, Viv’s face hardened. “If Felicia ever did that in front of me, I’d kill her. Better get back.” She sashayed to the autograph table.
 
   Jonah turned to Ashley and her friends and explained. “Felicia has been calling Jeanie all weekend, even though Jeanie told her to beat it months ago. Maybe you should just answer, Jeans, and tell her directly not to contact you anymore? Ignoring her doesn’t seem to be working.”
 
   “You know what? You’re right.” Jeanie snatched her phone from a cleverly-concealed pocket in her dress.
 
   Ashley’s mouth creased into a grim smile. As impulsive as she remembered when her emotions flew high, Jeanie didn’t look like she’d changed her spots at all. She still lacked the poise and maturity to handle situations coolly. 
 
   Which was not to say her Felicia story didn’t sound frustrating. Ashley was loath to empathise with her beautiful ex, and she was sure Jeanie deserved to be called a See You Next Tuesday by Felicia in some capacity. She, Ashley, wasn’t with Jeanie anymore, she didn’t like Jeanie anymore; she wasn’t going to offer Jeanie her unquestioned support. 
 
   However, if this woman had been bugging Jeanie while Jeanie was on a work-trip, that wasn’t acceptable. It would’ve been stressful for the twenty-six year-old. The shock of seeing Ashley unexpectedly also, perhaps, hadn’t helped Jeanie’s mood. 
 
   Ashley surmised it was possible some of that stress might be forcing its way out of Jeanie’s body now in the form of a hissy fit, due to alcohol having lowered her self-control. That threshold, Ashley thought bitterly, had never been particularly high.
 
   Ashley’s brunette ex was definitely tipsy. Her long fingers pounded on her touch-screen in an angry staccato. 
 
   Jonah laughed nervously. It was the first time Ashley had seen him so much as quiver all evening. He shot a look at Ashley. “Maybe not right now, Jeans?”
 
   But Jeanie had already dialled, spinning her back to them.
 
   “Ah, alcohol.” Chantelle raised her bourbon. “Social painkiller. Cheers.”
 
   Ashley and Tansy looked at each other and shook their heads. 
 
   Ashley mentioned in an undertone to her pals, out of earshot of Jeanie, who was waiting for her call to go through, and Jonah, who was watching Jeanie anxiously. “She’s as out of control as ever.”
 
   Tansy snorted. “Bullet dodged, Ash.”
 
   Ashley nodded as Jeanie, in a low, bitchy voice, began taking poor Felicia apart. 
 
   “What part of ‘I’m done talking to you’ don’t you understand?” She hissed so no one could hear her except Jonah, Ashley and her friends. “I wasn’t even attracted to you in the first place, you know that. I couldn’t kiss you. You whined about it at the time.”
 
   There was a pause while Felicia babbled something.
 
   “I’ve given you a pass a bunch of times, Felicia, with you calling me a cunt and everything else, but I’m done sugar-coating things and being patient with you… you miss me, do you? Of course you do. No, I don’t care. No. Your behaviour… how about you act like you’re in your thirties? That would be nice.”  
 
   Ashley wanted to start laughing. At the same time, she couldn’t believe what she was witnessing. The night had taken a totally different direction to what she’d thought.
 
   Meanwhile, Jeanie was going for the jugular. “I don’t want tantrum-throwing, socially-limited bogans like you around me. I do not want drama-loving, juvenile no-hopers around me. I want ambitious people with class – not people who put away half a case of beer, then call me a cunt, you fucking deadbeat – our friendship is done.”
 
   “Yee-ouch.” Jonah coughed and chuckled.
 
   Jeanie’s voice rose just slightly. “I don’t care that you’re sensitive. Do you want a teddy bear? Harden the fuck up.”
 
   Jonah commented to Ashley and the gang. “I like bears.” 
 
   Chantelle snorted and clinked her glass with his while Jeanie rounded things up. 
 
   “I’m not trying to hurt you, don’t be ridiculous. I’m saying it like it is and you don’t have the backbone to deal with it. I don’t play games, I was honest with you from the first time I met you. You have no leg to stand on, and your verbal abuse when you’re hammered is as pathetic as it is inappropriate.” 
 
   There was another pause.
 
   Jeanie snapped into the receiver. “No, I don’t want you for a mate. My friends don’t treat me like that. They’re smart enough to know what I won’t tolerate. You ran your mouth like an immature moron one too many times.” 
 
   Pause. And then, something came flying out of Jeanie’s mouth that Ashley really wasn’t expecting. “I know, I shouldn’t have used you to work Ash out on – I knew you couldn’t handle it. But you were there and I did what I needed to do for myself.”
 
   Tansy, Claire, Meredith and Chantelle’s mouths all dropped. Ashley blinked. 
 
   Jeanie finished the call with gusto. “Look, I wish I didn’t have to be cruel to you, but you haven’t given me much choice. Now go forth and be happy. No hard feelings, you’re lovely when you want to be, but like I said, your behaviour is not something I’m willing to put up with or have near me. Pull your fucking head in. Goodbye.” And she hung up.
 
   She turned to face the group, and seemed taken aback that they were all standing so near. She announced, confusedly. “I’ve taken care of it.” 
 
   Claire cleared her throat amusedly. “We heard.” 
 
   Jeanie’s forehead furrowed. “You heard?” 
 
   Claire’s lips flinched with the need to laugh. “Of course we… you didn’t move very far away, Jeanie. Just because you turned around…”
 
   Jeanie visibly swallowed. “Well, whatever,” she came out with, like an adolescent. “I’m ducking into the bathroom. If you guys aren’t here when I get back, it was lovely to see you.”
 
   Unlike Claire, Chantelle wasn’t holding back. She started chortling. “I’m sure it was.” Then she added, consolingly. “You’re alright, Gershaw.”
 
   Jeanie gasped a hopeless laugh, but she was shaking her head with a dismayed expression on her face. “Thanks. You too.” She left.
 
   “Shit.” Chantelle finished her drink with a raised look at Jonah. “She’s not over our Ash, is she? It’s been four bloody years. Poor chick.”
 
   Jonah shrugged sociably. “I don’t think that’s what Felicia was about. Jeanie mostly dates guys. Felicia was the first chick she’d been with since you, Ashie, and it kind of happened as a drunken mistake. It wasn’t planned. She’s fucked one of Viv’s production assistant’s interns since Felicia, too – this short chick called Darla – just to play around. She’s a predator.”
 
   Ashley kept her voice disinterested and light. “Not much has changed then. We might take off, if everyone’s finished their drinks.” Her green eyes travelled meaningfully around her pals, and in response to her unspoken command, they skulled them. “I hope you and your team have a safe trip across the border tomorrow.”
 
   Jonah grinned. “It was good to meet you all.”
 
   Ashley led her group away. They walked back out into the foyer. Ashley was in a slight daze. There was a lot of information to process, and her mind was buzzing. 
 
   Claire seemed to be feeling the same thing. She asked, after the group had been walking in silence for several seconds. “What on earth was that?” 
 
   Chantelle shrugged. “That was Jeanie burning from Ash calling her a lousy fuck four years ago, and doing something about it with a couple of meaningless practice shags. Sounds like she’s nailed it, so to speak, if this Felicia chick is so smitten.”
 
   “Look.” Ashley defended herself. “I only called her a lousy fuck because she was calling Vow a vomitron who belonged at the pound. She was out of line and I won’t let anyone speak about people I love that way. Like, I mean it. She pushed me for months until I snapped. I didn’t say it to hurt her. I just said it so she’d stop attacking Vow.”
 
   Tansy nodded. “We know Ash. You’re not cruel.” 
 
   Ashley insisted. “I’m not. I took it back a few days later. I told her she was awesome and I hadn’t meant it, but I needed her not to talk about Vow like that. It was unacceptable.”
 
   Meredith noted, as they approached the entrance of a jazz bar within the casino. “That comment’s obviously still plaguing her.”
 
   Ashley said stonily, “Hopefully not anymore.”
 
   Claire remarked. “She’s really open about her sexuality now, isn’t she? Straight Viv Fox is all over it. I remember Jeanie used to guard that information like a cat.”
 
   “That’s what happens with age though.” Meredith tried to put her card on the bar and had her arm swiped back by Tansy, who replaced it with her own.
 
   She ordered. “A cocktail jug please. Mez, this is your going-away do. You’re not paying.”
 
   “Thanks Tans.” Meredith rubbed her arm with a smile. “Anyway as I was saying – you inevitably care less about what other people think as you get older. Jeanie’s clearly more confident in her skin compared to when we knew her.”
 
   Ashley declared. “Jeanie accepting her bisexuality will have made her even more awful than she was in the first place. Her ego probably rages out of control because there’s virtually nobody who’ll say no to her, in her opinion.”
 
   Chantelle queried. “You reckon?” 
 
   Ashley made a disgusted noise. “Of course I do. She can have boys and girls, and as a result the world is probably like one big smorgasbord for her to manipulate, flirt her way through and pick apart. There isn’t a limit to people she can toy with anymore, which makes her socially dangerous.”
 
   Meredith picked up the jug and nodded toward an empty table. “You said no to her, Ash.”
 
   “Thank God,” Ashley said, as the bartender put their change in front of them. “Best decision I ever made. Now, enough of her. I don’t want to hear her name for the rest of the night.”
 
   ***
 
   Ashley tumbled out of the cab and let herself into her apartment. She’d texted Vow, and knew her other half was upstairs waiting for her. The blonde was happy again. Alcohol and her friends’ company had successfully distracted her from the drama of seeing Jeanie earlier.
 
   Vow was on the cream-coloured couch, pouring over some briefs. She unhooked her glasses from her ears and put them on the coffee table as she saw Ashley come in. “How was it, Ash? You look loaded.”
 
   Ashley threw her bag to the floor, leant down, cupped Vow’s face with both hands and engaged her in a long, lusty kiss. “I love you.” 
 
   Vow chuckled. “I love you too.”
 
   Ashley straightened and loosened the halter-neck of her maxi-dress. “Are you too tired to take a swim on the roof?”
 
   Vow returned cheekily. “I think a swim will help me sleep. By the way,” she said as she stood, “you under my desk at the office drove me nuts.”
 
   Ashley walked into their bedroom, dress falling to her waist, and stripped off her bra, standing bare-chested in front of her girlfriend. “Did it help you refocus, babe?”
 
   “Cumming did.” Vow unzipped her skirt and pulled her blouse over her head. She was shorter, and squatter than Jeanie, but her curves turned Ashley right on.
 
   The blonde’s eyes zoomed in on Vow’s big breasts, shielded by a purple lacy bra.
 
   Vow watched her knowingly. “For the first couple of hours after you left I was highly productive, but then I wanted more of you. I got more done than I would have thanks to you licking me, but then the scene started to reply in my head. I should have stayed til ten thirty but I couldn’t concentrate.”
 
   Ashley said sympathetically, “Poor baby. You’ve had a long day.”
 
   Vow’s eyes were dusky. “Yeah well, let’s finish this long day of mine on a good note. Don’t bother with swimmers. Just wrap a towel around you – I want you naked.”
 
   Ashley giggled, abandoning her underwear. “It’s been ages since I went skinny-dipping. Hurry up babe, I need you.”
 
   Vow opened the cupboard and threw Ashley a towel. The blonde’s dark girlfriend was already naked, and wrapped a second towel around her own form. Ashley couldn’t stifle a low moan as Vow’s big nipples were cut off from view. 
 
   “Come on.” Vow took her girlfriend’s arm and pulled her for the door, not gently.
 
   They left the apartment, striding down the darkened hall to the lift. Once inside, Ashley attacked Vow. They made out steamily against the elevator doors and Ashley, lost in lust, would’ve fallen right through when they opened if Vow hadn’t pulled her off at the last minute.
 
   The breeze blew their hair as they trotted out onto the roof. The pool glistened in the dimness, rippling aqua light. Vow tore the towel from Ashley, dropped her own and the two grappled each other, shrilling with laughter, before they fell over the edge.
 
   The cool water captured Ashley’s long body and dragged it under. It was fairly shallow and Ashley had no trouble kicking up to the surface. Vow, hair greased to her scalp, moved through the water like a shark, water sitting under her nose. She collided with Ashley, driving her to the concrete edge of the pool.
 
   She entered the blonde without fanfare or hesitation. Beneath the water her hand speared straight between Ashley’s legs with pinpoint-accuracy. Ashley cried out.
 
   “Shh.” Vow began to move her fingers in and out of Ashley’s vagina.
 
   “I can’t.” Ashley panted. “Vow, I’m going to scream.”
 
   Vow reminded her, fingers plunging deeper. “We’re not allowed to be up here at this time of night.” 
 
   Ashley’s stomach felt like electricity was zapping it. Her fingers and toes tingled with warm alcohol and sex. She let out a guttural cry and Vow jammed her mouth to the blonde’s to silence her.
 
   Vow had a wide tongue. It sunk into Ashley’s mouth, depositing large amounts of saliva deep in the blonde’s throat. The cold rough concrete at Ashley’s back started to scratch her skin. 
 
   Vow’s powerful, muscular legs stood firm and Ashley grabbed a fistful of her wet hair. For a second, just a second, Jeanie’s face appeared before Ashley’s closed eyes. Ashley’s wildly out of control brain flashed back to the casino, and the thought that had crossed her mind about wanting to pull Jeanie’s hair, hard. 
 
   Vow’s fingers were hitting Ashley’s g-spot. Endorphins beat through Ashley’s nervous system and she involuntarily yanked. It was Jeanie’s hair she was yanking in her head, and she did it with force.
 
   Vow’s upper body was tugged violently backwards. The darker girl yelled in shock. Her stance was too strong for Ashley to move it – Vow was shorter, but more solid and therefore bigger than Ashley, so the lower half of her body didn’t budge. The stocky brunette set her teeth, striking the blonde’s pussy aggressively.
 
   Ashley shrieked, and they were suddenly having hard, fast sex against the side of the pool. It was brutal and gut-clenching. Vow was slamming her fingers into Ashley and Ashley’s eyes started to roll. The water around them churned.
 
   Jeanie’s face in Ashley’s mind was gone, thrown away by a horrified Ashley. She wouldn’t think about her while she was being fucked by Vow. She hated Jeanie. 
 
   Vow was crying out now in tune with Ashley, aroused to the point of forgetting to be quiet. Their fucking was wild. One of Ashley’s long legs curled around Vow’s hips. 
 
   She figured Vow was fucking her so hard, it was likely she would hurt in the morning, but she was beyond caring. She released Vow’s hair and wound her arms around her shoulders. Vow rammed their lips together. Tingles shot down Ashley’s spine into her thighs and buttocks. Vow was going to make her cum like a volcano.
 
   The blonde’s last thought, brought on by incoherency, was unfortunately Jeanie again. At the last possible second, Ashley was filled with a burning desire to punish Jeanie by fucking her so hard that the younger woman would be screaming, crying and cumming at the same time.
 
   With a frustrated scream of her own, Ashley’s orgasm overcome her – as much to do with the fingers in her pussy as with forbidden pictures of Jeanie. Her body strained against Vow’s with such force that even Vow’s chunky legs faltered. 
 
   Under the water Ashley felt her pelvic muscles quiver uncontrollably. She knew she was probably squirting – she’d never done that with anyone aside from Vow. It was blindingly intense, and happened most of the time Vow fucked her now.
 
   Vow put her spare hand over Ashley’s mouth, stifling her crazed cries, and Ashley eventually stilled.
 
   Vow slipped her hand out of the blonde’s body, then pulled her straight for the steps. “Babe we have to get out of here right now, before one of the residents comes up. You were way too loud at the end.”
 
   Ashley had no breath to speak. Vow yanked her mercilessly out of the pool and threw a towel at her stomach. The two hurried for the elevator.
 
   Ashley’s legs felt like jelly. She held on to Vow for dear life in the lift. They reached their floor and rushed down the hall to their flat, which they let themselves into, Vow with an audible sigh of relief.
 
   “Oh my god Ash!” She laughed breathlessly as she snapped the door shut behind them.
 
   They trailed water all the way into the lounge room. Vow threw her towel onto the couch and sat on it, thickset, yummy naked body on display.
 
   Ashley actually started to feel dizzy. Exercise, her rocket of an orgasm and alcohol all started to hit her head in an unpleasant combination. She and the girls had done a goodnight tequila shot before leaving the casino. Ashley had felt tipsy but fine when she’d got home. 
 
   However, the cardio she’d just done with Vow seemed to have made her metabolism process the tequila late in the piece, and Ashley felt drunker than ever. She swallowed.
 
   “So.” Vow leered at her. “How was your night with the girls?”
 
   Ashley stood with a hand on the back of the couch, trying not to sway. “Oh it was fun, but it started off weirdly. I saw Jeanie.”
 
   “Jeanie?” Vow’s face changed immediately. “What do you mean?”
 
   Ashley explained, drops dripping from her water-logged ponytail and sliding down her bare back. “We ran into her. She was running a promo function for Viv Fox. She’s as fucked as ever, in case you wanted to know.”
 
   Vow’s voice rose. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” 
 
   Ashley exclaimed. “Don’t shout at me. As if I planned it.”
 
   Vow’s jaw jutted meanly. “Well, you know what Ash? It’s a good thing you had a nice little prearranged catch up with your ex tonight without telling me, because I also caught up with Molly. We had a lovely chat on the phone.”
 
   Ashley’s mouth fell open in dismay. Molly was Vow’s ex-girlfriend. They’d only broken up two months before Ashley and Vow became official.
 
   Vow’s eyes were angry slits. “Actually we’ve been talking a lot the last couple of months.”
 
   Anger flooded Ashley. “What the hell?”
 
   “Don’t lie to me. As if you just ran into Jeanie tonight by chance!”
 
   “I did! Ask the girls!” Jeanie was Vow’s sore spot. The truth of the matter was that, despite Ashley being more attracted to Vow than Jeanie, Jeanie was more conventionally attractive, with her model good-looks.
 
   It had always made Vow paranoid and insecure. When she and Ashley started their relationship, it had been very soon after Jeanie. In fact, there’d been a tiny overlap. 
 
   Vow had lived half an hour away back then. She and Ashley had been friends for years, but Ashley hadn’t thought anything of it, or seen Vow as more than a friend, until Vow’s feelings changed. Vow developed a little crush on Ashley – but Ashley had been with Jeanie at the time. 
 
   Then Jeanie had done what she’d done. She’d told Ashley about the two guys she’d drunkenly hooked up with in two separate moments of confusion, panic, and insistence she was still straight.
 
   Ashley had left the girl high and dry. There was only so much she could take. Jeanie told Ashley that it hadn’t felt right – it’d felt violently wrong, she was sorry, she wanted Ashley. Cue the crying phone calls, the emails, the weeping and the reasoning. 
 
   Ashley wouldn’t be swayed. She was done being patient, and decided to give Vow a chance then and there.
 
   She didn’t feel she’d rushed into anything with Vow. Yes there hadn’t been a break between relationships, but her liaison with Jeanie had been short-lived. Vow was gay; she wasn’t pretty or charismatic like Jeanie, so Ashley was confident she wouldn’t have to worry about the cheating issue with Vow – and she certainly wouldn’t have to worry about men. She could feel secure in her choice and with her other half, instead of always being unsure about bisexual Jeanie. 
 
   All evidence considered, Vow was a carefully-weighted rational decision. And after that, Ashley had fallen for her. Ashley had decided to give her everything of herself. Things with Vow were built on a solid foundation of friendship; it was healthy, they were sexually suited – it made far more sense than gambling her heart on Jeanie. 
 
   So she’d blocked Jeanie from her mind. Until tonight, when the brunette had appeared like a Ghost of Girlfriends Past in a shiny casino – as annoying, egotistical and beautiful as ever.
 
   Ashley couldn’t believe Vow had been talking to Molly in secret. She’d forbidden the two to be friends because she knew Molly wanted Vow back. Ashley thought it was inappropriate, especially because Vow had been going to Molly for relationship advice early on – just how impartial did Vow think Molly was going to be? It wasn’t about being possessive; it was about trust and respect. It was about putting the others’ feelings above all others. It was about compromise. 
 
   In return for Vow ending her friendship with Molly, Ashley – understanding that Jeanie made Vow uncomfortable – had stopped taking the brunette’s calls. She’d blocked Jeanie across all online mediums, and had put her partner’s wishes first. 
 
   Vow told Ashley at the time that she’d complied with Ashley’s wishes regarding Molly too, although apparently she hadn’t. Now, Ashley was floored and devastated. 
 
   Before long, the whole thing disintegrated into a screaming match in the apartment. Vow just wouldn’t believe Ashley wasn’t lying about meeting Jeanie by chance. Ashley cried. Begged. Half the time she didn’t know what she was saying – she was still drunk. 
 
   It was out of control. Now, they were in each other’s faces, two inches apart, shrieking at the tops of their lungs. Ashley didn’t really feel Vow shove her in the chest the first time. Vow was calling her a “filthy dishonest slutty liar” and the blonde’s blood boiled with rage. She hadn’t done anything wrong. Vow was the liar, and she would not let up. She screamed, and screamed. 
 
   Ashley snapped. “You know what? I should have chosen Jeanie over you. You were persistent. I just gave in with you because you were there, you were the easier option.”
 
   It was bullshit of course, and she was only saying it to get at Vow. It was the most pointed, malicious thing (given the context) she could say to her partner, and she’d never said anything like it before. 
 
   And Vow had never done anything like the thing she did next, either. Her eyes popped with pain and rage. Her large fist balled. She drew her shoulder back. 
 
   Ashley landed on the floor with a heavy thump, spots of black swimming in one of her eyes. She stared at the ceiling lights. What had just happened? 
 
   Vow loomed over her, all dark aggression. “Get the fuck up. You’re fucked. Look what you made me do.”
 
   The next few moments were hazy for Ashley. Vow’s punch to the face had stunned her – not only because Vow had never raised a hand to her before. Ashley was physically dazed and took long seconds to regain her coordination. 
 
   When Vow came close to her to see if she was okay, Ashley’s self-defence instincts kicked in and she lashed out, slapping Vow around the face. There was a scuffle. 
 
   Ashley’s head throbbed. The next thing she knew, she found herself in the bathroom, door locked, Vow banging the shit out of it from the other side.
 
   Then Vow wanted to talk to her. Vow was sorry, but it was Ashley’s fault. Ashley had no right to say what she’d said, and maybe next time she’d watch her fucking mouth instead of hurting Vow so badly. 
 
   Ashley sat, still completely unclothed, on the bathroom floor, her back to the door. Icy calmness returned to her. She regulated her breathing with yoga techniques and wondered what on earth she’d done. 
 
   She groggily got to her feet. The laundry hamper was in the bathroom and Ashley raided it for jeans, a bra and jumper with a hood. Moving like a robot, she listened at the door, ears pricked. 
 
   She distinctly heard Vow shout that she was going to her mother and sister’s place. The front door slammed. 
 
   Ashley slunk out of the bathroom, grabbed her handbag from the floor and made for the exit. She knew Vow would be back and… and what? Was Ashley scared of her partner of four years now? Vow had never… Ashley couldn’t believe it. 
 
   An anguished sob caught in her throat but she swallowed it back down again violently. She was loath to cry. In her opinion, tears worsened a situation. She had to get out of her apartment before Vow got back; that was it. 
 
   In the garage she ran to her car. She didn’t care that she probably shouldn’t be driving. She screeched out of the carpark and zoomed through gloomy suburbia, parking beside a hedge.
 
   She caught a glimpse of her pale face in the rear-vision mirror. Her left eye refused to open. Hot pain coated one side of her skull. 
 
   Ashley’s ribcage became tight and for a second, her breath caught and she wasn’t sure she could release it. She’d never had a panic attack before. She’d always been too calm, too controlled, but tonight she felt flickers of her first one, and her mind recoiled. 
 
   With a will of iron she clenched her teeth and conducted a slow count to twenty, warding the anxiety off – for the moment.
 
   Knowing the thing that would hurt Vow most would be contracting Jeanie, Ashley decided to call Jeanie from her car. Because fuck Vow. How dare she?
 
   On her smart-phone, Ashley searched old emails and found one with Jeanie’s phone number in it – because of course, she’d deleted Jeanie’s details years ago. She whispered into the silence of her darkened car. “Please pick up.”
 
   Jeanie’s voice hit Ashley’s eardrums for the second time that night, and Ashley’s stomach sank. “Hi. You’ve reached Jeanie. I’m busy right now, but if you leave your name and number I’ll get back to you. Alternatively, you can send me an email.”
 
   Warm tears welled behind Ashley’s eyes. “Hi, Jeanie.” Her voice shook. “You were right about Vow. I’m sorry for doubting you. Vow lost it. Everything was fine until tonight. I think I might have to go to hospital. I feel like I’m in a nightmare. Could I be a bigger failure?” She gulped. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t be bothering you.” She quickly hung up and checked the time. Quarter to one in the morning. Jeanie was probably still partying at the casino.
 
   All of a sudden the phone came alive in her palm, lighting up and vibrating merrily. She raised it to her ear.
 
   “Ash?” It was Jeanie.
 
   “Hello.” Ashley’s voice rasped. She was control-crying. There were no shudders or lurches, just a quiet stream of water – running mostly from her good eye. Not her sore eye, which wasn’t working.
 
   There was a hum of voices in the background on Jeanie’s end. She didn’t sound intoxicated. “Sorry I didn’t pick up. I don’t answer numbers I don’t know at this time of night. I listened to your voicemail. Are you serious? Did she hit you?”
 
   “Yes,” was all Ashley could say.
 
   There was the briefest of pauses. “Ash, I am so sorry that this has happened. I am so sorry. If there’s anything I can do, please let me know. And you know in your heart that the only failure exists in the person who laid their hands on you. Never take responsibility for someone else’s actions – you know I don’t think you’re a failure in any way.”
 
   Ashley murmured. “Thank you.” 
 
   Jeanie’s voice was sincere. “You are an amazing woman and don’t forget it.”
 
   Ashley confessed. “In the end she also took a beating. I’m not proud of myself. I think it was my only way out. But it hurts me that it came to this. I didn’t want to touch her but she was seriously hurting me. I hate myself for hurting her.” She knew she was rambling. 
 
   Jeanie sounded fraught. “I feel like throwing up. I’m so worried about you. I can’t believe this. I was jealous of her but I never thought she’d hurt you. I thought at least you’d be happy and safe.”
 
   Ashley laughed bitterly. “Super safe. And she threatened to put me in jail at one point for hitting her. I can’t even open my eye without it hurting.”
 
   Jeanie demanded. “Where are you? Do you want me to come find you? I can take a cab.”
 
   A jumble of emotions rolled through Ashley at Jeanie’s offer, but at the forefront was reluctance. Calling Jeanie to piss Vow off was one thing. Seeing Jeanie was something else. Vow had never hit Ashley before – it was probably an isolated mistake. Ashley loved Vow. Was she prepared to throw four years of her life away over one bad night?
 
   As confused and hurt as she was, the answer was: “No, Jeanie. You have a flight tomorrow.”
 
   Jeanie’s tones were impatient. “Fuck my flight.” 
 
   Ashley said, “Look, I want to handle this myself. Just… talk to me for a bit. I’m going to hospital to get some x-rays. If I need a legal defence, I’ll need a medical report as evidence, but I have to talk to her tomorrow.”
 
   Jeanie snapped. “Talk to her? You cannot be serious. You need to stay away from her. That fucking stupid ugly…”
 
   “Jeanie.”
 
   “I’ll kill her.”
 
   Ashley was close to weeping again. “Jeanie! I just need you to be there for me right now. Can you do that?”
 
   There was another pause. Jeanie responded. “Yes. I can.”
 
   Ashley plugged her phone into her car, put it on loudspeaker, and began the drive to the hospital. “I just need to hear your voice, okay?”
 
   Jeanie’s tone was dark. “I’m not feeling very chatty, but alright.” 
 
   Ashley pulled up to a set of lights. If her hands hadn’t been gripping her steering wheel so hard, they would’ve been shaking. “Tell me about Felicia. Have you handled that? Will she leave you alone now?”
 
   Jeanie replied edgily. “I think so. She never used to behave like a harassing freak. Her behaviour has deteriorated in the last couple of months.”
 
   “I see.” Ashley pulled the car into the parking lot of the brightly lit hospital and unplugged her phone, raising it to her ear again. 
 
   Jeanie said next, “She was just a crash-dummy. Hooking up with her was about getting my Ashie-demons out of my system.”
 
   “You know I didn’t mean it when I said…”
 
   “Yes yes.” Jeanie blew it off impatiently. “It wasn’t about you, it was about me. It was my stuff – you don’t have to worry. I do run my mouth sometimes and what I was saying at the time was… well, we’ve been over this. I also hooked up with this intern called Darla to help, you know, get that whole thing out of my system.”
 
   Ashley interest was piqued. Jeanie was distracting her, and she felt slightly calmer. “Was it good?”
 
   Jeanie bragged. “I was good. She was woeful. I didn’t like her or anything, I just hooked up with her because I was bored – same deal as Felicia. Darla told me she’d hooked up with all these hot girls before so I thought it’d be fun but no, it was shit. I mean I made her cum like four times. It was healing for my self-esteem so I don’t regret it, but my god she was abysmal.”
 
   The pet-name slipped out. “Sweetheart, I’m going to check myself in, can I call you back in ten?”
 
   Jeanie’s voice was brisk. “Of course.”
 
   Fifteen minutes later, Ashley was sitting like a zombie outside the x-ray room, having refused to make a statement to the sympathetic yet suspicious-looking hospital staff. The white lights were hurting her eye. She felt nauseous. She steeled her body once again and dialled Jeanie’s number. 
 
   It only rang once before Jeanie answered. “Hola Ashie.”
 
   The ghost of a smile touched Ashley’s lips. “So you were telling me about the intern?”  
 
   “Oh, right.” The background noise had disappeared on Jeanie’s end. “Well, she was obviously lying about having pulled all these gorgeous women before, because she had no clue what she was doing and it was really, really bad sex. She hates me now for snobbing her off – thinks I’m a stuck-up bitch who thinks I’m too good for everyone.”
 
   Ashley smiled again. “You are good, sometimes. Where are you? Are you still at the casino?”
 
   Jeanie answered. “I’m back at the hotel. The flight is in like, five hours.”
 
   “Are Viv and Jonah still out? I didn’t mean to cut your night short.”
 
   “You didn’t,” said Jeanie. “I had a few drinks after you and your friends left, but then slowed right down because of the flight. I’m pretty sober. Viv and Jonah came back with me.”
 
   Ashley’s phone started vibrating and she took it away from her ear for a moment to read the screen. Messages were coming in. “Vow and her sister Yvonne are texting me.” 
 
   “Tell Vow I said to fuck off and that I’ll kill her and she’s a fugly mutt,” came streaming out of Jeanie’s mouth at once.
 
   Ashley had always gotten along well with Yvonne. The messages from Vow were angry, abusive, blaming Ashley for what had happened. Yvonne’s were furious.
 
   Ashley read it to Jeanie. “‘My sister is with us. She is bruised and beaten. You better watch yourself and you need to get your head checked’.”
 
   Jeanie snarled into her mouthpiece. “Is that slut for real? Tell her I said to fuck off and…”
 
   “And you’ll kill her and she’s a mutt.” Ashley grinned tiredly. “Jeanie, I’ll handle it. I’ll be okay.”
 
   A nurse appeared and waved Ashley over.
 
   Ashley told Jeanie quickly. “I have to go. Thank you – you made a difference.”
 
   Jeanie sounded stressed and worried. “Can I call you tomorrow?” 
 
   “Of course. I don’t think I can do this alone. I’ll talk to you then.” Ashley put her phone away and, head hung, followed the nurse into the x-ray room.
 
   ***
 
   They stood opposite each other on the sidewalk because neither wanted to be inside alone together. Ashley’s stomach was in knots. Vow’s face was scratched. They eyed each other.
 
   Vow looked close to tears. “Listen Ash, I’m really sorry. You know how crazy Jeanie makes me. It’s not an excuse – we should never have hit each other.”
 
   “I know.” Ashley wrestled with the lump in her throat. “I love you Vow, I don’t want to lose you.”
 
   “I don’t want to lose you,” said Vow. “We’ll never hit each other again.” 
 
   Ashley accepted Vow’s hug. She wasn’t going to lie; she felt jumpy and unsafe in Vow’s arms, and had to force her body to be still. 
 
   She’d never been in this situation before. She was scared and disbelieving – but she wanted to heal with Vow. She couldn’t bear the thought of breaking up with her. They could fix this.
 
   ***
 
   Jeanie sounded disgusted. “What do you mean, you’re giving it another try? She hit you.”
 
   Ashley was firm. “We’re going to relationship counselling.”
 
   Jeanie barked. “Ash, she hit you. It’s done.” 
 
   “That’s not your call. Look, it was one mistake. The counsellor said that if two people want something enough, they can make it happen.”
 
   Jeanie let forth a torrent of expletives attached to Vow’s name. 
 
   Ashley ordered her. “Jeanie stop it. I love her, she’s my girlfriend. I appreciate the way you were there for me but you need to be respectful if we’re going to try to be friends.”
 
   It had been about a week. Jeanie was safely interstate. Ashley wanted more than anything to make things work with Vow. She knew they could get past the events of that night – they’d apologised to each other. The relationship counsellor had told them rebuilding could happen. Ashley and Vow were on the same page; they only wanted and loved each other. 
 
   Forgiveness was part of any successful relationship. Nothing was perfect. Some things were worth fighting for and Vow was one of those things. 
 
   Ashley said calmly, “Anyway, Jeanie, I don’t want to talk about it anymore. I feel better. I’m really happy today actually, I’m so excited.”
 
   Jeanie sighed angrily. “Okay Ashie. Why?”
 
   “I’m going to become an aunt.”
 
   Jeanie repeated. “An aunt?” 
 
   “Vow’s sister Yvonne just found out she and her husband are having a baby.”
 
   Jeanie sounded as though she was seething. “Why should I care?”
 
   Irritation coursed through Ashley immediately. “They’ve been trying for eighteen months – it’s happy news. I’m so excited for them.”
 
   Jeanie scoffed. “Ashley, this is the bitch that told you to have your head checked, remember? How did you expect me to react? Did you want me to run joyously out onto my balcony and scream the news to the city?”
 
   Ashley growled. “I expected you to support me if I’m your friend.” 
 
   “I don’t support my friends when they do stupid shit. How hit you and she’s a gross disgusting fuckwit. The sister is equally pathetic, in my opinion, and if she’s multiplying, my care-factor is zero.”
 
   Ashley’s anger overcame her. “The fact that you are taking your jealousy out on an innocent baby is pathetic.”
 
   “Jealousy?” 
 
   Ashley hissed into the phone. “As if you don’t still have feelings for me.”
 
   Jeanie swiftly retorted. “I don’t.” 
 
   “Yeah right.” Ashley could sense it. “It’s clear to me we can’t be friends. You’re going to be toxic and negative about Vow, just like you were four years ago. Thanks again for the other night, but goodbye.” And she hung up, heart beating uncomfortably.
 
   She knew they’d just bicker constantly; Jeanie had never treated Vow with an inch of respect, and besides; if Ashley wanted to make things work with Vow, she couldn’t have anything to do with Jeanie. It wasn’t going to be hard. Ashley didn’t even like the bitch. One night of being there for her did not a good person make. 
 
   Her mind was made up. She was never going to see or speak to Jeanie again.
 
   *******
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   PART TWO
 
   ***
 
   Ashley sat on the balcony of Chantelle’s third storey apartment in a trance. It was a warm evening. The smell of a barbecue drifted lazily over her. 
 
   Chantelle flipped the meat – steak for herself, salmon for Ashley – then silently appeared at Ashley’s side with a bottle of bourbon. She poured brown-gold liquid into her empty tumbler. 
 
   Ashley raised the glass to her lips automatically. She just wanted to go to sleep and wake up in a few months’ time, when everything wasn’t so screwed up.
 
   Six months had passed since the fateful casino night. Ashley’s relationship with Vow had been disintegrating steadily, and now it was over. 
 
   They’d been fighting relentlessly. Counselling wasn’t working. Vow couldn’t let the Jeanie thing go. 
 
   Screaming matches ensued. There’d been shoving. They’d make up, apologise, but then it happened again. Slapping. Pushing. Punching. Dangerous violence during car trips. 
 
   Ashley had a headache. 
 
   Chantelle lit a cigarette and sat next to Ashley at the outdoor table. “Dinner’ll be ready in ten. I know you’re not hungry, but you’ve barely touched anything today. You’ll get a little bit into you for me, won’t ya Ash?”
 
   “Yes.” Ashley responded calmly. Common-sense told her she had to eat, or she’d feel even sicker. “I’ve just been a little nauseous lately. I’m sure it’ll clear up soon.”
 
   Chantelle watched her. Ashley felt like crying under the gaze of her close friend, but she held it together. She hated crying. 
 
   Chantelle gruffly flicked ash into a glass tray. “We need to talk strategy. You can stay here as long as you like, but I know it’s stressing you out. You need to get the ball rolling.”
 
   Ashley nodded like a robot. 
 
   After the last fight, she’d gone to stay with Chantelle. When she’d returned to her flat the next day, it was to find Vow had changed all the locks.
 
   They’d been avoiding talking about Ashley’s situation, because it had triggered panic attacks in Ashley at first. Now, however, more than half a week later, Ashley knew Chantelle was right. She, Ashley, had serious problems that weren’t going to solve themselves. As uncomfortable and stressful as it was, she had to get her head in the game, face reality and discuss it.
 
   Chantelle asked, plumes of smoke shooting from her nostrils. “What’re your options?”
 
   Ashley drained her glass. “I don’t know.” 
 
   Chantelle wordlessly topped it up for her. Straight bourbon. Harshly disgusting, but Ashley wasn’t even wincing as she took another mouthful. Her stomach churned, her throat burned. It was a welcome distraction from feeling like she’d been hit in the chest by an emotional bus.
 
   Chantelle drew from her cigarette. “Are you sure the police aren’t a possibility?”
 
   Ashley’s chest tightened. She couldn’t look Chantelle in the eye. Control of her tears hung by a thread. “Vow is friends with all the cops in this area through her law firm. She’s even defended a couple here and there. She made it clear that if I pursued an assault path, it wouldn’t get anywhere. They’ll bury it, or they’ll charge me with domestic violence. Not her.”
 
   Chantelle squared her jaw. “Fucked up, but fine.” 
 
   Ashley’s butch, loyal friend had wanted to go to Vow’s office and beat her up. Ashley stopped it from happening, of course. Last thing she needed was one of her closest pals getting into trouble with the law on her behalf. 
 
   Because Vow was legally dangerous. She’d think nothing of pressing charges or suing. She financially ruined lives for a living. Ashley couldn’t let that happen to Chantelle.
 
   Chantelle enquired next. “What’s the go with your apartment? I still can’t believe she can just change the locks and live there. You paid for it; the bitch isn’t even on the contract.”
 
   Ashley took another calming mouthful of bourbon. “She’s filed papers. Legally she’s my defacto. The law recognises us as married when it comes to property. This will be the equivalent of getting a divorce. Half my assets are hers, and that includes my flat. I spoke to the police. Vow has legally fucked me with paperwork and her knowledge of the law. So I can’t get in – at least, not until a judge looks at the case. I’ll have to buy her back out.”
 
   Chantelle growled. “I don’t get it. You didn’t get married.” 
 
   “My knowledge of the law isn’t great either, but my understanding is that once you’ve been with someone a certain amount of time, the law sees that person as your defacto. I don’t know if it’s six months or twelve months here – but Vow and I were together for more than four years, and living together for most of that. I’m legally bound to her.”
 
   Chantelle stalked over to the barbecue to finish the meat. “Fucking fuck.”
 
   “I know.” Ashley’s throat was sore. “I don’t know how I let this happen.”
 
   Chantelle scowled. “You didn’t ‘let’ this happen. It was done to you. So – your apartment is out for the moment. Until the court case goes through, you can just stay here, right?”
 
   Ashley winced. “That could take months. It’s not ideal, Chantelle. We’re sharing a bed. I’m keeping you up all night with my panic attacks. It’s not fair on you. You’ve done more than enough for me already.”
 
   Chantelle insisted grimly. “You can stay here if you want to. But I know what you’re like once you’ve made your mind up. What about your parents? Have you called them?”
 
   Ashley shook her head. “They would worry. Dad is getting on in years. I just can’t put this stress on them. After dad’s heart scare – I can’t.” Her voice shook and she forced it steady. “I just can’t. I need to protect them from this. I…”
 
   Chantelle put a brief hand on her shoulder and a plate in front of her. “It’s cool Ash, I get it. Any other rellies? You’ve got a tight family right?”
 
   Ashley dished herself some salad like a robot, and only to make Chantelle happy. “I do, but in this situation, it bites me.” 
 
   Chantelle frowned as she took the salad servers from Ashley. “Why?”
 
   Ashley answered. “Because if I stay with any of my cousins, uncles or aunts, they’ll tell my parents,” 
 
   “Right.” Chantelle squirted tomato sauce on her steak. “Well, just stay with your mates then. We’ll get you through it.”
 
   Ashley shook a pinch of salt onto her fish. “Tansy and Claire are on their skiing trip for the next few weeks. Meredith is on her second stint in the country doing work with underprivileged kids. I love my other friends but I’m not as close to them, and I don’t want them to see me like this. Also, my job…” She trailed off, fingers gripping her knife and fork so hard, her knuckles became white.
 
   Chantelle told her bluntly. “Apply for stress leave Ash. You’ve got more sick-days accrued than our group combined.”
 
   “I’m going to have to, I think.” Ashley could feel the anxiety build, as she realised her situation was worse than anything she’d had to deal with before. “Vow calls the work phone to harass me all the time. I can’t perform. She even turned up with her sister and caused a scene at the front desk yesterday.”
 
   Chantelle’s tones were decisive. “You need to get away. It’s too much for one person to deal with. It’ll sort itself out eventually. You just need to take some time, gather your thoughts and shit, and work out an action plan. Away from it all.”
 
   Ashley was silent, a forkful of fish sitting tastelessly in her mouth. She forced herself to swallow. “Vow’s put papers in place to freeze our joint account until the separation is organised. I’m just… I’m so stuck right now. Financially I don’t have access to anything. I don’t have access to my apartment. I can’t do my job. I can’t go to my family, and most of my friends are away. If it weren’t for you Chantelle, I would have drowned.”
 
   Chantelle looked disgusted. “Lawyers can be such snakes.” 
 
   There was a brief silence. The noise of traffic and people on the street below floated to meet them. Ashley pushed a cherry tomato around her plate disinterestedly. She really wasn’t sure she could stomach much more. 
 
   She made herself take another bite. Talk about bottoming out. Her life was a mess.
 
   Chantelle spoke suddenly. “What about Jeanie?”
 
   “Jeanie?” Ashley’s green eyes landed confusedly on Chantelle. “What about her?”
 
   Chantelle shrugged. “Maybe you could stay with her.” 
 
   Ashley actually burst out laughing. “No way. We haven’t spoken in six months. We’re not on speaking terms.”
 
   Chantelle reminded her. “You did that though, not her. When we saw her, she still seemed to be into you.”
 
   Ashley screwed her face up. “I don’t want to date her. I can’t even…”
 
   Chantelle interrupted. “No. What I mean is: she definitely still cares about you. I could tell. I’m not talking about you dating anyone.”
 
   Ashley turned away. “Like I said; that was six months ago.”
 
   Chantelle spoke firmly. “After four years of Jeanie feeling the same way, I don’t think six months will have made much difference. Listen Ash, if Jeanie agrees, it’s perfect. She lives in another state, for God’s sake. You’ll get the hell out of here, away from your nut-job ex and her asshole family, and get your strength back.”
 
   “Seeing Jeanie will be just as stressful as dealing with Vow,” Ashley tried to say, but Chantelle shook her head.
 
   “It’s not even close, Ash. Jeanie’s got an irritating mouth on her, but she’s never hit you.”
 
   Ashley muttered bitterly. “Neither had Vow until six months ago.” 
 
   “That’s not the point. Seeing Jeanie might be uncomfortable, right. I get that. But it’s that, or you’re here. Here, you’re worried about your parents finding out. You’re freaking about me clobbering Vow if I see her. You can’t get into your apartment, and your mates are away. You don’t have the strength for this shit. Vow’s attacking you on all fronts – home, work, everything.”
 
   Ashley was silent, heart thudding dully in her chest. She’d never felt more pathetic and vulnerable in her life. She wasn’t herself – she felt like a weakened stranger whose brain refused to work. 
 
   Chantelle continued, pale eyes bright with enthusiasm for her Jeanie-idea. “The only solution is to get away from it, Ash. You have the strength to handle Jeanie. She was a walk in the park compared to what you’re going through now.”
 
   Ashley rolled her eyes.
 
   Chantelle was persuasive. “She’s a spoilt pain in the ass, but you’d be safe with her. She adores you.”
 
   “Eurgh.”
 
   Chantelle chuckled grimly. “I know you’re not into her like that, Ash. I know you don’t want to put up with her bisexual shit in a romantic sense. But I reckon she’ll be there for you a hundred percent if you asked her for help. You were her first. She’ll always have a soft spot for you.”
 
   Ashley snorted. “Little flirty skank was not a virgin when I met her, need I remind you.”
 
   Chantelle said patiently, “You know what I mean. Do it, Ash. Ring her.”
 
   Ashley pursed her lips. “We didn’t end on nice terms, last time we spoke. I told her to get lost.”
 
   Chantelle spoke through a mouthful. “Doesn’t matter. She’s a bright girl, she’ll understand. You were giving your relationship with Vow one last shot.”
 
   Ashley could feel her face pale. She was backed into a corner. Was Jeanie her only option? She didn’t want her to be.
 
   She claimed, lamely. “She won’t agree.” 
 
   “Gimme your phone. I’ll call her.” Chantelle wiped sauce from her mouth with the back of her hand. “Come on James, hand it over.”
 
   Nerves beat through Ashley’s system. “I don’t…”
 
   Chantelle barked. “Ash. This shit happens in life sometimes, okay? She’s not going to lose respect for you. She’s got you on a pedestal. She’s only going to think Vow is a fuckwit.”
 
   Ashley studied her plate. This blew.
 
   Chantelle sighed. “Everyone needs help now and again, Ash. Don’t be so fucking proud, and give me your phone. Now.”
 
   “But…” Ashley handed it over, unable to fight Chantelle’s dominant energy in her deteriorated state.
 
   “Shut up. Worst thing is, she says no – but I don’t think she will. She’s whiny but she’s soft deep down, I reckon.”
 
   Ashley scoffed weakly. “She’s a selfish dick who doesn’t care about anyone’s feelings but her own. What if she’s got a live-in boyfriend or something?”
 
   “So? Are you going over there to sleep with her, or crash with her?”
 
   Ashley spoke with venom. “I’m never dating her again!” 
 
   Chantelle went through Ashley’s contacts and found Jeanie’s number. “There you go then, you’re fine. It doesn’t matter if she has fifteen live-in boyfriends or girlfriends. You don’t see her like that anymore, so that’s of no concern to you. Jeanie!” She boomed into the mouthpiece.
 
   Ashley zipped her lips. She could hear Jeanie respond, if she was very quiet and didn’t move her cutlery. 
 
   “Hi, who’s this?”
 
   Chantelle answered. “Chantelle – Ash’s friend. How are ya?”
 
   “Chantelle?” Jeanie sounded confused. “As in, Ashie’s Chantelle? From Bolton’s?”
 
   With her spare hand Chantelle refilled her glass with bourbon, as well as Ashley’s. “Yeah. Not expecting to hear from me tonight were ya?”
 
   “No.” Jeanie’s faint voice was cautious. “What can I do for you?”
 
   Chantelle replied. “I need you not to be a dickhead for me, okay? Do you think you can manage that?”
 
   Jeanie’s volume increased abruptly. “If this is some kind of drunk prank or abusive call on Ash’s behalf, you can get stuffed. I’m not going to sit here and let you call me names down the fucking phone, Chantelle, do you understand me? I’ve left Ashie alone, I haven’t bothered anyone. I’ve been minding my own business.”
 
   Chantelle drawled. “Oh shut up Gershaw. Look, we need your help. No bullshit.”
 
   There was a brief pause. “What with?”
 
   “Vow’s being a… well, she hit Ash again and they’re over. Ash is staying with me but Vow, being a lawyer, has locked her out of her apartment using the defacto law. Frozen their joint accounts. She’s harassing Ash at work. I think Ash needs to get away from all this shit for a bit. You still living interstate?”
 
   Jeanie sounded suspicious. “Yes.”
 
   “So?” Chantelle prompted. “Can Ash come stay with you?”
 
   There was silence on the other end of the line, before Jeanie broke it with: “If this is some kind of joke you’re playing on me with Vow, it’s really not funny, okay Chantelle? I know Vow and Ash hate me. I know you and Tansy think I’m a bitch and everything else. I’m busy with work, I don’t need…”
 
   Chantelle scowled into the phone. “Are you serious, Gershaw? You know what happened six months ago, Ash called you from hospital. It’s happened again. She needs you. She’s going through a terrible, fucked-up time, and she’s gotta get away for a while. I know you haven’t kept in touch, and that normally you’re a petty person, but I thought you’d be there for her if she truly needed you. Which she does.”
 
   “I am here if she needs me,” Jeanie said at once. “I just – I’m sorry, this has taken me by surprise. I thought she and Vow were solid. Like, I thought they were married and stuff. Of course Ashie can come and stay.”
 
   Chantelle gave Ashley the thumbs up across the table. “You’re not going to be a dick to her about this, are you? No ‘I-told-you-so’ rubbish? No whinging at her about dumping you years ago?”
 
   “Of course not,” exclaimed Jeanie. “I’m not an asshole, Chantelle. I know why she broke up with me back then. I put her through too much, and she was a saint to be as patient with me as she was. I don’t have any hard feelings about that. I just don’t understand why she’d want to stay with me now – what about her parents?”
 
   Chantelle shot Ashley a steady look. “Her dad had a heart scare last year. She doesn’t want them to see her like this – bruised, with her apartment in the balance, no access to funds, etcetera. It’ll just be for a few weeks, until she gets a chance to calm down. Vow’s been harassing her at work and stuff. She won’t be able to get to her, if she’s staying with you.”
 
   Jeanie’s voice became stony. “No, she won’t. Not only do I in another state, but I’ve been dying for six months to beat the shit out of that disgusting vomitron loser. Ever since I found out she hit my Ashie.”
 
   Chantelle smiled grimly. “You can’t do that Jeanie. This bitch is a lawyer. I wanted to do the same thing, but she’s got cops in her pocket and if we pummelled her, we’d be in jail quicker than you could say ‘How’.” She winked at Ashley.
 
   Jeanie scoffed. “We’d see about that. That fucking feral bushpig warthog, how dare she? Anyway, how are we going to get Ashie here? You said Slutface has frozen Ashie’s accounts? I can get the plane ticket. I can organise to get Ash here first thing tomorrow, if that suits her?”
 
   Chantelle responded gruffly. “I’ll sort that, Jeanie.” 
 
   Jeanie insisted. “I can do it. Money’s not really an issue for me right now.”
 
   Ashley felt surreal. She was used to being firmly in control of every little thing. Hearing two people discuss taking care of her, without her having a say in any of the arrangements, hadn’t happened to her since she was a child. 
 
   She blinked. She had no choice but to be passive. People with more energy than she had were taking the reins of her life: Vow, Chantelle and now, most unexpectedly of all, Jeanie.
 
   Chantelle poked a fresh cigarette between her lips and lit it with one hand. “Nah that’s cool Jeans, honestly.” She took a drag. “You’ll pick her up from the airport though?”
 
   “Yep, that’s fine.”
 
   Chantelle fired new questions at her. “Do you have room at your place? What’s your situation? Are you living with people? Do you have flatmates? Would she be on a couch?”
 
   Jeanie answered competently. “I live by myself. I have a spare room in my apartment, so Ashie will have her own space. She can stay as long as she needs to. Just text me the time the plane gets in tomorrow and I’ll be there.”
 
   “Deal.” Chantelle gave Ashley the thumbs up again. “You gotta be gentle with her Gershaw, right? She’s had a terrible time.”
 
   Jeanie’s voice floated across the table. “I can imagine.” 
 
   “Thanks for being understanding, huh? You’re alright. I’ll book shit and text you in an hour or so, okay? Talk to you then.”
 
   “Okay,” said Jeanie. “Um, tell Ashie… tell Ashie I’m really sorry about what happened and I hope she’s alright and, I mean, I hope she doesn’t think it’s her fault. Vow is a fucking reject moron fuckwit loser with a face like a smashed crab. Tell Ashie that, you know, I’ll be there for her whenever, and I’m thinking of her. I’m worried about her. Like…”
 
   Chantelle grinned knowingly. “Will do Jeanie. See ya.” She hung up. “Told ya Ash, see? She’s a teddy bear when it comes to you.”
 
   Ashley shifted uncomfortably in her chair. Claustrophobia threatened to overcome her. She ejaculated. “I don’t like her! She’s horrible.”
 
   Chantelle stubbed her cigarette out and returned to her lukewarm steak. “Nah, she’s not, Ash, hey? I mean romantically, maybe she’s a dick – like me. Y’know. A playa. But personally, she’s alright. You’re going to be protected with her. She’s a big deal in the corporate world, thanks to her connections with Viv Fox. She’s got money, and she’s in another state. Vow won’t be able to get to you, she won’t be able to touch you, as long as you’re with Jeanie.”
 
   Ashley gazed at Chantelle uneasily. She would never in a million years have guessed something like this would be happening. Was she really going to be seeing Jeanie tomorrow? 
 
   Chantelle impaled a tomato with her fork. “Few weeks, max. We’ll figure out an action plan and you’ll be back on top of things. Just take this break.”
 
   Ashley’s mouth felt dry. She didn’t know how much of a ‘break’ this was going to be. She was scared of spending time with Jeanie, truth be known. Jeanie had upset her terribly in the past. 
 
   She just couldn’t let Jeanie in when she saw her; that was all. She couldn’t trust Jeanie. She’d stay with her – but she’d keep her at arm’s length the entire time. She might not have had much power over her life right then, but she was confident she could manage that. 
 
   Piece of cake.  
 
   ***
 
   Ashley looked out the great glass windows, at the planes pulling in and out of their hangers. Having just been through the last checkpoint, she folded her spent airline ticket and shoved it into the pocket of her jeans. 
 
   This sucked. She did not do vulnerability well. She was thirty-three, for God’s sake. What had happened to her life? Everything had unravelled. All her successes had been stripped away in one hit: her relationship, career, apartment, finances, family and friends. Now she was in a strange city with no idea what lay in store for her, and she was a mess. 
 
   She wheeled her bag down the airport terminal, chest writhing uncomfortably at the knowledge that she was about to come face to face with her least-favourite ex – well, second least-favourite now behind Vow.
 
   Usually she’d think it was nice of a friend to take her in, but Jeanie was another story. Ashley was sure Jeanie was exulting at Ashley’s predicament. She was only letting Ashley stay because she, Jeanie, hated Vow, had been jealous of Vow for years, and knew it would piss Vow off. If Ashley had any other choice… but she didn’t.
 
   In the arrival lounge, she spotted Jeanie, tall, in blue jeans, boots, a jacket and white scarf, hair up, head down and thumb working as she dealt with incoming communication on her phone.
 
   Ashley slowed her pace. Jeanie looked up, eyes landing on her straight away.
 
   She broke into a smile. “Ashie, hi. How was your flight?” She grabbed Ashley into a hug before Ashley had time to answer, and held her for long seconds. “It’s good to see you,” she said, over her shoulder. “Not under these circumstances of course, but I’ve mi… it’ll be nice to spend a few days with you.”
 
   Ashley was stiff, hands keeping hold of her bag handle. She didn’t melt. Her guard was going to be up at all times; she’d decided. 
 
   Jeanie released her. “Come on Ashie, this way. Have you had dinner? Do you want me to stop somewhere on the way?”
 
   Ashley replied shortly. “I ate on the plane.” Jeanie was sexy as hell, in that cute outfit. Ashley didn’t want to notice. 
 
   “Okay.” Jeanie led Ashley outside, past the line of cabs. “I haven’t parked far. Do you want me to take your bag?”
 
   This was great. The writing was on the wall: Jeanie was going to treat Ashley with kid-gloves the entire time, and Ashley was too proud to stand for that.
 
   Irritation coursed through her. She didn’t need the younger girl’s patronising (and superficial) sympathy. Jeanie was gloating because Ashley had gone to her for help; she was glad things with Vow had fucked up – Ashley knew it. She told her. “I’m fine. I’m not an invalid.”
 
   “I know that Ashie,” Jeanie said peacefully, as they crossed the carpark. “I just wasn’t sure if that bushpig hurt you really badly the last time, or…”
 
   Ashley spoke sharply. “Everything works. And can you please not say bad things about Vow? I love her, I’m really upset that we’re over, and I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
   “Yeah no, sure, of course.” Jeanie took her keys out of her pocket. “Sorry Ashie. I know you’ll be upset and have to grieve and stuff.”
 
   Ashley growled. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
   “Okay.” Jeanie clicked her car open.
 
   It was a sleek, snazzy black Lexus, testament to the fact that Jeanie was doing very well financially. Despite herself, Ashley was impressed. It was a gorgeous vehicle – showy, like her ostentatious ex. It suited her.
 
   Jeanie lifted Ashley’s bag into the boot before slamming it. When Ashley climbed in, the smell of leather filled her nostrils.
 
   She asked, as Jeanie got in beside her. “New car?” 
 
   “Not really.” Jeanie reversed. “I’ve had it for almost a year – ten months maybe, I think? My sister says it still smells new, but I don’t notice anymore, of course.”
 
   They pulled out into the city traffic.
 
   Jeanie offered. “You can put the radio on if you like, Ashie. You can choose what you want to listen to.”
 
   Ashley shot her a waspish look. “Are you going to talk to me and treat me like a child the entire time?” 
 
   Jeanie laughed as she turned off after a set of lights. “Of course not Ashie. I don’t mean to sound like a loser. I’ve been worried about you, that’s all. I was really upset to hear…”
 
   Ashley tried to keep her face still, but couldn’t. In the passenger-side mirror she saw agitation crease her features. “I don’t want to fucking talk about it.” Tears suddenly threatened to overwhelm her. She was furious. Her body was clearly traumatised. The self-control she’d cherished her entire life seemed to have deserted her. 
 
   She barely knew who she was without it. She pressed her teeth together and tried to calm her breathing, head turned to the window so Jeanie wouldn’t see.
 
   Jeanie sounded awkward. “I know, I know.” She suddenly started talking like a runaway steam train. “Here’s my building Ashie. I’m really high up, I have a good view. I’m close to everything – the airport, CBD, train station. You’ll be able to get to everything you want to see in the city, easily. I bought it eighteen months ago, mum and dad flew in to help me house-hunt. My big sister and her husband live here too, they own a bar a few blocks over. I’ll have to take you there. It’s really nice, chilled-out. Did you know she had a baby? My nephew is so cute. Biggest eyes you’ve ever seen. He’s fourteen months. Time flies, huh?”
 
   Ashley swallowed. She remembered, somewhere, deep in the recesses of her memory, Jeanie being good at easy chatter. She remembered – that young, pseudo-sweet, clueless, selfish twenty-two year-old with a glittering smile, who’d looked at Ashley with curious eyes over a bar-top, and across a train seat, and from above on a couch. 
 
   Ashley shot a narrowed look at her now, as Jeanie swiped a card, zoomed into the opened carpark, and drove into a parking space. So much had changed. Jeanie wasn’t the same person – neither was Ashley. The emotional innocence had gone from Jeanie’s countenance, and instead of Ashley taking the lead and knowing how things should be, Jeanie was now the one in control. Ashley was on uneven emotional footing. 
 
   Ashley didn’t like it. Didn’t trust it. And above all, didn’t want it.
 
   Jeanie pulled her keys from the ignition cheerfully. “Okay Ashie, here we are.”
 
   By the time Ashley had gotten out of the car, Jeanie had taken the bag from the boot and was wheeling it toward a lift. 
 
   Ashley hurried after her, scowling. “I said I could take it.”
 
   “Okay Ashie.” Jeanie surrendered it and pressed a number. “You don’t mind if I call into the lobby quickly and see if there’s any mail, do you?”
 
   “No.” Ashley stood on the other side, remote.
 
   Silence fell. Ashley’s eyes drifted up to land on Jeanie. Jeanie shot her a dazzling smile. 
 
   Ashley’s jaw tightened. She knew it. Jeanie was enjoying the fact that Ashley was miserable. She was triumphing, with her stupid grin. 
 
   The blonde turned away, fiery anger contained for the time being. She wished she was back at Chantelle’s place. She didn’t want to be anywhere near Jeanie. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. She shouldn’t have let Chantelle talk her into it.
 
   In the grand, grey marble lobby, Jeanie approached a desk. “Hi Boris.” 
 
   A brown-haired middle-aged man turned from watering a pot plant. “Jeanette! How are you?”
 
   “I’m good thanks. This is Ash. She’s staying with me for a little while. Ashie, this is Boris, the building manager. He’s lovely.”
 
   Boris gave her a friendly nod. “Nice to meet you. Jeanette is my favourite resident.”
 
   Jeanie giggled. “You say that to all the residents, you big charmer. Any mail?”
 
   Boris set his watering can on the desk and reached beneath it. “Here you go, Jeanette. A couple of letters this week.”
 
   Jeanie took them off him. “Thanks. Would love to stay and chat but Ash’s had a long flight. Best to get her settled in I think. I’ll see you soon.”
 
   Boris waved as the two women got back into the lift. 
 
   Jeanie sighed as she flipped the letters over in her hand. “Just boring bills.” She smiled again.
 
   Ashley didn’t want to look at that smug smile, so she turned away. She watched different numbers light up in sequence as the lift climbed floors, before the doors pinged open. 
 
   They disembarked into a purple-carpeted hall. Ashley wheeled her bag behind Jeanie as the younger woman led the way. 
 
   “Here we are Ashie.” She unlocked a door and let Ashley in first. 
 
   Ashley took in her surroundings. She was standing in a spacious lounge room. A dusky-coloured couch faced an enormous TV, large square coffee table with a cane base in front of it. Behind the couch on a landing was a matching glass dining table. 
 
   Beyond that, most of the wall was window, and the view was spectacular. City windows and spires glittered, a cascade of colour and light against the black backdrop of sky. Ashley immediately wanted to check out the balcony. She could see two long white deckchairs out there.
 
   The apartment was spotless – which didn’t vibe with Ashley. Jeanie had always been messy. Ashley recalled her throwing her bag, clothes, uni books, beer bottles, coffee cups, shoes and hair-ties all over everything when they’d been dating.
 
   She remarked. “This doesn’t look like your place.” 
 
   Jeanie was hanging her handbag on a coat stand by the front door, along with her jacket and scarf. “Why, Ashie?”
 
   Ashley replied shortly. “Too clean.” 
 
   Jeanie smiled sheepishly. “I have a cleaner come twice a month. They were in only like, two days ago. They do a really good job.”
 
   Ashley rolled her eyes. “You’re so lazy. Some things never change.”
 
   Jeanie unzipped her boots. “You’re right, but some things do.” She straightened and fixed Ashley with an affectionate look. 
 
   Ashley grit her teeth. That was the next thing: Jeanie was going to try to get into Ashley’s pants at some point, so she’d have one-up over Vow. That was the kind of competitive bullshit Jeanie was into. Ashley wasn’t going to let it happen; she was no one’s puppet.
 
   “Er, so.” Jeanie turned left in bare feet. “This is the main bathroom Ashie, but it can be yours mostly because my room’s got an ensuite.” She opened the door to reveal a cheerful, warm-looking bathroom with a shower, spa-bath, red towels and a laundry hamper. “Your room is right next to it, see?”
 
   It was windowless. The double bed had its own TV in front of it. Two bedside tables framed the head, atop which sat plain white lamps. A bookshelf covered the back wall, and a treadmill stood, folded, in the corner, pink dumbbells beside it.
 
   Jeanie noticed Ashley’s eyes land on the exercise machine. “Sorry. I use this room as storage and like, half a personal gym when I don’t have guests.”
 
   Ashley shook her head. “It’s fine. I don’t want to get in the way of your lifestyle or work-outs or anything.”
 
   “You won’t.” Jeanie led Ashley back across the apartment, flicking on lights as she went. “I rarely use it, I’m always too buggered from work, so this room is all yours for as long as you want to stay. Kitchen.” She illuminated it. 
 
   Full of clean white and grey lines, it looked shiny and new. Ashley stood at Jeanie’s shoulder and tried to concentrate on the layout of the flat, instead of the perfume of Jeanie’s hair. 
 
   Jeanie opened an expensive-looking fibreglass fridge. “I did a big shop yesterday. I tried to get a lot of the stuff you used to like when we… when I met you. Lots of orange juice.” She gave Ashley a grin. “Some of the New Zealand wine you used to like. Avocado and stuff for sandwiches. You just help yourself to whatever, I got most of this stuff for you.”
 
   Ashley folded her arms, refusing to relax.
 
   Jeanie continued. “And you know, I’ll be at work a lot so you’ll be in charge of the flat while I’m away. There are fresh towels in the bathroom, and if you need me to show you how to use the TV…”
 
   Ashley said stiffly, “I’m not stupid.” 
 
   “Of course you’re not Ashie.” Jeanie smiled. “I shouldn’t have bought it, it’s got more bells and whistles than an intensive care unit. Three remotes or something – the DVD one, the TV one and the satellite one – took me months to figure out. Probably won’t take you as long. You’re brighter than me, especially when it comes to practical things. I’m hopeless.” 
 
   Ashley’s distrustful green eyes zoomed for a second onto Jeanie’s darker ones. Why was the brunette pretending to be nice? Ashley wasn’t in the mood to be played with. 
 
   Jeanie turned away nervously. “Beer?” She took a low-carb beer from the fridge and cracked it, offering it to Ashley. “Or do you want some wine? I still don’t drink wine very often, by the way. Sometimes when I’m with Viv we go to wine bars, but I don’t have it when I’m at home so make sure you just help yourself, okay? Because I’m not… and I mean Viv doesn’t drink this one anyway, so it’s literally all yours.”
 
   Ashley’s shoulders slumped. She was too tired to be tough in the face of Jeanie’s chatterboxing. “I get it Jeanie. Thank you. A wine would be nice.”
 
   Jeanie poured Ashley a glass. Meanwhile, Ashley reflected inwardly. She knew she was behaving bitterly, but it was like she was on autopilot. Seeing Jeanie, and being alone in her company, was hard. Her chest hurt from the stress of it.
 
   Jeanie clinked her bottle against Ashley’s glass. “To better things in the future? Do you want to check out the balcony?” 
 
   It was cold out there, but beautiful. The cars were like shimmering ants far below them. Ashley leant on the glass railing and let the night wind flow over her face. With each sip of wine she felt sicker. Panic about the present, and panic about her future threatened to engulf her any minute. She felt like a frayed roped.
 
   Jeanie was saying, “They’re predicting a cold month. I put an electric blanket on your bed though so hopefully you shouldn’t feel it. Are you okay, Ashie? You’re a bit pale.”
 
   Ashley drained her wine, praying it would help her sleep. “I just need an early night.”
 
   Jeanie nodded. “Me too. It was a huge week at work. Thank God it’s Saturday. There’s shampoo and body-wash in your bathroom, but if you need anything just let me know. I’ll be in my room – like, anytime, day or night, just come get me.”
 
   Ashley spoke firmly. “I’m not a child, Jeanie. I’ll be fine.”
 
   Jeanie let Ashley back inside. “Just if you run out of soap or something, you can help yourself to my bathroom – that’s what I meant.”
 
   “Goodnight,” Ashley said with dignity. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Thank you for this.”
 
   Jeanie spoke softly. “You don’t need to thank me Ashie. Anytime.”
 
   Ashley had a steaming hot shower. She exited the bathroom in soft white pyjamas, to a silent, shadow-filled lounge room. There was no light visible underneath Jeanie’s bedroom door. She must have been asleep already.
 
   Ashley climbed into bed in the spare room. Jeanie had put the electric blanket on, so it was toasty. However, even though Ashley was emotionally and physically drained from interstate travel, as well as the stress of Vow and seeing Jeanie – she was restless. Her heart started hammering, hard, in her chest for no immediate reason. 
 
   She was safe. Vow couldn’t hit her. But still, she felt another panic attack creeping up her body.
 
   She wanted to weep into the pillow. She wanted – yearned for – company. Specifically, though she hated herself (and Jeanie) for it, Jeanie’s company. 
 
   Her eyes kept straying to the door, which she’d left ajar. On the other side of it, across the apartment, Jeanie was closer than she had been in years.
 
   Maybe just for ten minutes, Ashley could lie next to her. Until she calmed down. Because the loneliness, and the worry, was killing her, and she may as well have been lying on a bed of nails for all the sleep she was going to get alone.
 
   She got to her feet. Uncertainty curling her insides, she padded across the lounge room, up to Jeanie’s door. It hadn’t been closed all the way either. Ashley slid her fingers through the sliver, and pushed it open. 
 
   It actually wasn’t that dark in Jeanie’s room. There were enormous bay windows behind cushiony-looking window seats on the wall facing the bed. The far wall contained sizeable windows too – all of which let dim city lights stream through. 
 
   Ashley’s feet sank comfortably into thick carpet. Jeanie was curled in the centre of a big bed, a sexy mass of shadow gently rising and falling. 
 
   Ashley hated herself for her weakness. She knew she had to say something – if Jeanie woke up and saw Ashley in the doorframe watching her sleep, she’d think she was unhinged. “Jeanie?”
 
   They’d only said goodnight forty minutes earlier, so hopefully Jeanie wasn’t in too deep a sleep yet – she wasn’t. She stirred. “Ye-ah Ashie what is it? Are you okay?” 
 
   “Do you mind if I just like, stay in your bed tonight? In case I have to ask you where anything is. I mean, until I learn the layout of your place. I don’t want to knock into anything if I have to get up. I’d prefer to have you on hand.” Her voice was strong but her reasoning was ridiculous – she knew it. 
 
   It appeared Jeanie was too tired to register that Ashley sounded silly though. “Yeah sure.” Her silhouette distractedly raised an arm and patted the mattress beside her. “Whatever you like Ashie, all good.”
 
   Ashley climbed into Jeanie’s bed. She lay with her hands folded neatly on her abdomen, staring at the ceiling, a jumble of emotions beckoning tears to her eyes. She suppressed them yet again. 
 
   Jeanie’s warm shadow breathed evenly beside her. Ashley turned her head to look at it. Jeanie was hogging the centre of the bed. It was large, so there was plenty of room on either side, but even so. Jeanie dominated it comfortably. 
 
   Ashley’s body began to heat up again, and the rhythmic sounds of Jeanie next to her settled her, as she timed her breathing with Jeanie’s. The seconds ticked on.
 
   Jeanie murmured something incoherent and suddenly slid across the bed. A slim arm snaked around Ashley’s stomach and Jeanie nestled her close, pushing her nose into the side of Ashley’s face with a sigh. A knee slipped over Ashley’s legs. Jeanie snuggled her briefly before stilling, half-lying on Ashley and holding her.
 
   Jeanie’s body was warm. Ashley could feel the brunette’s stomach ripple now, against Ashley’s own. Her ex smelt like hair conditioner and clean linen.
 
   Ashley’s heart, which had been lurching around her ribcage erratically brought on by prolonged anxiety, slowed like a slug. Her whole body inexplicably became limp for a moment, tension deserting her. 
 
   Ashley’s eyes flickered tiredly. She hadn’t had a proper night’s sleep in over a week. Jeanie holding her felt nice, but she couldn’t surrender to the dangerous young woman.
 
   She forced herself to remember how badly Jeanie had treated her. Jeanie had cheated on her; was cruel and immature. The only reason she was pretending to be affectionate was so that she could have sex with Ashley, to heal her pride after the Vow debacle years ago. Jeanie was, at the end of the day, a maze of manipulative ego; nothing more. 
 
   Did Ashley want to fall into that trap again? Did she want to trust Jeanie, only to have the girl go haring off, hooking up with other people – again? Hell no.
 
   Ergo, at that moment, Ashley’s body might have been happy to sleep in that position, but there was no way her mind would stand for it. 
 
   So Ashley’s fingers locked around Jeanie’s wrist. The blonde threw the arm away, shoving Jeanie in the belly. She jerked out of bed, standing in Jeanie’s bedroom in the cold with blazing eyes.
 
   Jeanie choked awake at the elbow to the stomach, sitting up in a panic. “What? What’s happened?” She reached out, switching on a smoky bedside lamp.
 
   Ashley observed her, breathing hard. Jeanie’s hair was everywhere. The covers fell away from her shoulders to land in her lap; she was wearing a slinky white nightdress, one of the straps slipped halfway down her bicep. Her skin, darker than Ashley’s, looked as satiny as usual. 
 
   “Ashie? What’s wrong? What happened?” 
 
   “You.” Ashley barked, a tremor in her voice. “Do you mind not touching me?”
 
   Jeanie stared confusedly. “Huh?”
 
   “I asked if it was alright if I crashed in here, just for the first night and you… you…”
 
   “What did I do?” Jeanie’s forehead furrowed. “Ashie, I was asleep. I didn’t mean…”
 
   “Don’t fucking lie to me.”
 
   “What?” Jeanie blinked, nonplussed. “I’m not lying, I was asleep. What did I do?”
 
   Ashley folded her arms. “You had your arms all over me. Look where you are. Is that supposed to be my side, or not?”
 
   Jeanie’s eyes dropped to the doonas. “Oh,” she said lamely. “I didn’t mean to crowd you Ashie, I wasn’t awake.”
 
   Ashley had to make sure this didn’t happen again, so she hissed. “You don’t stop to think that I can’t handle my space being invaded right now, do you? You want to touch me, and probably fuck me, so you just slime all over me and pretend it’s not your fault.”
 
   Jeanie rubbed her eyes. “I… what?”
 
   Ashley narrowed teary eyes. “Fuck you. I’m traumatised and I can’t stand your hands anywhere near me, okay? Ever. Don’t touch me.”
 
   Jeanie said weakly, “I’m really sorry, Ashie. It’s probably just a force of habit. I was asleep and you smell the same. I guess I just rolled into you like I used to when we had sleepovers.”
 
   Ashley glared. “Did you hear me? I said I don’t want you to fucking touch me.” 
 
   Jeanie exclaimed. “I won’t! I know I hog the bed. I’m not used to sharing it with anybody so I always end up spread like an eagle. I’m sorry for upsetting you.”
 
   Ashley snarled. “Liar.” 
 
   Jeanie frowned. “I’m not lying.” 
 
   Ashley mimicked. “‘I’m not used to sharing my bed with anyone’. Do I look naive to you? Your bed is probably like one big fucking revolving door.”
 
   Jeanie actually got out a shocked laugh. “What the hell? I’m not… I don’t… look.” She compelled Ashley to be calm with a hand half-raised in a settling gesture. “I realise it was selfish of me to grab you without your permission, just because I wanted a hug in my sleep. I realise I gave you a fright. After Vow hit you, I…”
 
   Ashley shrieked. “I don’t want to talk about it!” 
 
   Jeanie raised her voice. “Okay. Gees, calm down. I’m really sorry, alright? I didn’t mean to get in your face. I usually don’t have anyone else in this bed, that’s the truth. I’m not good at sharing it, but while you’re here, I’ll make sure you don’t have this problem again. If you want to crash in here, you should be able to. I didn’t mean to make you feel unsafe.”
 
   Ashley slowly started to calm in the face of Jeanie’s pacifying behaviour, but she made sure she was clear. “I’m not attracted to you, I don’t like you like that. I can’t stand the thought of you putting your hands on me anymore, alright? That’s done.”
 
   Jeanie folded her arms defensively. “I know that, Ashie.”
 
   Ashley’s voice was bitter. “I don’t think you do. I think part of you was hoping you could manipulate me into liking you again while I was here.”
 
   Traces of upset danced across Jeanie’s face. “No way.” 
 
   “Liar.”
 
   Jeanie insisted. “Look, I’m not trying to make you do anything, okay? Promise.”
 
   Ashley shook her head. “Your behaviour tells me something else. Touching me against my will…”
 
   Jeanie cut her off, icily. “I’m not Vow. Touching you against your will is her fucked-up MO, not mine. What I did just now was the equivalent of sleep-walking. It was a mistake. I’m not trying to manipulate you. I know you don’t like me like that. Now just calm down now, please.”
 
   There was silence in the bedroom. Ashley glared mistrustfully at Jeanie, who stared resolutely back. 
 
   She added coolly. “You’ll notice that was why I gave you your own room. If I really wanted to manipulate you, I would’ve told you we were sharing a bed from the outset, and lied about needing to keep the other room free, or something. I never wanted to put that kind of pressure on you, so I made sure you had your own space.”
 
   Ashley didn’t move.
 
   Jeanie continued, voice level. “I know you’re not yourself right now. I know you’re jumpy and stressed. It’s alright.”
 
   Ashley clenched her jaw.
 
   Jeanie watched her. “I don’t think any less of you, you know. None of this is your fault. You were always the strong one when we were going out, but no one is invincible. You’re struggling under the weight of a really fucking rough patch – but don’t worry. It’ll pass. You’re not alone. And I’m not going to hurt you.”
 
   Ashley spat at once. “You’ve said that before.” 
 
   Jeanie shook her head. “A scared kid said that to you before and wanted to believe it with all her heart, but she panicked and screwed up. That’s not me anymore, Ash. I’m not that girl. I’m an adult.”
 
   Ashley curled her lip. “I’ll never trust you.”
 
   Jeanie retorted. “I’m not asking you to trust me, not like that. I’m not asking you for anything. There are no expectations on you coming from my end, Ash, okay? I would hate to have to resort to games or pressure to trick someone into liking me anyway.”
 
   Ashley laughed sourly. “You were the queen of game-playing, saying one thing and doing another back in the day.”
 
   Jeanie combed her hair with her fingers, movements agitated. “That wasn’t me playing games, Ash. My behaviour was out because I was in unfamiliar emotional territory, and it freaked me out – that’s all. I wasn’t playing around. I was stumbling in the dark. Anyway, you live and learn. That was a long time ago.”
 
   There was another pause.
 
   Jeanie raised her eyebrows. “Have we got it all out now, Ashie? Is there anything else you need to get off your chest before we proceed with this? I was expecting some kind of emotional explosion aimed in my direction at some point, to be honest. It’s probably best it happened on the first night.”
 
   Ashley blinked in surprise at her foresight. Who was this dark-haired, dark-eyed stranger sitting on the bed in front of her? Jeanie was presenting as mature – as insightful and sympathetic. She’d never been those things before.
 
   The fact of the matter was that Jeanie had taken several hard digs from Ashley, and instead of launching into a curse-laden, defensive bitchy counter-attack, she’d handled it with strength, poise and integrity. And class.
 
   Alarm bells began sounding in Ashley’s ears. She was actually deeply impressed with Jeanie right then. Oh no… she didn’t want to think Jeanie was amazing. She kept staring at her ex incredulously.
 
   Jeanie stared back, concerned. “Are you okay, Ashie?” She swung long legs out of bed and stood, reaching out as though to put her hand on Ashley’s arm.
 
   Ashley backed off hurriedly. “Don’t fucking touch me.” 
 
   Jeanie came up short. “Sorry. I didn’t… I forgot. What’s the time? It’s really late Ash. How about I get you a glass of water? Or would you like a black tea instead?”
 
   Ashley had trouble locating her voice. “I’m fine thanks.”
 
   “Okay. I’m going to get a water.” Jeanie circled her warily and left the room. 
 
   Ashley sat on the bed, shell-shocked. Jeanie had grown up. And she was… unfortunately remarkable. 
 
   Though that certainly didn’t stop her from being a cheat. And it didn’t change Ashley’s resolve. She couldn’t and wouldn’t let herself feel anything for Jeanie. She was impressed with the girl’s developed maturity, but she still didn’t like her. 
 
   Jeanie returned with two glasses. 
 
   Ashley addressed her flatly. “Did you not hear me?” 
 
   “It’s just for your nightstand Ashie, in case you feel like it later.” Jeanie set it down on Ashley’s side of the bed, then clambered back over to the far side on her knees, balancing her glass between her fingers. 
 
   Ashley realised she actually did feel like some water. She pursed her lips in dismay. Why was she being so damn hostile to Jeanie? There was no immediate call for it. She knew it. 
 
   Was it post-traumatic stress related to Vow making her lash out? Probably, but that made Ashley angry. She didn’t want to let Vow affect her anymore. She didn’t do wounded victim well – she hated it.
 
   “Thanks for the water Jeanie, I actually am kind of thirsty now,” she found herself saying nicely, taking a sip.
 
   Jeanie was in the midst of sliding beneath the covers. “No worries Ashie. Sweet dreams. I’ll see you in the morning.” She turned out the light as Ashley got back into bed too.
 
   Now, Jeanie’s silhouette was all the way on the other side of the mattress – in fact, Jeanie was practically balancing on the far edge like a budgerigar, an arm and knee dangling off the bed. 
 
   Ashley’s heart kind of broke. Head on her pillow, she looked forlornly at Jeanie’s shadow across the gulf. She wanted the brunette back on her side. She wanted to cuddle the cheating wretch. 
 
   But she knew it wasn’t a good idea, and she’d just thrown an illogical tantrum about it, so she turned away, closed her eyes and tried to fall asleep. Sadness twisted in her stomach long into the night.
 
   ***
 
   Ashley stirred. Her head spun. She couldn’t, for a moment, remember where she was, and sat up quickly. 
 
   Jeanie’s bedroom zoomed into focus. The night before, in the dark, Ashley hadn’t had a chance to register how big it was. It had a stand-alone body-length mirror, in front of which coiled a hair-straightener. The ensuite door was to Ashley’s right. The room was complete with walk-in wardrobes, a desk, TV, trunk, and still had heaps of floor space. 
 
   Ashley swung legs out into the sun-filled room and moved towards the door, in search of Jeanie. 
 
   She found her sitting at the dining table, fingers tapping lightly away on a laptop. “Morning Ashie.” 
 
   Ashley redid her ponytail. “What’s the time?” 
 
   Jeanie replied. “Almost ten. I got up early to catch up on some emails for Viv. Did you sleep okay?”
 
   Ashley folded her arms. “I got a couple of hours.” 
 
   “Breakfast?” Jeanie abandoned her computer and crossed to the kitchen. 
 
   Ashley’s stomach churned from stress and lack of sleep as she followed. “Just a tea please.”
 
   “You’re very skinny, Ashie.” Jeanie flicked the kettle on. “By the way, my sister’s coming in half an hour for a quick coffee.”
 
   Ashley froze somewhat. She’d never met Rebecca. Older than Jeanie by almost four years, Ashley knew Jeanie was close to her. 
 
   Jeanie threw a teabag into a cup and added water. “I didn’t mean to ambush you. We had this organised before I knew you were coming to stay. I texted her. She’s looking forward to meeting you.” She slid the tea towards her. “I’ve got a meeting with Viv today, too. She’s stopping by – should only take me half an hour.”
 
   “Okay.” Ashley seized the cup. “Thanks for the tea. I might have this on the balcony, let you get back to work.”
 
   She had it quickly in the mellow sunlight, Jeanie’s impressive view in front of her, because she wanted to dress before Jeanie’s sister arrived. The tea settled her stomach, although her tongue was burnt. 
 
   She returned to the spare room, choosing brown leggings and a loose white shirt from her bag. Sustained stress and the related loss of appetite meant Jeanie was right; Ashley knew she’d lost weight. Her jeans were loosening by the day. Unless she wanted them around her hips like a try-hard teenage boy, she had to abandon them in favour of leggings. 
 
   She put pale pink lip-gloss on but didn’t have time to do her eyes. On the other side of the bedroom door she suddenly heard a torrent of noise. Jeanie was squealing – Rebecca had brought a baby.
 
   The blonde straightened her ponytail uneasily as she exited the room. She wanted to make as good an impression as possible. She had no way of knowing what Jeanie had told her sister about their breakup, but she knew Rebecca knew who she was. Ashley wasn’t sure she could handle hostility at the moment. 
 
   In the lounge room, Jeanie was bouncing a baby boy on her hip. His mother stood next to them, smiling. 
 
   She looked like Jeanie. Different nose, lighter hair – same shaped mouth, same colour eyes. Same chin, rounder forehead. 
 
   Jeanie noticed the blonde. “Ashie, this is my big sister Rebecca, and this,” she pressed a kiss into the baby’s fat cheek, “is my godson, Phillip Jackson Gershaw-Hullbrook.”
 
   Rebecca turned to look at Ashley curiously with big dark Jeanie-eyes. “Nice to finally meet you, Ash.” 
 
   “You too, Rebecca.” Ashley walked forward. 
 
   Rebecca approached her. They eyed each other, Ashley with extreme wariness, but Rebecca was wearing a friendly smile. She shook Ashley’s hand. 
 
   Ashley turned to Jeanie and Phillip. “You have an adorable son. I love his shirt.”
 
   Phillip Jackson Gershaw-Hullbrook was dressed in overalls with a matching Thor shirt. 
 
   “It was a gift from our daddy – grandpa,” detailed Jeanie, continuing to bounce Phillip. He was sucking on a toy plastic hammer. He also had dark Jeanie-eyes, and was looking around the room inquisitively, taking in his surroundings.
 
   Rebecca ran a hand through her hair tiredly. “I can’t stay long Jeans. I was running late this morning, and Phillip has an appointment at the clinic. I’ll get the coffees – you’re right with him?”
 
   “Yes I am.” Jeanie crooned into the baby’s ear. “Yes I am little man, aren’t I? You’re my favourite godson, PJ. My favourite out of all of them.”
 
   Ashley asked, surprised. “You have more than one?” 
 
   As Rebecca strode to the kitchen, Jeanie giggled. “No, I’m just joking. He’s my little PJ, my little Pyjama.” 
 
   Phillip continued to suck on his hammer.
 
   Rebecca called from the kitchen. “Ashley I’m sorry, I forgot, what are you having?” 
 
   Ashley called back. “Nothing thank you Rebecca, I just had a tea.” 
 
   Five minutes later they were all sitting on the balcony, Phillip on his godmother’s lap while she sipped her coffee.
 
   Ashley had never seen Jeanie with her family before. She watched her ex-girlfriend curiously – it was preferable to looking at Rebecca, who in turn was staring penetratingly at Ashley.
 
   “So,” the older Gershaw said, “Ashley – we weren’t expecting to see you here. Are you and Jeanie dating again?”
 
   Jeanie spoke quickly. “No no Bex, Ashie’s just a friend. That’s why she’s visiting. We haven’t seen each other for a long time and thought it’d be nice to catch up.”
 
   “I see.” Rebecca watched her sister suspiciously. “It’s nice you’ve patched things up.”
 
   Phillip was now playing with a necklace Jeanie wore, hammer abandoned on her outdoor table. 
 
   Jeanie set her mug next to Phillip’s hammer. “Why are you taking Pyjama to the clinic, Bex? He looks healthy to me. Is he okay?”
 
   Rebecca crossed her legs. “It’s his fifteen month check-up, Jeans, that’s all. He’s eating well. Sleeping is better. I’m worried about his hair though.” She mentioned as an aside to Ashley. “It seems to be growing really slowly to me. At my mothers’ group, all the babies his age have twice as much hair.”
 
   Jeanie distractedly wiped a descending drop of Phillip-slobber before it ran down the front of her t-shirt and between her breasts. “Yeah, but Bex, didn’t you say Ed was bald as a baby for ages?”
 
   Rebecca admitted. “His mother said all his hair fell out and he didn’t have hardly any until he was three.” She filled Ashley in. “My husband. He’s certainly got a full head of hair now, and no receding hairline, so hopefully this little one is like his daddy in that department.” 
 
   Ashley gave her a small smile. “You can ask at the clinic, I guess.”
 
   Rebecca nodded. “Exactly. That’s what these check-ups are for.”
 
   Jeanie offered Phillip to her sister. “I’ll run the cups inside, Bex? You’ve got to get going – I just checked the time on my phone. Don’t want you to be late for PJ’s appointment.”
 
   “Thanks Jeans.” Rebecca drained her coffee and cradled her son back onto her lap. “Sorry this is such a flyaway visit. I promise we’ll hang longer next time. It was good to finally meet Ashie.” She cast brown eyes in Ashley’s direction again.
 
   “I’ll be right back.” Jeanie disappeared inside, leaving Ashley and Rebecca (and Phillip) sitting awkwardly together on the balcony.
 
   Ashley composed herself. “It was good to finally meet you too, Rebecca.” 
 
   Rebecca hoisted Phillip further up her knee. “I was really curious about you. I’d seen photos of course.”
 
   “Ditto.” Ashley decided to give as good as she got. Thus far Rebecca had been friendly, but at that moment, Ashley couldn’t read her. 
 
   Rebecca stood. “I don’t think my sister ever really got over you, you know Ashie.” 
 
   “Oh.” Ashley frowned in surprise. “Really?”
 
   Rebecca was trying to tempt Phillip with his hammer. “She’s never said so, not directly. She used to tell me she missed you, every now and again, at random times. I just know what she’s like.”
 
   Ashley was thrown. “Of course.” She didn’t quite trust what she was hearing. “You two are very close, from what I understand.”
 
   “I’m glad you and she are friends again,” said Rebecca. “If you’re staying for a while, it’s my birthday soon. You’re more than welcome to come. It’ll be my first night out in over two years, since I fell pregnant and had him. We’re having it at our bar.”
 
   Ashley smiled politely. “Thank you. Jeanie told me you and your husband own your own business. I’d love to check it out.”
 
   Rebecca nodded. “It’s a nice little spot. It’s called the Lamp, on Lilly Street.”
 
   Ashley relaxed slightly as conversation progressed from Jeanie. “Who’s babysitting Pyjama?” 
 
   “Ed’s mum is watching him,” returned Rebecca, laughing. “He’s finally at that age where I feel comfortable leaving him for a night or two. Before this, he was a really difficult baby. We had so much trouble getting him to sleep; he just would not take to a routine. If I’d left him with anyone, even his grandparents, he would have screamed through the night. Now that we’ve got him sleeping well, I can leave him in their care without feeling guilty.”
 
   Jeanie reappeared, diving on her sister and covering her baby with kisses. “Goodbye my handsome little beautiful sweet PJ angel from heaven darling.” 
 
   Phillip gurgled, big eyes continuing to absorb everything as his mother walked him across the apartment to the front door. “Okay Jeanie, I love you. Nice to meet you Ashie. Bye.”
 
   The door shut, leaving Ashley and Jeanie in silence.
 
   Ashley told her. “He’s so cute, Jeanie.” 
 
   Jeanie grinned. “I know.” 
 
   There was a knock on the door. Jeanie opened it to reveal the stunning Viv Fox, dressed in a tight ‘I Heart NY’ t-shirt and label jeans.
 
   “Hello, hello!” She strode in, all charm, grace and charisma, and hugged Jeanie and kissed Ashley on the cheek. “How are you? Sorry, I know I’m early – there’s a first time for everything. Oh my gosh Jeanie, Pyjama is getting so big! I just ran into Rebecca in the hallway.”
 
   “I know right?” Jeanie moved towards the dining table. “Viv, I’ll take my laptop outside. We’ll have our meeting out there so we won’t bother Ashie with business talk. Do you want a coffee or anything? I just had one so I won’t.”
 
   Viv said cheerfully, “I’ll make it. What about you, Ash?”
 
   Jeanie interjected. “Ashie drinks tea.” 
 
   Ashley tried to say, “I’m right thank you. I’ve already had one today,” but Viv overrode her. 
 
   “Come into the kitchen and have another one with me, Ashie. Let’s go.”
 
   Viv was so palpably powerful that Ashley, in her weakened state, obeyed her without thinking. Jeanie took herself to the balcony, and Ashley meekly followed Viv into the kitchen. 
 
   The second they were in front of the kettle, Viv turned intelligent, almond-shaped eyes in Ashley’s direction. It was immediately obvious she’d wanted time alone with the blonde to suss her out. Ashley had walked willingly into an ambush.
 
   Viv said, “Jeanie told me about your ex-girlfriend. I’m sorry. She sounds horrible.”
 
   Ashley’s stomach sank in embarrassment. “Did she?”
 
   “Don’t be angry at her.” Viv’s sharp gaze didn’t move, even as she was opening cupboards to find a clean cup. “We’re incredibly close. I was there the first time you called her, too. She was really worried about you.”
 
   This was cripplingly awkward. Ashley cleared her throat. “I don’t… I mean it’s too soon for me to really talk about it.”
 
   “I get it.” Viv took a carton of low-fat milk from Jeanie’s fridge. “I’m glad you’re away from it. It’s the best thing for you, from what I understand. I do think having you here will be unsettling for Jeanie, though.”
 
   “She’s being lovely,” Ashley said honestly. “I know having someone stay can disturb one’s routine. I’ll try not to get in her way if she has work to do for you, Viv.” 
 
   Viv gave a tinkling laugh. “That’s not what I mean. I meant because you and she dated.”
 
   “Oh right.” Ashley cringed. She didn’t want to talk about her personal life with a massive celebrity like Viv Fox; it was weird. “Jeanie seems to be handling it well. I mean, she seems to have matured a lot since I knew her. She was very young back then.”
 
   “Yeah, she’s very cool.” Viv flashed perfect white teeth. “It’s so interesting meeting you, I have to tell you. You’re famous in Jeanie’s circle.”
 
   Ashley gave a helpless laugh. “I’m starting to realise. I just met her sister, as you know, and she knew all about me too. It’s strange. When we were dating, Jeanie kept me a huge secret from almost everyone she knew.”
 
   Viv observed cannily. “That would have sucked for her, not having anyone to talk to about it. Mind you, she’d say herself that it was self-inflicted. She’s much more comfortable with her sexuality now. She’s happy to talk to anyone about it. Like I said; you’re famous.”
 
   Ashley grimaced. “I don’t know if that’s a good thing.”
 
   Viv arched a finely-plucked eyebrow. “That depends on who you talk to. She gave you a glowing report to people like me, and her sister.”
 
   Ashley was on the back-foot as she processed this. “Yes?”
 
   Viv smirked. “All Jeanie’s exes absolutely despise you though.” 
 
   Ashley felt her face contort in surprise. “Oh?”
 
   Viv explained. “Yeah, they loathe you. You were always the one they could never live up to. Anyway.” She breezily pushed past her and walked towards the balcony.
 
   Ashley could see Jeanie outside, waiting calmly in sunglasses in front of her computer.
 
   “We’ll see you in about half an hour.” Viv slid the glass door closed behind her.
 
   Ashley blinked. For some reason, she felt like she’d experienced a hit-and-run. What was Viv trying to say? It was odd, and too hard and tiring to decode right then.
 
   She sat on the couch and turned on the TV, settling on a teenybopper movie playing on a satellite channel, and tried to switch her mind off.
 
   Jeanie and Viv’s meeting didn’t last long. Before Ashley knew it, Viv was floating back through the lounge room, spreading waves of designer scent like a pollinator, late for a function with her racing-car-driving boyfriend. 
 
   “I’ll see you at the shoot tomorrow Jeans. See you Ash. By the way, I’ll include you on the guest-list for the TV Awards Night. You can come in the limo with me and Jeanie. Ciao!” Then she was gone.
 
   Ashley frowned at Jeanie. “Not the big red carpet event they show on TV?”
 
   “Yeah.” Jeanie flopped beside her on the couch. “Viv’s show is nominated and so is she, plus she’s presenting an award. It’ll be fun – if you’re feeling up for it.”
 
   “Sure.” Ashley was sort of pleased she’d be attending such a glamorous event with hot TV stars like Viv Fox. It was a massive fuck-you to Vow. The idea lifted her spirits.
 
   Jeanie identified the movie Ashley was watching immediately. “10 Things I Hate About You. Yay! This is my favourite movie.”
 
   Ashley asked dryly. “Really?” 
 
   Jeanie settled in. “My favourite scene is when she reads the poem out at the end. So romantic, don’t you think Ashie?”
 
   Ashley shrugged. She suddenly felt tired again. “Viv told me all your exes hate me, by the way, and your sister said something similar.”
 
   Jeanie’s cheeks changed colour. “Did they? How embarrassing.” 
 
   Ashley looked at her sarcastically. “Was I the one who got away, sweetheart?” 
 
   Jeanie shifted uncomfortably on the couch. “I got away from you too. I was out of order and you made me pay for it, that’s all. I learnt from it.”
 
   Ashley scoffed. “Once a cheater, always a cheater.”
 
   Jeanie said at once, “I don’t believe that.” 
 
   Ashley rolled her eyes. “I bet you don’t.”
 
   Jeanie insisted. “Some people learn from their mistakes. If you’re with the right person, and you’re settled within yourself in terms of values and happiness, then I don’t believe everyone who’s ever cheated would relapse. I learnt from my mistake. I’d never do that again. You know the only reason I self-sabotaged with you was because I was scared.”
 
   Ashley’s weariness increased. This was not a conversation she wanted to be having, and she’d heard it all before. “I’m going back to bed. I’ve barely slept for over a week, I’m going to try to catch up. My body feels like crap. I need to get healthy again.”
 
   “Okay.” Jeanie shot her a small smile. “Do you want me to wake you for dinner?”
 
   “No.” Ashley rose. “I’ll just help myself to a piece of fruit or something if I wake up hungry in the night. Have a nice day. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   ***
 
   By the time Ashley awoke the next morning, Jeanie had already left for work. She’d left Ashley a note on a post-it stuck to the front of the kettle, which Ashley found when she went to make herself a tea. It said that Jeanie was expecting a long day in the lead up to the awards show. She wasn’t sure when she’d be home, but she hoped ‘Ashie’ had a nice day. 
 
   Ashley grumpily took herself to the couch and switched on the TV. She didn’t want to think Jeanie and her post-it notes were cute. 
 
   Even though she’d finally had some decent hours of sleep, her body felt exhausted. Nightmares had plagued her throughout the night. She couldn’t catch a break. 
 
   Her foul mood increased when she started flicking channels and realised, through various soppy news segments, that it was Valentine’s Day. She’d totally forgotten, of course. 
 
   She texted Chantelle, letting her know how she was faring. She didn’t want to bother her other friends. Tansy and Claire on their romantic skiing holiday didn’t need to stress about her. Meredith was the kind of generous, caring soul who’d have tried to rush home the second she thought Ashley needed her. Besides, the blonde was determined to get her strength back. She wasn’t a victim. She could do this without whining her friends’ ears off. 
 
   The hours drifted by. Ashley assumed Jeanie would be home around five, and as it approached, she started to dread it. Why did it have to be Valentine’s Day? Jeanie was going to try to manipulate Ashley into sleeping with her. The brunette was a calculating sociopath – she’d admitted to sleeping with people she had no feelings for, just for the sake of her pride. 
 
   Ashley couldn’t stand the idea of being used again. Jeanie had used her the first time to experiment on. Now she was going to try to use her to soothe her ego, because Ashley had chosen Vow over her years ago.
 
   Ashley watched the digital clock on her phone hit five, and her body tensed. She glared resentfully at the front door. Allowing for a half-hour commute, she bet Jeanie would come strolling through the door with something inappropriate like a bunch of flowers around five-thirty. 
 
   She was going to scream at the game-playing witch if she tried any tricks – she didn’t care. She’d made her feelings known. If Jeanie defied her…
 
   Five-thirty came and went. Ashley perched tersely on the couch in front of the TV. She shot a look over her shoulder. The sun had sunk and the lights came on in the city. It must have been cold outside because Jeanie’s lounge room started to chill. 
 
   Ashley switched on a portable heater stashed under the coffee table. Jeanie also kept a couple of blankets on her couch. Ashley grabbed a brown one and sat it on her lap. Through the windows, it started to drizzle. 
 
   Six o’clock. It continued to darken, but Ashley was warm now. She supposed Jeanie must be caught in traffic. She changed channels, settling on a boring documentary about the Napoleonic Wars – a safe, non-romantic program. 
 
   Finally, at quarter to seven, she heard Jeanie’s key in the door. Ashley re-stiffened as Jeanie entered, coat on, handbag slung over one arm, bare legs glistening with goosebumps and rainwater. 
 
   “Hola Ashie,” she said cheerfully, hanging her bag on the stand by the door and shrugging out of her jacket. “How was your day?”
 
   Ashley’s quick eyes scanned the brunette. No flowers – good. But if the brat whipped out chocolates from a pocket or something, Ashley was going to give her what-for. She was on a tightrope. 
 
   “It was shit,” she said, coldly. “I’ve had a headache all day, I don’t feel well.”
 
   Jeanie bent over to slip out of her shoes. “Oh no, Ashie, that’s no good. Have you had some painkillers? I should’ve shown you where the medicine cabinet was before I went to work, just in case. It’s in your bathroom. Do you want me to grab you some?”
 
   Ashley lied. “I had some of my own.” 
 
   Jeanie abandoned her heels in a neat pair beneath the coat stand. “But they’re wearing off right, if you still have your headache? If it’s been about four hours you might want to take some more.”
 
   Ashley told her shortly. “I said I’m fine.” 
 
   “Okay. Let me know if you need anything, I’ll get it for you.” Jeanie flopped on the couch next to Ashley. “Phew. Loooong day.” 
 
   She lay on her back and swung her long legs up over the armrest. She was dressed in a corporate grey sleeved dress, accompanied by a pink belt, and she looked at Ashley from upside-down, full lips smiling at her. “I’m glad you’ve just been able to rest under a blanket today Ashie. It’s the best place for you when you’re not well.”
 
   Ashley replied gruffly. “It’s just a headache.” 
 
   “I know, but still.” Jeanie turned her face toward the TV. “What are we watching?”
 
   “A very interesting documentary.” Ashley shot a quick-speed look at her ex.
 
   Her long dark hair fanned out behind her on the cushion. There were soft shadows under her eyes, locked as they were to the screen. 
 
   Ashley faced the TV again too. Some narrator was droning on about Napoleon – boring. 
 
   She asked casually. “Did you get caught in traffic? Or do you get in at this time every night?”
 
   Jeanie answered wearily. “No, today was a really long day. I left at five this morning. We were shooting promos for the awards show, then we had the rehearsal for the ceremony. Viv’s presenting two awards now, because some soap star had her baby three weeks early, so Viv’s taking her category as well. The promo took ages.” 
 
   Ashley didn’t want to like her chatter, but she did. The beautiful brunette was more uplifting to talk to than the more-serious Vow. Vow lacked Jeanie’s wit and natural spark; there was no doubt about it. Even when the latter was tired after a huge day at work.
 
   Jeanie was continuing. “Jonah went to get us coffee from the cafe opposite the studio, right? And on his way back, he stepped on a cord and the special lights went out. It was a disaster. The DP is this uptight, OCD bitchy queen, and…”
 
   Ashley interrupted. “DP?”
 
   Jeanie clarified. “Director of photography. He’s a massive cow – so he screamed at Jonah. Then Viv screamed at him, for screaming at Jonah. Then the DP told Viv if we wanted to shoot the promo without the light, everyone would look like shit. To which Viv replied that if he made everyone look like shit, he’d be fired.” She giggled. “Then I found where the cord went into the wall and it was on with the show. But because Viv threatened to fire him, the DP was like, so anal. It was excruciating. We were supposed to break for a two hour lunch meeting with Viv’s publishers but I had to cancel because the shoot went too long. They weren’t happy. I’ve rescheduled for next week. Nightmare. I ate lunch from a vending machine. Gross.”
 
   Ashley deadpanned. “Sounds like you had a vital role to play with the cord.” 
 
   Jeanie explained. “It took a while to find, Ashie. There were like, a thousand cords. Anyway.” She smiled again from upside-down, all pretty teeth and lips.
 
   Ashley tensed. The front of Jeanie’s long, graceful throat was on display. Ashley suddenly had an impulse to run her fingers and nails down the soft skin there, gently, until the brunette relaxed after her long day. That smile made Ashley want to take care of Jeanie the way she used to – and that made the blonde angry. 
 
   She demanded. “Am I doing something funny? Why are you laughing at me?”
 
   Jeanie exclaimed. “I’m not. It’s just…” She clasped her hands on her stomach. “Well, it’s just nice to have someone to come home to, that’s all.”
 
   Ashley’s bad mood increased. “What?”
 
   Jeanie blinked at her aggressive tone. “It’s just nice to have someone to talk to, I mean, about my day. I’m not used to it, you know. Usually I come home to a dark, silent apartment, and it’s lonely. It’s nice to have company.”
 
   Ashley rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I can tell you haven’t had much practice talking to people when you get home. Your cord stories are fascinating.”
 
   “Erk.” Jeanie winced good-naturedly. “Sorry Ashie. I’m tired, my comic-timing is off. Fourteen hour day or something.” She swung her legs to the front of the couch, then got to her feet. “I’m going to make myself a tea or a weak coffee – would you like one?” 
 
   “No thanks.”
 
   Jeanie lifted one knee up onto the arm of the couch, facing Ashley, fingers playing with the buckle of her belt. “Oh by the way, I thought maybe you might want to go out for dinner tonight. What do you think?”
 
   Ashley looked at her, expressionless. “Huh?”
 
   “Like, to a restaurant.” Jeanie was rocking restlessly on her heel, with her knee still up on the couch like a teenager and if Ashley didn’t know any better, she’d have thought the brunette was nervous. 
 
   Jeanie continued “’Cause, like, I mean, you haven’t really had a chance to check out much of the city yet. I know it’s night-time, but the rain should have cleared. We can take an umbrella. Or a cab.”
 
   Ashley snorted and turned back to the television. “Good luck finding a restaurant Jeanie. You’ll never in a million years.”
 
   “Why?” Jeanie sounded curious.
 
   Ashley asked. “Do you have any idea what day it is? Every single restaurant will be booked right out, I guarantee it.”
 
   Jeanie was suddenly immersed in adjusting the bracelet on her wrist. “Oh, well, I mean, we don’t have to worry about that.” 
 
   “We don’t have to worry?” Ashley shot waspishly. “It’s Valentine’s Day, Jeanie. It’s the busiest night of a restaurant’s year. You won’t get a reservation if your life depended on it at this hour. Like, hello? People who forget what day it is won’t get a table.”
 
   “I didn’t forget,” Jeanie said at once.
 
   There was silence. Ashley felt a trickle of saliva drip down the back of her throat, leaving her mouth dry. When Jeanie had de-coated, flowerless, and left her handbag on the coat stand, Ashley thought she’d been safe from a Valentine’s Day ambush. But the snake of a brunette had booked a date at a restaurant, and Ashley had been blindsided. 
 
   Fury simmered in her stomach. Meanwhile, Jeanie glanced at her, saw the cold anger building there, and looked down again, continuing to fidget.
 
   “I thought you might feel like going out tonight.” She cleared her throat. “After being cooped up in my apartment all day, I thought you might want some fresh air and, I mean, there’s a really nice restaurant like, a ten minute walk from my building, and…”
 
   Ashley asked dangerously. “Are you asking me out on a date, sweetheart?” 
 
   She watched Jeanie’s throat muscles move. “Well, no, I mean, not a date.” She looked incredibly uncomfortable. “I mean, not like a Valentine’s Day date.”
 
   “What the fuck have I told you,” began Ashley, struggling to keep calm, “about not liking you that way anymore? Huh? And what do you do? You still try to get your way.”
 
   Jeanie protested immediately. “Now just wait a minute, Ashie. It’s not like, a dinner-dinner. It’s just like a friends’ dinner. Like, two friends can go to a restaurant on Valentine’s Day, what’s wrong with that?”
 
   Ashley’s voice was harsh. “What’s wrong with that is that you and I have hooked up in the past, big mistake, and you can’t leave me alone about it because you’re selfish. So instead you put all this fucked-up pressure on me.”
 
   Jeanie defended herself. “No Ashie, it isn’t like that.”
 
   Ashley glowered. “You want to take me to dinner and try to lure me into bed, huh?”
 
   Jeanie’s face flushed slightly. “No!” 
 
   “Why did you do it then? Today of all days?”
 
   “I just… I…” Jeanie grimaced. “I didn’t want you to think I’d forgotten. What day it is. I mean, it would only be as friends, I swear. I know you don’t like me like that. I just thought it’d be nice to have a friends’ Valentine’s Day out on the town. I’m too sleepy to do anything massive, otherwise I would’ve taken you out for a few drinks so you could have fun. I didn’t want you to be home feeling… sad.”
 
   Ashley hissed at her. “Sad?”
 
   “About that awful thing we’re not allowed to talk about. I know you were in a relationship for a long time and it’s sad when people break up. It can be especially sad on Valentine’s Day. I was just worried about you today.” She shrugged. “I was thinking of you all day. I thought taking you out might help some – take your mind off it.” Her pretty eyes rose to meet Ashley’s icy ones. “Sorry.” She mumbled. “You think it’s inappropriate. I didn’t mean to make you feel like I was creeping on you.”
 
   “Eurgh.” This sucked. Ashley turned back to the TV and tried to regain control of her galloping heart – a heart that had been slamming with panic and anger. 
 
   “We can just get pizza.” Jeanie was continuing quickly. “It’s not a big deal, I’ll just cancel it. Here.” She approached a draw and pulled out a stack of menus, shuffling them like cards. “I put the pizza ones on top for you.” She sat them on the coffee table and retreated to the kitchen.
 
   Ashley massaged her temples. Now she really did have a headache. Jeanie was being perfect, really, but Ashley still didn’t trust her. 
 
   It was the way Jeanie looked at her. Ashley remembered that look. It gave her an uneasy feeling – especially after what Rebecca and Viv had said.
 
   She was too weak to handle more of Jeanie’s heartbreaking behaviour. Maybe Jeanie’s motives were innocent. Maybe Ashley was misreading everything. But there was a nagging voice deep in her gut that told her Jeanie was hiding feelings for her. It upset her. Why was Jeanie trying to fuck with her head when she was so frail? It wasn’t fair. 
 
   Ashley suddenly had to regulate her breathing again, before she had another panic attack. This anxiety thing was a nightmare. Her head felt like it had been hit with a missile, thought-processes fragmented and strewn everywhere.
 
   Jeanie came back with a tea. “Did you choose something Ashie? I actually think staying in is a better idea, you’re right. The rain might get heavier and you shouldn’t be out if you’re unwell.” She gave her a charming smile. 
 
   Ashley screwed up her face. “I’m sorry if I overreacted, Jeanie. I’m not myself at the moment. I shouldn’t take it out on you.”
 
   “Hey, that’s what I’m here for.” Jeanie was cheerful again. “Look, I’m not a pussy, Ashie. I can handle it. I’d feel pretty lousy if I couldn’t handle it when someone I care about is going through a hard time. You’re fine. I can totally see how that situation would’ve stressed you out, don’t worry.” 
 
   Ashley’s heart melted slightly.
 
   Jeanie continued. “You’ll feel back to normal again soon enough, it’s all good. Have you chosen a pizza?” 
 
   One hour later, they were sitting on the couch eating dinner, watching an Egyptian documentary this time. 
 
   Ashley was relaxing for the first time since being in Jeanie’s company. Her sense of panic had gone. Jeanie might have tried to manipulate her earlier, but when Ashley called her out on it, the brunette was respectful, at least, and stopped what she was doing. That counted for something. As long as Ashley remained on top of it, Jeanie would have no choice but to behave. 
 
   It was toasty warm in the apartment. Ashley sat with her legs curled beneath her. Jeanie was immersed in thumbing through her phone.
 
   “Ashie?” She said, when the documentary broke for commercials, “Would you mind if a guest came over quickly?”
 
   Ashley replied composedly. “Of course not. It’s your house, Jeanie.”
 
   Jeanie informed her. “It’s Felicia. She’s just going to pop round for fifteen minutes or so.”
 
   “What?” Irritation immediately sprang in Ashley’s chest. Was Jeanie serious? “Isn’t that the chick you were fucking last year? Is she your back-up option because your little Valentine’s Day date with me fell through, is she?”
 
   “God no.” Jeanie wrinkled her nose. “She’s gross. I’m never doing that again.”
 
   Ashley asked acidly. “What did you expect me to think? It’s really late. Don’t lie to me.”
 
   Jeanie rolled her eyes. “Oh for God’s sake Ash, I’m not. Felicia has been dating this hideous fat teacher chick the last few months, and she’s been violent with her – she threw her into a glass picture frame and broke it, and Felicia’s back is all cut up.”
 
   Ashley’s mouth dropped open.
 
   Jeanie shot a cranky look at her. “Yeah, I’m not happy. What is it with ex-lovers of mine shacking up with violent psychopaths after hooking up with me? I’d never hit anyone, unless they fucked with my family, or it was self-defence. I don’t understand this shit.”
 
   Ashley narrowed her eyes.
 
   Jeanie continued. “I told her she could come round. She’ll be here in ten.”
 
   Ashley curled her lip in distaste. She did not want to see Felicia. The truth of the matter was: fuck Felicia for touching Jeanie’s body. Ashley didn’t want to see or think about another female sleeping with her Jeanie – she caught herself. She wasn’t jealous, was she? But there was no denying the hot flush of anger burning through her. 
 
   It was even worse, in some ways, than if Felicia had been a guy. When Ashley had slept with Jeanie years ago, she’d done so with the knowledge that there was something sacred about it, because she was Jeanie’s first woman. Now Jeanie had hooked up with other girls, that sacredness was gone. 
 
   Ashley scrunched her fists under the blanket. She had no right to be angry, she reminded herself. She was being irrational and ridiculous. She hadn’t had this reaction six months ago at the casino when she’d found out about Jeanie whoring around with other women. What had changed? Nothing had changed. She needed to get a grip.
 
   Jeanie added, unhelpfully. “I never see her or hang out with her but we send texts every now and again. Just ‘cause, you know, I want to keep everything nice.”
 
   Ashley made her face impassive. “Of course, Jeanie. It’s none of my business who you see. You don’t have to explain yourself.” She decided to go one step further, to truly conceal her irritation. “I’m impressed with your maturity in this situation.”
 
   “Thanks.” But Jeanie looked grim.
 
   When she let Felicia into her apartment a short while later, Ashley almost choked aloud in surprise. 
 
   Jeanie’s ex-fling could not be more different from Ashley if she tried. She looked like a teenage boy. Fine-boned and messy-haired, she dressed in clothes two times too big for her. She had an ass on her that was a perfect circle – a bubble-butt – but jeans that sat below the waist like an adolescent slob. 
 
   Ashley’s eyes widened. Felicia might have been pretty if she hadn’t dressed like such a derro – and she was probably nice. But if Ashley needed evidence that Jeanie had been slumming it since their break-up, she had it now. Felicia was Ashley’s (and Jeanie’s) stylistic opposite. It was obvious from one glance she never would or could genuinely interest someone like Jeanie. Jeanie had used the girl as a crash-dummy in a big way. 
 
   Ashley’s fury rose. What the fuck had Jeanie been thinking? Vow was no oil-painting either, but Ashley couldn’t stand the thought of this scruffy-looking lowlife touching Jeanie. She wasn’t good enough for her ex-girlfriend at all. 
 
   Goddamn it. She knew she wasn’t exactly objective. She knew she was being a judgemental asshole. But all of that – her rational thinking, her self-awareness – was out the window in favour of possessive rage she wished she wasn’t feeling. 
 
   Meanwhile, Felicia folded into Jeanie’s arms in the doorway, sniffling. Cool calm Ashley could not remember the last time she’d felt such ferocity. She wanted Felicia to get the fuck away from Jeanie, straight away. She stilled on the couch and reminded herself to breathe. This was ridiculous. But slow count to twenty… 
 
   Jeanie introduced them awkwardly after releasing Felicia. “Felicia, this is Ashie. Ashie, Felicia.” 
 
   Ashley threw the blanket off and rose imperiously, green eyes two menacing ice-chips. 
 
   Felicia looked dwarfed. Ashley was taller than her. In a girlie white blouse and pale jeans, with her clear skin and basic eye makeup, Ashley knew she had a coldly beautiful edge.
 
   “Hi.” The tomboy’s voice was deep – like a boy. Typical of Jeanie to pick a girl who was like a boy. 
 
   Ashley stared Felicia down. “Sorry to hear you’ve not had a good night.” 
 
   Felicia’s eyes darted shiftily away from her, moaning. “She went psycho Jeans. She broke into my house while I was havin’ a shower, with my spare key ‘cause she knows where I hide it outside. Like, I was freaked out, she just charged into the bathroom like a buffalo and yanked me out.”
 
   Jeanie looked disgusted. “Shower-scene from Psycho much? Seriously Felicia, if you knew she was unstable, you should’ve moved your spare key after you broke up. I mean, for heaven’s sake. When are you going to start using your head?”
 
   Felicia groaned. “I didn’t think. My back is killin’ me. She threw me into the wall, just because I texted you. Like, my phone was on my bed. She went through my messages, saw I’d written to you, then started screaming and carrying on. Fucking hell.”
 
   Jeanie held out her hand. “Alright then. Give me your phone.”
 
   Ashley turned to her, surprised. So far she’d only seen soft, cute Jeanie on this trip. Now, Jeanie’s tone was cutthroat.
 
   “I don’t want you to talk to her, I just wanted to see you.” Felicia was weak-willed and hopeless, Ashley could read it in her character immediately. 
 
   Jeanie’s furious energy dominated Felicia’s. “Felicia. Give me your fucking phone right now.”
 
   Felicia pulled it out of her ridiculous low-rider jeans and handed it to Jeanie. Jeanie started tapping at it; she apparently knew Felicia’s password – which pissed Ashley off even further, for some reason. She folded her arms while the brunette flicked through Felicia’s contacts and chose one called ‘Clara’. 
 
   She ordered Felicia. “Shut up. I don’t want to hear a word out of you until I’m done.”
 
   Ashley raised her eyebrows. She actually found Jeanie’s commanding behaviour really hot. She hadn’t seen this side of the brunette for years. Now, in her corporate grey dress which encased her incredible body, dark eyes flashing dangerously, Jeanie was seriously sexy. Ashley gazed at her. She wanted to throw her against a wall right then, and fuck her. Until she screamed. 
 
   The desire had come from nowhere – or maybe it had always been there, simmering just beneath the surface, buried by self-control. Ashley bit her lip.
 
   “Clara.” Jeanie spoke authoritatively into the phone. “It’s Jeanie. I’d like you to know that I am completely abridge of the situation regarding you hitting Felicia. And I’m not impressed. It will not be happening again.”
 
   Felicia had frozen, Jeanie had muted the TV, and in the quiet of the room Ashley could hear a voice on the other end of the phone. “Oh you’ve got to be kidding.”
 
   Jeanie’s demeanour was deadly. “I need hardly remind you where your teaching career will go if you get a criminal record; straight down the tube.”
 
   Clara’s faint voice was ugly. “There are two sides to every story, sweetheart.”
 
   Jeanie replied calmly. “Lying to me about Felicia hitting you first won’t work with me, honey. I’ve known her longer than you. You can consider yourself warned.”
 
   “Haha Jeanie – mind your own business.”
 
   Jeanie barked into the mobile. “I’m making this my business. Don’t confiscate her phone. Don’t scream at her. And above all, don’t ever touch her again.”
 
   Clara hissed on the other end of the line. “Give her phone back to her. Now.”
 
   Jeanie smiled icily. “Make me.”
 
   “You’re an absolute moron, Jeanie.”
 
   Jeanie sneered. “Just keep your fucking hands to yourself, or I’ll have you hauled in for assault.”
 
   Ashley’s stomach clenched with arousal. This time the attraction would not be suppressed; her mouth actually watered. She could see the brunette’s biceps flex as she dealt with Clara. She was (there was no denying it) sex on legs when she was angry. 
 
   Ashley tried to consider and measure her body’s sudden chemical response. Anger was primal and so was sex, which was why Ashley supposed she was conflating the two. She was dying to fuck her. She swallowed. Jeanie was smart, hot, and Ashley tried to suppress pictures of marching up to her and shoving her tongue deep into her throat. 
 
   Meanwhile, Jeanie had no idea Ashley was placing her under intense sexual scrutiny. She was steamrolling the bitch on the other end of the line. “I’m not as soft as Felicia is, dickhead. I’ll have her lawyered up in a heartbeat. Hands to yourself and no hitting, and you and I won’t have a problem.”
 
   They could hear Clara snarling. “You don’t know the real story. And why don’t you call me from your own phone, you little cunt?”
 
   Ashley almost demanded the phone from Jeanie, as a surge of protectiveness engulfed her. No one was allowed to talk to Jeanie like that.
 
   Jeanie replied calmly. “I know the truth, mate. I’m not interested in your impassioned version of events. You struck first. You got in her face. I’m telling you not to do it again.”
 
   Felicia was watching Jeanie like a frightened rabbit, all bones and big eyes like a baby bird. 
 
   Clara claimed. “Felicia is learning how to deal with her love.” 
 
   Jeanie sounded amused. “Felicia is not ‘learning how to deal with her love’, don’t be ridiculous. ‘Lesson number one: how to take a beating’? Is that ‘learning how to deal with her love’? Or is it ‘lesson number one: how to be set-upon in the shower’?”
 
   “Oh dear. Until you’re properly informed…” 
 
   Jeanie was unwaveringly cold. “I am informed, fuckwit. She told me about you attacking her in the shower.”
 
   Clara growled. “She loved having me there. She knew I was coming.”
 
   Jeanie snorted. “It sounds like it was a surprise visit to me. What next? Crawling through the air ducts?”
 
   Ashley started coughing. 
 
   Clara barked. “Ask what she did after the shower.”
 
   Jeanie’s response was swift. “And you slide down the chimney next time you want to surprise someone, instead of barging into their shower like a rhinoceros, you disgusting creep.”
 
   “Fuck you Jeanie, you fucking cunt. Give her back the phone, champ. I’m finished talking to you.”
 
   Jeanie informed her. “No you’re not. Listen closely, Clara. Telling her friends and family she hit first will never work because none of us will ever believe it. Your romantic relationship is your business. But Felicia’s safety is mine. I will not stand by if I think for a second that her physical wellbeing is in question.”
 
   Felicia was looking at Jeanie in adoration.
 
   Jeanie continued haughtily. “You have your career to think about – so next time you get angry, I suggest very seriously you exercise self-control. You will not hit her again. Use your words. ‘Getting frustrated’ is not an excuse. You’re a responsible adult in charge of children, for God’s sake.”
 
   “You’ve got a lot of growing up to do, lady. Seriously Jeanie, if you were smart enough not to only listen to one side, I’d actually listen.”
 
   Jeanie laughed. “If you’re convicted for assault, you’ll never be able to work with children again. So listen to that, dipstick – unless you want to watch your precious primary school teaching career go up in smoke in favour of being someone’s cell-bitch in prison. I’m deadly serious. I’ll bankroll Felicia’s legal defence until you’re criminally and financially done.”
 
   Clara screamed hysterically into the phone. “Fuck you Jeanie, you little fucking cunt, and Felicia as well. Fuck you!”
 
   Jeanie handed the silent phone back to Felicia. “There we go, sorted. You need to learn from this Felicia, okay?”
 
   Felicia gushed. “Thanks Jeanie. Seriously, I don’t know where I’d be without you.” 
 
   Ashley observed her. There was adulation emanating from her, aimed in Jeanie’s direction.
 
   Jeanie picked up on it too, and addressed it warily. “You know that just because I was happy to help, doesn’t mean I like you like that, don’t you Leish? I’ve explained I’m not attracted to you. You know you can never have me and I was never yours, right?”
 
   “Yeah.” Felicia exclaimed, but Ashley could tell she was lying. Felicia had a desperate and irrational, slightly unhinged hope radiating out of her eyes.
 
   So Ashley came up to stand behind Jeanie, folding her arms again and glaring at Felicia like an enforcer. Jeanie couldn’t see her, but Felicia caught the blonde’s warning expression within seconds. 
 
   She asked sulkily. “This isn’t the Ash you used to date, is it?” 
 
   “Yes.” Jeanie answered simply. “It’s that Ash.”
 
   Behind her, Ashley narrowed bright eyes at Felicia. Obviously she empathised with Felicia’s domestic abuse situation on a personal level, and in that context she felt for her. But that didn’t mean she was going to allow this slob to slime all over Jeanie, or harass her. Not while Ashley had anything to do with it. She surreptitiously shook her head at the tomboy. 
 
   Defeat and realisation hit Felicia’s face. She knew she was no match for Ashley. Ashley was in another league – Ashley was in Jeanie’s league. 
 
   Felicia muttered. “’Kay, I get it. Right, well, thanks Jeanie. Seriously, thank you. You’re a great mate.”
 
   Jeanie gave her an unenthusiastic hug. “I’ll send you a text this week to see how you’re doing, but I think Clara will be too scared to come near you anymore.”
 
   “Yeah, cool. Have a nice night. Thanks again Jeanie.” Felicia let herself out.
 
   Jeanie shot an embarrassed look at Ashley. “I’m getting a beer.” 
 
   Ashley trailed her into the kitchen. “I thought Felicia was harassing you and called you names. Why would you help someone who treated you like that?”
 
   Jeanie sighed, waist-deep in the fridge. “She was lashing out six months ago, yes, but she’s not cruel. She’s just not very bright. I know you think I was overly harsh with her that day at the casino. But I haven’t had that harassing problem with her since – precisely because I came down on her so hard. She won’t do it again. I just, you know, had to handle it ruthlessly that one time.”
 
   Ashley made her voice bored. “She shouldn’t have hassled you in the first place when you’d made it clear you were done.” 
 
   Jeanie offered Ashley a beer, which she declined. 
 
   Jeanie cracked it instead, tossing the lid into the sink. “I don’t hold grudges for that kind of shit, Ash. She was just upset. She’s leaving me alone now. Anyway, people can be mean to me. I don’t care about that.”
 
   “You don’t?” Ashley watched her.
 
   Jeanie shook her head, dark hair gleaming under the kitchen light. “The only thing I can’t handle is if someone fucks with a loved one. There’s no coming back from that, with me. In terms of myself, though?” She tilted the neck of the bottle and took a swig. “I’m tough.”
 
   Ashley’s eyes fell to Jeanie’s mouth, as the latter locked it around the lip of the bottle. This was shockingly bad. Ashley didn’t think she’d ever been as attracted to anybody, as she was to Jeanie in that moment. Her lips actually felt like they were burning, with the need to press them to Jeanie’s.
 
   The brunette had been a great girl. A brat sometimes, definitely, but still wonderful in hundreds of ways. Now, though, she’d flourished into a magnificent woman. She was slightly more serious; her boisterous playfulness seemed to have quieted slightly with age. It had been replaced with a switched-on intelligence, an adult awareness of environment, and Ashley, in that instant, was smitten. 
 
   She didn’t want to be. She knew everyone had their good, and their bad traits. Jeanie was showing a heck of a lot of good traits right then, but she wasn’t perfect. She was a love-rat – something Ashley couldn’t get over. 
 
   Jeanie didn’t remove her eyes from Ashley’s. Ashley leant against the doorframe, resentment and lust clashing in her pupils. 
 
   Jeanie drummed the fingers of her spare hand against the fridge door, before slowly closing it. She sauntered towards Ashley, and stopped right in front of her. Ashley licked her lips. Jeanie’s mouth was wet from condensation from the beer. 
 
   The blonde’s breathing became shallow. “What are you doing?”
 
   Jeanie indicated the area behind Ashley. “Excuse me,” she said softly.
 
   Ashley realised she was blocking the door. “Oh right.” She swung out of the way and Jeanie passed her, shooting her a searching look.
 
   Next, Ashley’s eyes fell to Jeanie’s hips as she walked toward the couch. How easy would it be to reach out, seize them, and drag Jeanie’s ass against her body? And grind against her… and stick her tongue into her ear from behind, fingers going for the hem of that grey dress and pulling it, slowly, up to Jeanie’s stomach… maybe Jeanie wasn’t wearing any panties under her corporate gear? Maybe Ashley could just start fucking her bare pussy straight away? 
 
   The dress had a zipper running down the centre of the back. If Ashley slid it all the way to Jeanie’s ass, Jeanie’s naked body would emerge from the grey cloth like a butterfly out of a cocoon, all smooth skin and long limbs. Ashley could have the brunette undressed in seconds, if she’d wanted to. 
 
   Which she didn’t. She dragged her eyes from Jeanie’s sexy rump, and banished steamy images of her banging Jeanie in nineteen-hundred positions all over the apartment. No. It was not on.
 
   She and Vow had fucked all the time; that was the only reason Ashley’s libido was starting to kick up a fuss. Ashley had gone too long without sex. 
 
   Besides, Jeanie was a good-looking girl. It was only natural for a hot-blooded woman like Ashley, who was sexually frustrated, to experience wickedly pornographic, dirty, Jeanie-related images. It was biological, not emotional. It was fantasy, not realism.
 
   To prove it to herself, the dignified blonde said calmly, “I’m going to bed.” There, see? Remove herself from the situation. Easy.
 
   Jeanie sat on the couch with her beer and reached for the remote. “Okay Ashie. Do you want some painkillers for your headache to help you sleep?”
 
   Ashley pursed her lips. She’d forgotten she’d told that fib. She felt like a dick. Jeanie looked genuinely anxious for her. Their eyes hit each other’s again, and once more, unfortunately, as Jeanie’s deepened in colour, Ashley couldn’t look away.
 
   “No.” The blonde bent down and felt around the cushion, explaining. “My phone.” 
 
   Jeanie leant towards her – right up to her. Their noses were inches away from touching. “Here.” She murmured. “I’ve got it for you.”
 
   Ashley held out her hand. “Thanks. Be careful not to touch me.”
 
   “Yes Ash. I won’t.” Jeanie dropped the device onto Ashley’s palm.
 
   Ashley slowly backed up. “Goodnight.”
 
   “Goodnight Ashie.” Jeanie didn’t break their glance. 
 
   Ashley grimly put her back to the brunette and advanced towards the spare room. Her body was screaming at her to turn back, take a running jump and swan-dive onto Jeanie. And then drill her into the couch. Hard. Maybe put her on her stomach, or all fours…
 
   “Stop it.” She hissed to herself aloud, once the door was closed safely behind her, as she stripped out of her clothes and into her pyjamas. 
 
   She needed not to think about Jeanie while she masturbated.
 
   ***
 
   The next morning, Ashley found the apartment brunette-free. Once again, Jeanie had left a post-it note on the kettle, for Ashley to find when she made her morning tea. 
 
   Ashley reached for it, still in her pyjamas. It said Jeanie would be home at two to get ready for the Awards Show. There was a limo picking them up at four-thirty. Five, the red-carpet started. Seven, the ceremony itself.
 
    Nerves filled Ashley, but she steeled herself. This would be good for her. Yes, her confidence had taken a battering, but that did not mean that she was going to pike from a fashionable event. She could handle it. 
 
   Around quarter to two, she jumped in the shower, shaved her legs and her pubic region from habit, then straightened her hair. It was long – Ashley was surprised, actually. She rarely straightened it, so wasn’t used to seeing it at full-mast. It was a couple of inches past the middle of her back. 
 
   By the time she emerged from the bathroom in a robe, hair glistening, she could hear music thumping from behind Jeanie’s bedroom door. 
 
   Ashley chose a strapless sea-green dress that matched her eyes. It finished just over her knees, a high neck perching on her chest at the other end of her body. She wore brown, gold and bronze jungle-print bangles on each wrist. 
 
   She tied her hair into her usual high ponytail, then shaded her eyelids with smoky grey and brown eye-shadow to complement the bangles, finishing them with a dab of bronze glitter. She went with a darker lip-gloss than her usual pastel, just for something different; an interesting purple-brown sheen that looked quite shocking against the milkiness of her skin. 
 
   She completed the outfit with a green ribbon around her ponytail, and strappy black heels. Then she took herself to the lounge room, and serenely read the magazine she’d brought for the plane days earlier.
 
   Jeanie emerged roughly twenty minutes later, a tall, leggy Amazonian sex-princess in minimalist metallic heels. Ashley glanced up from her magazine and couldn’t look down. Her eyes widened as Jeanie crossed to the coat stand to rummage through her handbag. 
 
   The brunette was deliciously stunning. Legs forever and ever. Her dress was a deep navy scrunched with purple. It was high-necked, one jagged shoulder on Jeanie’s right, strapless on her left, sitting halfway down Jeanie’s silky thighs. 
 
   Jeanie’s long dark mane was out and wavy. She’d gone heavy on the eye makeup, and they were sparkling shadows. She wore bling-bling earrings which winked in the lights, a bracelet and matching delicate anklet. Dark purple gloss coated her mouth. Her skin glowed; she was smooth everywhere. She looked like a model. She was pure sex poured straight into a dress, and Ashley’s saliva glands started going into overdrive. 
 
   Jeanie straightened triumphantly with her keys and checked Ashley out. “You look hot, Ashie!” 
 
   There was a beat.
 
   Jeanie added quickly. “I didn’t mean that in a sleazy way. It was just one friend telling another they look perfect before heading out, you know.”
 
   Fuck her for being cute and sweet on top of that devastating outfit. Ashley dragged her face back to her magazine. “You look nice too, hun.” Damn, this was going to be difficult. But the blonde could do it. Poise. And control. She was a thirty-three year old adult, not a horny teenage boy.
 
   “Are you ready to go Ashie? I just got a text – Viv and Jonah just pulled up in the limo downstairs.”
 
   Ashley shunted her magazine to one side and stood. Thank God. Company would help quiet her thudding libido. “Will I need a jacket?”
 
   “I don’t think so.” Jeanie slid her keys into a tiny black evening bag, along with her phone and bank cards. “Make sure you bring ID though. Security at these things is tight. Let’s go.”
 
   It was awkward in the elevator. Ashley didn’t want to stare at Jeanie like a drooling teenager so she pretended to check her phone until the doors pinged open at the lobby.
 
   Boris waved. “Beautiful girls.” 
 
   Jeanie called back. “Thanks Boris. See you.”
 
   The stretch limo was parked right outside, the driver on hand to open the door. Jeanie dived in first. Ashley crawled after her.
 
   Viv was jaw-dropping in a retro pink dress, the towering heels of her shoes sculpted into miniatures of the Empire State building. Jonah was lounging in a tux next to Vivienne’s boyfriend, Alexis Luca.
 
   “Hello!” Viv trilled. “You both look stunning.”
 
   Jeanie grinned. “Oh my god Viv, your shoes are amazing.”
 
   Viv hugged her. “I got them last year in New York, of course.”
 
   The limo was full of perfume and aftershave – so much that Ashley’s head actually started to spin a bit already, as Jeanie gave Jonah and Alexis kisses on the cheek.
 
   Viv pointed with perfect pink nails. “Ashie, this is my partner Alex.”
 
    
 
                 
 
   He was very handsome. Distinguished and dark, with soulful eyes and broad shoulders, one or two crags on his pale brown face adding to his powerful masculinity. His cufflinks shone smoothly on his wrists. “Nice to meet you.”
 
   Ashley shook his hand. “You too Alex.” Alexis Luca was a huge deal in the Formula One world. It was surreal seeing him in real life, instead of on the news mounting podiums, doused in champagne after winning races.
 
   The limo pulled out into the city.
 
   “Ashie!” Jonah sounded genuinely excited to see her. He gave her a warm kiss on the cheek. “How are you? Nice to see you again. I’m so glad you’re here.” 
 
   Ashley was slightly nervous but Jonah, Viv and Alex’s welcoming friendliness was putting her at ease. She hadn’t been sure if she’d liked Viv or Jonah the first time she’d met them, for obvious reasons. Now, she decided they were lovely, and Alex was clearly a gentleman. She was in Jeanie’s world, with Jeanie’s posse, and they were making her feel right at home. She appreciated it – they weren’t cliquey at all.
 
   She felt her face break into the first real smile she felt she’d experienced in weeks. Months even, maybe, as Jonah handed her a champagne flute. 
 
   He informed her. “We’re doing a shot before we hit the carpet, too. Viv, shut up. You’re doing one. You can’t do the carpet without a shot. I’m your manager, I won’t allow it.”
 
   Viv groaned. “Oh dear. Jonah!” 
 
   Jonah grinned. “You know you get annoyed about getting the same inane fucking question ten thousand times, Viv. You whinge – it’s an insult to your intelligence, etcetera, I’ve heard it all before.” He mentioned to Ashley. “Alcohol is my awesome PR strategy. Viv’ll be in a tipsy good mood, so she won’t remember who’s asked what and how many times. She’ll just be consistently merry and charming to all the reporters. Which will produce good press.”
 
   Viv laughed. “Jonah, I’ve only eaten salad all day so I could slide into this dress. It’s going to hit me. If I trip or something, I’m so blaming you.”
 
   Alexis took her chin. “You won’t fall, my love. I won’t take my arm from you.”
 
   Viv locked him into a lusty kiss, then removed a packet of wet wipes from her purse, handing him one. “I put my lipstick on you, Alex, but it looks better on me.”
 
   Alexis chuckled and wiped his mouth, situated as it was amidst the midnight shadow on his chin.
 
   Jonah popped a bottle of expensive champagne. “Just one, Viv. Something weak like Midori or Alize or something. No biggie.”
 
   Viv turned to Jeanie. “Is this what I hired him for, to get me drunk?”
 
   Jeanie raised her glass. “To Viv winning the statue – it’s in the bag, Viv, no one is as hot as you right now.”
 
   Alexis held his glass against Jeanie’s. “To a good night, and to Viv’s oncoming victory.”
 
   “Whoo!” Jonah slammed his glass in there, almost vibrating Ashley’s hand off.
 
   Viv clinked glasses with everyone. “It’s not a done deal yet, guys. I’ll cheers to your bias though.”
 
   Outside the tinted windows of the limousine, light was fading again as evening hit. Jonah was unpacking the bar in the back of the limo, while Jeanie held his champagne for him. The alcohol compartment even had a metal paddle with holes to hold shot glasses, which he was filling with blue liquid.
 
   Viv stressed. “I don’t want to spill this on my dress.” 
 
   Jeanie soothed her. “You won’t, Viv, we’re practically at a standstill in this bullshit peak-hour traffic.”
 
   The screen separating the driver from the main cabin was down, so their group had privacy. They downed their shot without incident. Then they refilled their champagne and took a bunch of selfies, all piled together on one side of the limo. 
 
   Alexis had the longest arms so he took a group shot, which Viv immediately tweeted, after she and Ashley made sure they were following each other.
 
   Viv snickered. “Jeanie says your ex is massively addicted to Twitter, Ashie. For a while, like two years ago or something, we were calling her ‘hashtag-massive-fuckwit’ or ‘hashtag-bullfrog’ or ‘hashtag-how’.”
 
   Jonah hooted with laughter. “Hashtag-How. So funny.”
 
   Jeanie shot Ashley a guilty look, but Ashley was already tipsy and actually burst out laughing. 
 
   She confirmed. “She is addicted to Twitter.” 
 
   Jonah cheersed them again. “Here’s hoping Hashtag-Massive-Fuckwit-Vow-How is on her Twitter account tonight. We all look smoking hot. Vow’s going to eat her head when she sees our selfies.” He added, all charming innocence. “She does kind of look like a bullfrog, Ashie. I’m glad you’ve ditched her.”
 
   Ashley shook her head hopelessly. The brilliant mood in the limo was infectious and she supposed she should’ve been cranky, but she just couldn’t be.
 
   They finally reached the studio and slowed to a halt. Viv and Alexis got out first, to a flashing ocean of paparazzi. The door shut behind them. 
 
   Ashley started to feel nervous again. Jeanie drummed her fingers on an oak armrest as they waited ten minutes.
 
   She said casually, “When we get out, Ashie, I thought Jonah could go in the middle and we can each take an arm, and go in as a trio.”
 
   Jonah grinned toothily. “I’ll be the envy of every straight guy, every bi girl, and every lesbian in the country.”
 
   Jeanie sniggered. “That’s three quarters of the population, Jonah. Like a boss.”
 
   Ashley told her. “I’ll take your lead, Jeanie. I’m surprised you don’t have a date tonight, Jonah.”
 
   “He does.” Jeanie winked. “He’s fucking this hot producer later tonight at the after-party.”
 
   “Oooh yeah I am.” Jonah gave the thumbs up. “This sexy beast with dreadlocks.” 
 
   Ashley asked. “Where’s the after-party?” 
 
   Jeanie had a handheld compartment-mirror out and was touching up her lip-gloss. “It’s at the Channel Seventy-Seven Studio. It’s just for people from our network. All the networks peel off after the Awards Show and have their own after-parties. It’s going to be so fun, Ashie.”
 
   “Ready?” Jonah slid to the door. “I’ll go first and help you out.”
 
   Bang. Ashley emerged into the blinding storm of camera-light that had engulfed Viv and Alexis before them. She was grateful for Jonah’s strong hand lifting her effortlessly out of the limo. It was chaos. There were screaming fans and yowling photographers and pushy interviewers. They all knew immediately who Jeanie and Jonah were, as the cry of “Viv Fox’s team” went up.
 
   Jonah stood between Ashley and Jeanie, an arm around each of their waists so the paps could get a couple of good shots. Ashley actually came over rather giggly, because of the champagne. It was all so bizarre.
 
   She spoke from the corner of her mouth. “We don’t have to talk, do we? Because I have no idea what the hell to say.”
 
   Jeanie replied. “No, Ashie, we don’t have to do the whole ‘who’re-you-wearing’ thing, we’re not sponsored for that. We’ll have a couple of mics shoved at us and all we have to say is ‘go Viv’ or ‘Viv for president’ or, if it’s for a more conservative program, ‘we’d like to wish our dear friend Vivienne Fox good luck’.” She smiled glitteringly at Ashley. “You look flawless, Ashie, and you’re going to look stunning in the society pages tomorrow, don’t worry.”
 
   Ashley hadn’t realised how tense she’d become at the circus in front of her, but Jeanie’s words calmed her. Their eyes locked over Jonah’s body. Ashley could see Jeanie’s dark ones dancing with light, reflecting all the camera flashes. 
 
   Their gaze lingered. All Ashley suddenly wanted to do was reach across Jonah, grab Jeanie by the front of her dress and kiss her hungrily, for making her feel better. Photographs and photographers be damned.
 
   Jonah’s arms putting slight pressure in the smalls of their backs broke the moment. “Let’s rock and roll, ladies.”
 
   The night was a whirlwind of glamour and colour. They were at Viv’s table, and film crews and camera men darted around them constantly like vultures. It was an aggressive environment. The show was being broadcast live, hosted by an Indian comedian Ashley loved. 
 
   There was a big screen above the stage that told them when there was a commercial break, upon which everyone got up from their seats and mingled for three minutes at a time. ‘Power-micro-networking’, Jonah, Viv and Jeanie called it. Everything was a roar of applause, laughter and activity. 
 
   Their glasses were never empty. Jeanie switched to beer after an hour or so, which Ashley thought was sexy. All the other women, in the entire room as far as she could tell, were sipping champagne like swans – but not her edgier brunette ex. It was fucking hot.
 
   But that was the alcohol talking. Or was it the alcohol talking? Ashley was confused. She was happier than she had been in… years. She was losing herself in fun. Her brain wasn’t working again. 
 
   She was meeting all these important and interesting people, including the stars of her favourite medical soap, which was awesome. Viv presented her two categories like a polished pro. Statues started springing up on white-clothed tables like trees and before long, there were several at their table too. Viv had won, her executive producer won – and then they were all really in the mood to party.
 
   Ashley tried to keep a handle on how much she was drinking, but it was no use. Her blood was churning champagne into her system, and she was buzzed.
 
   Next thing she knew, she was doing another shot in the back of the limo with Viv, Alexis, Jonah, Jonah’s producer-date and Jeanie. Then they were at the after-party.
 
   Viv was kept busy by network executives and other people wanting to congratulate her. Ashley hung out with Jeanie and Jonah. Jonah yanked her up to dance for a few minutes – the DJ was fantastic. Jeanie floated around like a social butterfly; she knew everyone.
 
   Jonah gave Ashley a twirl and she laughed. He let go as Jeanie appeared in front of her, wearing a huge smile. 
 
   She yelled over the music. “Are you having fun, Ashie?” 
 
   There was a thrum of heat and moving bodies around them, and Ashley was so done being strong it wasn’t funny. She reached out an arm, sunk her fingers into Jeanie’s hair behind her neck, and dragged her over on the darkened dance floor.
 
   Jeanie’s eyes widened in surprise and her mouth opened, which suited Ashley just fine, because she put her tongue straight into it. 
 
   Jeanie’s lips were warm, and so were Ashley’s, from alcohol. The brunette tasted so sweet. Ashley’s teeth captured Jeanie’s lower lip, pulling at it slightly with a ragged murmur. She felt Jeanie gasp.
 
   Ashley’s tongue plunged deeply, powerfully exploring Jeanie’s tongue and teeth, one hand still on the back of Jeanie’s neck. Their movements were violent and starved. It was hot. Ashley felt herself drowning in it – before she froze. No, no, no – what the hell did she think she was doing? She had to stop.
 
   She dragged her face away and opened her eyes, to find Jeanie staring back, alarmed, and a glistening saliva trail connecting them by the mouth. 
 
   “Ashie?” Confusion dominated Jeanie’s expression. Her breathing was out. “You’re drunk, I…”
 
   Ashley apologised quickly, cutting her off. “Yeah no, I am, I’m sorry. In front of all your work colleagues, it’s, I mean…”
 
   Jeanie shook her head. “I don’t care about that, Ash. Are you… okay?”
 
   “Of course.” Ashley swallowed. Her mouth still tasted like Jeanie. She could feel her heart pounding like a jackhammer. “You know, I think I should probably, you know, do the right thing and go home at a reasonable hour, before I get messy.”
 
   Jeanie nodded. She looked skittish – like a deer caught in the headlights. “Well, you don’t seem messy from talking to you – like, we’ve had a lot to drink but you’re holding it really well, for what it’s worth.”
 
   Ashley grimaced. “Apart from kissing you, you mean?” 
 
   Jeanie insisted at once, pupils sliding to the side. “I’m not reading anything into that. You have nothing to worry or feel bad about, that, you know, I mean, everyone’s kissing!” She waved her arm vaguely around the room. 
 
   They weren’t. Ashley bit her lip. Half of her wanted to giggle, because half of her found it funny. The other half was a panicked mess. 
 
   Jeanie continued in a nervous rush. “I mean it’s, like, European, to kiss, to celebrate awards or… right?” She was drunk too. Obviously.
 
   “Um, yeah.” Ashley’s eyes fell by themselves to Jeanie’s mouth again. She wanted to kiss her so badly – she needed to get home and put herself firmly in the spare room with the door closed. Out of temptation’s way. “We should probably go, right?” Her body was on fire, just from one fucking kiss. Great. She was a sinking ship. She was sunk.
 
   Jeanie fidgeted with a piece of hair. “Yeah Ashie, if you want. There’s a line of limos paid for by the network ready to go whenever we wanna leave, out the front.” She pointed. “I don’t wanna get too hammered in front of work people either. I think you’re really smart. Let’s jet. We won’t bother saying goodbye to anyone, it’d take ages to find them in this crowd. I’ll text Jonah and Viv later. C’mon.”
 
   Ashley measured her steps, striding evenly through a couple of hallways and out onto the street – being very careful not to bump arms with Jeanie as they walked side-by-side. 
 
   The limo closest to them was a black one. The driver was leaning against it having a cigarette, which he threw into a puddle of rainwater upon seeing the girls. He opened the door for them. 
 
   Jeanie muttered the address, and then she and Ashley were in the cabin. 
 
   The partition separating their space in the glamorous car from the driver was pulled down. Ashley’s green eyes landed on it. Not good. She was alone with Jeanie. They had privacy. And she, Ashley, was thinking bad, bad, drunken thoughts.
 
    They sat opposite each other on the leather seats. It was warm with the heating on. Jeanie rested her hand on the polished oak armrest and drummed her fingers again, nervously, looking out the tinted window at the city sliding by. 
 
   Ashley checked out Jeanie’s legs, crossed elegantly underneath her short dress. Orange lights, streetlights and sign lights outside all shimmered across Jeanie’s skin through the windows, lighting it, cascading across the smoothness in differing colours. Ashley wanted to slide her tongue along those thighs. 
 
   Jeanie zipped to the other side of the limo and lifted the armrest concealing the alcohol compartment. “How about some water?” Her fingers reached amongst the bottles of grog.
 
   Ashley narrowed her eyes. Jeanie’s leaning over to peer into the portable bar had caused her dress to ride up at the back, and Ashley saw straight up it. Jeanie was wearing slim, silky white panties that clung to her body like a second skin. Ashley could see the exact shape of her pussy from behind, each crease and contour, and the sexy little slit between the lips. 
 
   She realised she was breathing quite hard. She pressed her knees together as she stared hungrily between Jeanie’s legs. How easy would it be for her to reach across the limo, slip Jeanie’s panties to one side, and start probing that pussy with her fingers? 
 
   She was so turned on. Her own genitals throbbed. She swallowed. “I need to… I need to calm down, I need to go to sleep.” She said, decisively, “Give me another shot, Jeanie, fuck it. I need to fucking pass out really fast.”
 
   Jeanie looked over her shoulder. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Ashie.” Her eyes, though, were knowing. They’d darkened with the need for sex. Her teeth kept appearing, kept pinching her lower lip, quite hard. She was fighting it too. 
 
   Ashley dragged her eyes away and massaged her temples. There was so much chemistry in in the limo that she was sure, if she had a match, she could set fire to it. Her voice cracked a little in desperation. “Just, Jeanie, seriously, please, just do as I say.” 
 
   She only had to make it back to the apartment. The driver had said forty minutes, with traffic. Forty minutes. She wasn’t a teenager. She could do forty minutes. She could totally behave for forty minutes. Like, for Christ’s sake. That wasn’t even an hour – it was forty minutes. She was controlled, she was set. 
 
   She commanded Jeanie. “Make it strong, please.” 
 
   Jeanie reluctantly pulled out a bottle of honey-flavoured whisky and poured two shots. She handed one to Ashley, spilling some because she’d overfilled it.
 
   “Cheers then.” She tossed it back with a flick of her long dark hair.
 
   Ashley did the same, feeling the familiar burn. Her face felt flushed; she knew her cheeks had probably pinkened. 
 
   Jeanie slid back across her seat, opposite Ashley. Ashley’s eyes travelled up those long legs capped with metallic heels. She’d be leaving those on while she fucked Jeanie, because she could rapidly feel her self-control snapping like a brittle twig.
 
   Her eyes moved to the juncture between Jeanie’s legs. Then up Jeanie’s rippling stomach, sheathed in dark material. To Jeanie’s chest and those big delicious breasts, which were rising and falling quite hard. To her long, satiny neck. To that perfectly-structured jaw.
 
   Ashley tensed her arm muscles and tried to sit still. Their eyes met. There was one beat of pure stillness as they faced off across the limo, followed by another. Jeanie was perched on her seat, both hands fastened to the edge of the leather in a death-grip, eyes wide.
 
   And then it was done. They were kissing each other violently. Falling and crashing aggressively around the cabin of the limo, bodies straining into each other. 
 
   Ashley’s hand was in Jeanie’s hair again and she yanked it brutally. Jeanie hissed in pain and dug her perfect teeth into the side of Ashley’s face, biting like an animal. Ashley sank the nails of her spare hand into the skin of Jeanie’s thigh viciously in retaliation, but Jeanie made a noise of rapture in her throat; she loved it. 
 
   Ashley pulled Jeanie’s hair harder, tongue going even deeper into Jeanie’s mouth. Her other hand left Jeanie’s thigh and seized the edge of Jeanie’s dress, pulling it up frantically. 
 
   They were on Jeanie’s side of the limo. Ashley was kissing Jeanie into the back of the seat. The brunette tasted, of course, like honeyed whisky. She was driving Ashley crazy. 
 
   The blonde’s fingers locked around the elastic of Jeanie’s panties under her dress. Ashley didn’t know what had come over her, but she ripped them. Clean off, the muscles in her arm twitching with the burst of strength that coursed through it. 
 
   Jeanie would have groaned in desperation, had her voice not been muffled by Ashley’s hot tongue thrusting against hers. Ashley felt strong fingers lock around her wrist, as Jeanie dragged the blonde’s hand to her pussy and guided it urgently inside her.
 
   She was soaking wet. Two of Ashley’s longest fingers slid straight up into her, all the way to the last knuckles.
 
   “Urgh, fuck.” Jeanie dragged her mouth from Ashley’s and tilted her head to moan at the ceiling, in satisfaction at being filled. “Hell yes, eurgh.”
 
   Ashley flexed her sex-shoulder and grit her teeth. She was going to give it to Jeanie really, really hard. 
 
   Jeanie’s long legs were spread wide; one heel was pressed against the glass of the window, the other leg curled around Ashley’s back, holding the blonde in position against her body.
 
   Ashley wrapped Jeanie’s mass of dark hair around her fist so she could control the brunette’s head and neck. She forced the girl’s head up and bit her cheek as she started fucking her, sliding her fingers out and jamming them back in roughly.
 
   “Oh yeah.” Jeanie needed it. “Uh-huh. Oh my god, Ash. Eurgh, that’s so right. Fuck me. You fuck like a pro.”
 
   A drunken smirk crossed Ashley’s lips. She knew she knew what she was doing. Her tongue slithered up the side of Jeanie’s face like a wet pink snake. She bit Jeanie’s earlobe, plunging her fingers in and out of Jeanie’s sexy pussy fiercely, finding a rhythm. 
 
   Jeanie grunted, eyes rolling into the back of her head, neck tipping back. Ashley’s lips found the side of her throat and pressed kisses along it.
 
   She couldn’t believe how much liquid Jeanie’s perfect, bare little slit was producing. Every time she rammed her fingers deep into Jeanie’s creamy centre and withdrew them, sexy wet sounds rang throughout the car.
 
   Jeanie’s lips feverishly sought Ashley’s. “Ashie, Ashie, come here, please, kiss me.” She begged. “Mmmmm.” She moaned into Ashley’s mouth, as Ashley did what she asked and slipped her tongue between her lips.
 
   Jeanie’s body was moving up and down in short, sharp jolts with the force of Ashley banging her on the back seat. 
 
   “Ohhh yeah.” She murmured into Ashley’s mouth. “My god Ash. Fuck yesss”
 
   “You’ve wanted this for a long time, haven’t you hun?” Ashley wasn’t even bothering with Jeanie’s clit. She was just probing the inside of her pussy, deeply, with two fingers. In and out, in and out. Jerking Jeanie up and down, up and down, against her fingers.
 
   Jeanie hissed as Ashley drove her fingers into her particularly hard. “I’ve been aching for you to touch me, Ash. I need you inside me, so fucking badly. You feel so good, you’re so deep. Don’t stop.”
 
    
 
                 
 
   Ashley increased her power, fucking Jeanie slowly but brutally, adding a third finger to the other two and forcing them inside her. Jeanie loved it; she moaned, the muscles of her pussy gripping Ashley’s fingers slickly, trying to hold them in. Ashley bounced her.
 
   “You like that don’t you sweetie?” She licked Jeanie’s lips. “You like spreading your legs for me, don’t you? Keep your heel up on the window, I want your legs spread nice and wide. I want to put you on all-fours and fuck you with a strap-on later too, a really big one, nice and thick.”
 
   Jeanie’s dark eyes flew open. To Ashley’s surprise, Jeanie smirked at her. “I’ll go down on my knees for you any time you want. If you want me to be your fuck-toy, you’ve got it, Ashie. I can go toe-to-toe with you now.”
 
   Ashley’s own pussy lubricated up a storm at Jeanie’s hot words. “You sexy little minx.” She yanked Jeanie’s hair again, hard, making her yelp. “Do you like me getting a little rough with you, sweetheart?”
 
   Jeanie raised her head again, pupils dilating, mouth going to Ashley’s ear and snarling straight into it. “I love it. Fuck me. The harder the better.”
 
   Ashley’s heart skipped a beat. She really started to give it to Jeanie now. The city continued to streak past them. Now, the lights from outside were catching on perspiration on Jeanie’s skin. Ashley looked up drunkenly from chewing on the cusp of Jeanie’s jaw, at the windows. That old cliché – the glass was fogging up.
 
   The blonde was becoming a heated mess also. Her sweat was mixing with Jeanie’s. Her own hips were moving – she was grinding her panty-covered pussy against Jeanie’s leg, in time with the screwing motion of her arm. 
 
   Jeanie let out a guttural, almost primal moan, as Ashley probed deeper. The squeaks of sweaty skin on leather filled the cabin.
 
   “Please.” Jeanie whispered one last time, cupping Ashley’s face with both hands. “Kiss me.”
 
   As Ashley kissed the brunette, she could feel Jeanie’s body start to twitch, the muscles of her pussy suddenly sucking Ashley’s fingers like a vice. Jeanie was cumming incredibly hard. If Ashley’s tongue hadn’t been coiling around Jeanie’s, the brunette would have been screaming.
 
   Jeanie’s hips were going crazy against Ashley’s hand. Her whole body was bucking, to the point that she actually rolled Ashley off the seat; Ashley couldn’t pin her down. 
 
   On the vibrating ground of the limousine, Jeanie ground her hips onto Ashley’s fingers from on top. The brunette’s hands went to Ashley’s stomach to balance herself, fingers pressed to Ashley’s abdomen like a sprinter. She threw her torso up, hair streaming back as though she was a horse in the wind, and continued to bear down on Ashley’s hand, riding it.
 
   Ashley looked up at her with wanton enjoyment. The blonde’s ponytail had come out at some point during their wrestling, and her hair fanned out behind her on the carpet. She watched Jeanie’s undulating body, as she fucked the girl from underneath. Jeanie looked damn fine when she was fully mounting her. 
 
   Her bicep was starting to burn from banging her fingers up into Jeanie, and she didn’t care. She smiled darkly, but Jeanie didn’t notice. Her lids were closed, eyes facing the back of her skull, shaking and shivering as she rode out her climax on Ashley’s fingertips. 
 
   She was fucking beautiful, a dark-haired, silky, toned body, just built for sex. Ashley suddenly sat up, fingers still pumping in and out of Jeanie’s sex, and shoved Jeanie back against the door of the limo. 
 
   Now, she was cradling the brunette’s body on her lap while she fucked her – even harder than she’d been able to from beneath. Jeanie wrapped her arms around Ashley’s neck, tilted her head back and shrieked.
 
   Ashley’s eyes widened and she quickly bit Jeanie on the bare skin of her shoulder, aggressively. It had the desired effect. Jeanie choked off, hissed and brought her head whizzing forward at the sudden pain – at which point Ashley gave her a comforting smile, and pushed their lips together again, massaging Jeanie’s with her own. They did not want the driver lowering his screen right then.
 
   Ashley thrust Jeanie once, twice, three times more, really hard into the inside of the limo door, and finally squeezed the last of her orgasm out of her. 
 
   Jeanie’s body shuddered. Her lips slid from Ashley’s with a quiet wet sound. She pulled back a tiny bit, the tip of her nose beside Ashley’s, and opened her eyes.
 
   Ashley was resting on her haunches on the rumbling limo floor, one of Jeanie’s long legs on either side of her. The blonde was gasping for breath as though she’d been for a run on her treadmill. Slowly their surroundings came into focus. 
 
   When she’d been rolling wildly around the interior of the limo, they’d inadvertently pressed (fucked against) some buttons, which had activated some of the ‘special features’ of the limo. Ergo; the lights were on; the radio was going – some old-school jazz piano. When on earth had that happened? It was really loud too, but neither had noticed. Ashley hadn’t been able to hear a thing over their ragged breathing and Jeanie’s groaning. The skylight was also open; it hadn’t been before. 
 
   Ashley’s green eyes flicked up to it. She could see the city stream by from above now too, as well as through the windows. She could see the shimmering tops of buildings with their perfectly-aligned windows. She could hear, through the open skylight, the slushy sounds of traffic driving along wet asphalt. Luckily, although it was overcast, it wasn’t raining into the vehicle. 
 
   Jeanie hadn’t taken her eyes from Ashley’s. She was very still, barely breathing, as though she was afraid she’d suddenly wake up from a dream or shatter the moment. She slowly raised her hand to wipe a drop of sweat from Ashley’s brow, catching it as it ran down the side of her face. 
 
   Ashley felt gentle fingers brush her skin. Jeanie’s gaze dropped to Ashley’s mouth and she softly laid her lips to Ashley’s again. 
 
   Ashley’s fingers were still buried in the molten tightness of Jeanie’s pussy. She slowly withdrew. Jeanie breathed sharply through her nose and flinched in sensitivity, but she didn’t break their kiss. She just deepened it.
 
   That had been wild. Ashley had done a lot of stuff, with a lot of girls, but she’d never made it in the back seat of a limousine before. And it had been spectacular.
 
   However, Jeanie wasn’t finished. Her fierce energy started returning to her. She put two hands on Ashley’s shoulders and forced her backwards, where Jeanie slammed her to the limo floor, astride her like a panther. Ashley gasped. Jeanie leant down on her and started sucking on her neck. 
 
   Her warm, wet mouth sent tingles straight down Ashley’s spine. She cupped Jeanie’s ass and squeezed, grinding against her. 
 
   Jeanie reached up with one hand and seized the neck of the whisky bottle. She sat up and unscrewed it. Her legs were parted intimately around Ashley’s body. Still sliding her pelvis against Ashley’s sensually, she made eye-contact with her and took a long sip.
 
   Ashley watched her, hands still gripping her perfect ass and massaging it. Jeanie jerked the bottle away from her mouth, coughing. 
 
   Ashley sat up quickly with a growl. “Give me that.”
 
   She snatched it off Jeanie and flipped her over, one hand holding the bottle, the other going to Jeanie’s throat and driving her into the carpet, getting on top of her instead.
 
   Jeanie’s eyes were full of animal lust. Ashley drank some whisky herself, green eyes boring into Jeanie’s dark ones without blinking. It stang, but Ashley didn’t flinch. Her body was steely. 
 
   With her free hand, Ashley seized one side of Jeanie’s dress and yanked it down, exposing a breast. Jeanie’s dress was now slanted across her body and scrunched up to her stomach. They were both panting as Ashley reached down. The blonde slid her panties to one side and lowered her pussy to Jeanie’s again, bare this time, and pressed her hot dripping sex against Jeanie’s. She started sliding against it. 
 
   Their pussies made silky wet sounds as Ashley ground into her. 
 
   Jeanie spread her legs even further. “Oh yeah, Ashie. Fuuuucking hell. That feels so good. You’re so wet.”
 
   “That’s your juicy little pussy mixing with mine, baby.” Ashley pushed down sensually, rubbing her pussy luxuriously along her ex’s. “I can feel your clit against mine, and your lips. Do you feel that? Your little clit needs playing with all the time. You’d make a good fuck-toy, if you weren’t such a bitch.”
 
   Jeanie raised her chin defiantly. “Hey fuck you.”
 
   Ashley took another sip of whisky and started flicking Jeanie’s pink exposed nipple with her spare hand, quite hard. She watched Jeanie’s skin break into goosebumps. “Don’t talk to me like that.”
 
   Jeanie’s eyes darkened further. “Discipline me.”
 
   “Oh I will.” Ashley tilted the bottle over Jeanie, all the while sliding her naked pussy against Jeanie’s, pouring honeyed whisky all over the brunette’s chest, on her neck and shoulders – some even dripped into her hair.
 
   Jeanie gave a low moan. “Oh my god Ash, my dress.”
 
   “Shut the fuck up.” Ashley poured more on her, then dived on her and licked her neck, her delicate collarbone, tongue lapping at Jeanie’s smooth sticky skin like a wolf.  
 
   “Mmm.” Jeanie groaned as Ashley’s tongue covered her. “Fuck.”
 
   She let Ashley lick her for about a minute, then jerked upwards. Ashley wasn’t expecting it. Their pussies were pulled apart. She tried to force Jeanie down again, but Jeanie wasn’t having it. They wrestled on the floor, grappling around the limo fiercely. 
 
   Jeanie was strong. Arms around Ashley’s stomach, she yanked her up, then threw her onto one of the seats, diving on her and kissing her ferociously. Then the brunette clasped Ashley by the shoulders and drew her to her feet. This time, it was Jeanie with a hand locked around Ashley’s throat, dangerous violence in her eyes, as she forced the blonde’s head up through the opened skylight of the limo. 
 
   Ashley choked a little, stunned, but enjoying the pressure. The wind streaked her face in icy stripes as the limo zoomed through the metropolis. 
 
   She was about to try to wrestle Jeanie inside again. However; now Ashley was standing where Jeanie wanted her, the brunette sank quickly to her knees, disappearing into the vehicle. Her hands slid down Ashley’s chest, squeezing her tits once, before shooting up her dress. Jeanie pulled Ashley’s panties down insistently, before Ashley could blink, then started giving Ashley head with Ashley still half-hanging out the top of the limousine.
 
   Ashley gasped. Jeanie’s sweet little tongue was circling and lapping at her clit, quickly and softly. The blonde instinctively spread her legs. 
 
   Her hair whipped around her face in the night air as they drove. She rested her forearms against the cold metallic roof of the car and held on for dear life as they rounded a corner. 
 
   She could feel the metal vibrate beneath her hands with the power of the engine. She was already so horny she could barely stand it. Jeanie’s delicate licking of her pussy was sweet heaven. Ashley had needed it. It was beyond good. She felt her eyes roll closed in ecstasy.
 
   Her body was burning. She spread her legs even further. Jeanie was eating her out hungrily. The wet muscle of her tongue slid into Ashley’s opening, as far as it could go, and pulsed strongly while Jeanie used her upper-lip to massage Ashley’s clit.
 
   Ashley felt warm electricity spread throughout her belly. The city streaked past her; she was surrounded by blurs of coloured light. She tilted her head toward the black sky, fresh air and icy oxygen tumbling into her lungs as she breathed deeply, driving energy into every cell of her body. She’d never felt more exhilarated. 
 
   The limo pulled up to a set of lights. Ashley swallowed. There were people walking by, but although they could see Ashley standing in the limo, they had no idea what was happening on her lower half. The tinted windows protected Jeanie while she performed her X-rated activity on Ashley’s slit. As far as members of the public were concerned, Ashley was just a chick who was riding outside the roof of a limo to get a little air. 
 
   Ashley looked down. Jeanie had her eyes closed in bliss, pink tongue going in and out of Ashley’s pussy as she delicately Frenched it. As Ashley watched, the brunette pressed the flat of her tongue against Ashley’s clit, and fluttered it.
 
   The rush of endorphins Ashley felt shoot up each leg was intense. “Fuck. Oh my god.” She reached into the limo and held Jeanie’s head in two hands. 
 
   Jeanie’s big eyes opened and she looked up at Ashley. 
 
   “Good girl.” Ashley crooned. “You’re my good little girl, aren’t you baby?”
 
   Jeanie nodded, tongue lapping Ashley’s pussy softly. Ashley smiled. Jeanie’s licks felt increasingly amazing. Ashley started moving her hips, grinding her pussy into Jeanie’s jaw as she watched her. They were still parked at the traffic lights.
 
   Ashley’s slit was aching with pleasure. Jeanie was stimulating Ashley’s pink lips with her mouth, massaging them, tongue taking care of the centre. 
 
   Ashley snarled with extreme arousal. “That feels fucking great, baby.”
 
   She held Jeanie’s head still and really started grinding her pussy on Jeanie’s lower face. And then, this primitive urge came over her – she didn’t know from where. She’d never experienced anything like it before, with anyone else, but she suddenly had an intense desire to mark Jeanie as her own. To ‘claim’ her, in the most animalistic of ways. Like animals leaving their sexual scent on their mates – Ashley had this burning need to do that now to Jeanie.
 
   She moved her hips further up Jeanie’s face, to her mouth and nose, and rubbed herself there, then turned Jeanie’s head so she could put her juices on one cheek, then the other. Her movements were precise, clinical. She wanted to cover Jeanie’s face. 
 
   Jeanie looked confused. She kept trying to lick Ashley’s pussy, but could no longer reach. 
 
   Ashley commanded. “Don’t move. Here, come on, that’s a good girl…” She rubbed her pussy lips softly over Jeanie’s nose and forehead. Her voice became comforting; she wanted to ease the confusion from the girl’s eyes. “Good girl. Almost done. There you go, baby.” She finished delicately bathing Jeanie’s face. “Okay. Open your mouth.”
 
   Jeanie, dark eyes fixated as though hypnotised by Ashley’s green ones, obeyed. Ashley was keeping her pussy away from Jeanie – in front of her face, but not touching her with it.
 
   Ashley told her. “Stick your tongue out.” 
 
   Jeanie’s wet pink tongue came out of her mouth obediently.
 
   “That’s a good girl.” Ashley lowered her hips onto it, gently putting her pussy back in Jeanie’s mouth and against her tongue. “That’s my good, sweet darling girl. You can lick me now sweetie. I need you to make me cum, okay?”
 
   Jeanie’s tongue curled around Ashley’s clit as she nodded.
 
   Ashley stroked her hair. “That’s it.” 
 
   Jeanie’s eyes closed relaxedly, as the lights changed and the car started moving. Ashley closed her eyes too and let the night breeze pour over her as Jeanie ate her out, concentrating on her clit, massaging it wetly with her tongue and large amounts of saliva. 
 
   The limo picked up speed again. The pace of the car whizzing through the streets added to Ashley’s adrenalin. Her heart was beating fast and faster. Her skin was singing as pleasure swam through her bloodstream. She began fucking Jeanie’s face in earnest as her body started to lose control.
 
   She wasn’t sure if Jeanie could breathe, she was grinding herself onto her face so hard. But she was too far gone to pull back – Jeanie had completely undone her. 
 
   Jeanie didn’t seem to have any problem going with Ashley’s violent pace. One hand cradled Ashley’s waist, holding her lover as she covered every inch of the blonde’s pussy with her lips and tongue. With a finger from her other hand, she tickled Ashley’s opening – she didn’t actually put it inside Ashley’s body, she just held it against the entrance to her pussy, and wriggled it maddeningly.
 
   Ashley withstood that for maybe a minute. Then she screeched. Her body exploded into crazed shakes, as she came on Jeanie’s face and cried out at the sky. Her hair flowed behind her as they zoomed through the streets, voice lost in the wind and traffic, her orgasm driving her heart-rate into an incredible zenith. 
 
   The chill wind outside the car clashed with the overheating effect of cumming, creating a strange hot-cold-burn of a climax. The fact that she was half in public, having an orgasm in full view of an entire city that had no idea what was happening, added to the intensity; it was enormous. Her hands were still down in the limo, holding Jeanie’s face while she came all over it. 
 
   She finally let go of the brunette and grabbed the roof of the limo again, letting her eyes fall close and the night rush over her. Even behind closed eyelids, she could see city lights streaming past. It was beautiful. She felt like magic.
 
   Her orgasm subsided. She took several deep breaths, savouring the moment. That had been: amazing – there was no other word for it.
 
   Jeanie had wrapped her arms around Ashley’s hips and was holding her so the blonde’s legs, which were shaking, wouldn’t buckle. She was pressing soft kisses on Ashley’s pussy, cleaning her up a little here and there. 
 
   Ashley stroked the top of that dark head, then indicated that she wanted to come back in by bending her knees. Jeanie obligingly slid out of the way.
 
   Ashley re-entered the warmth of the limo. Jeanie was pulling her dress back up over her exposed breast, in total disarray. Her hair was everywhere, face flushed and covered with sweat and Ashley’s sex. The skin of her body was thick with sticky alcohol, which stained the front of her outfit and caked her neck, streaks on her face and some in her hair. 
 
   Ashley cocked her head. Jeanie was wildly, messily sexy in that state. She looked like a savage sex-princess.
 
   “We have to hurry Ashie.” Her voice was panicky. “We’re like, two minutes away from my house.”
 
   They spent those minutes in complete silence, dabbing at themselves with bar towels and haphazardly reapplying makeup. Jeanie half-cleaned herself up with the bottled water they’d abandoned, even while taking another calming sip of whisky. They were both still extremely drunk. 
 
   Ashley dragged her panties up her legs and pulled her own dress down to cover her tingling pussy. Her head and her body were swimming; she was on Cloud Nine. That sex had been incredible. It had been out of this world. She’d never felt anything like it. 
 
   Jeanie had gotten herself to the point where she was presentable – just, as the driver pulled up to the curb. She offered Ashley the whisky one last time, looking at the blonde with bloodshot, unfocused eyes. “Neither of us can really tell if we look fine. I don’t know if he heard us. We just fucking have to make a break for it without looking at him or making eye-contact, okay?” 
 
   Ashley accepted the bottle from her and took another swig, before replacing the cap and putting it back into the bar. Meanwhile, Jeanie sprayed perfume from a miniature bottle she had in her evening bag. Even though they’d wiped the spilt alcohol with the bar towels, adjusted their rumpled dresses and salvaged Jeanie’s ripped underwear from underneath a seat, the cabin was going to smell like sweat and sex. Ashley admired Jeanie’s quick thinking.
 
   Jeanie asked now. “Will you hold my hand? I’m pretty trollied, Ashie, and my body’s shaky and I’m afraid I’ll fall.”
 
   Ashley felt a sentimental pang out of nowhere. She hadn’t heard Jeanie use that voice for a long time – that cutesy ‘please-take-care-of-me, I’m-not-as-fierce-as-I-look’ voice she’d used to use (often) with Ashley, back when she was a bouncy, more-innocent twenty-two year old. 
 
   Ashley’s heart lurched as she remembered how much she used to enjoy taking care of Jeanie, and spoiling her and making her feel good. Before Jeanie had ruined it all, she’d been Ashley’s princess. 
 
   The blonde swallowed. She was tired, drunk, and melty from sex. She’d deal with her maze of awful fears, doubts and thoughts in the morning; right then, she couldn’t think. Just for tonight, she wouldn’t care. For one night only, she’d let herself go. She’d care again in the morning. “Sure, sweetie. I’ll hold your hand.”
 
   The driver opened the door for them and Jeanie quickly slid out, followed by Ashley. 
 
   Jeanie had her face down like a schoolgirl at the principal’s office. Ashley took her hand and the brunette actually half-hid behind Ashley’s shoulder, fingers laced with hers, relying on her older lover to take care of it. 
 
   Ashley cleared her throat. “Thank you for taking us home.” 
 
   He either hadn’t heard their sex noises through the divide – maybe he’d had music on? Or, to his credit, he was being a gentleman and giving them no sign he thought anything was awry. He just politely wished them good night. Thank God. 
 
   The two women walked to the building. Jeanie was being really bloody cute. Ashley had softened big-time when Jeanie had relied on her to take care of potential awkwardness with the driver. It made Ashley feel capable and needed, even though she was hammered. She squeezed Jeanie’s hand, as Jeanie swiped a key-card to get inside. 
 
   The lobby was deserted. Boris, the building manager, had obviously gone home for the evening. The elevator doors opened; Jeanie programmed the lift, then turned and put her head on Ashley’s shoulder.
 
   Ashley queried. “Are you tired, hon?” 
 
   Jeanie returned. “No.” 
 
   Ashley asked. “Are you feeling sick?” 
 
   “No,” answered Jeanie.
 
   Ashley looked at the dark head burying its face in her neck. “Then what are you doing?”
 
   Jeanie sighed. “Just enjoying your shoulder, Ashie. Just catching my breath. That limo ride was so incredibly intense. It was… oh my god.” She smiled into Ashley’s skin. “Wow. The way you fucked me against the door, right at the end, just when I thought I couldn’t cum any longer? You just hit my spot, and… mmm. I’m kind of sore down there too, you fucked me so hard. I loved it.”
 
   Ashley’s forehead furrowed. “I didn’t mean to hurt you, Jeanie. I just wanted to get fun-rough with you. I didn’t want there to be any real pain.”
 
   Jeanie kissed Ashley’s neck. “It’s not pain-pain, it’s sex-pain. It felt so good.”
 
   Ashley grimaced. “I hope you’re not bleeding or anything like that.” 
 
   Jeanie giggled. “You can check if you like, Ashie. I’m not wearing panties anymore, remember? Some animal tore them off on the backseat of a limo.”
 
   Ashley grinned and took her chin, and they started making out again against the elevator wall. Ashley reached down and put two gentle fingertips into Jeanie’s pussy, stroking her lower lips softly.
 
   Jeanie broke their kiss to whisper throatily. “That doesn’t hurt, Ashie.” 
 
   She was still wet. Ashley probed slightly, then took her fingers out and raised them to the light. “No blood, thank goodness.”
 
   “Give that here.” Jeanie took her wrist and raised it to her lips, putting Ashley’s glistening fingers into her mouth, eyes turning smoky as she locked them onto Ashley’s.
 
   Ashley caught her breath as Jeanie swirled her warm tongue over her fingers. “Damn. You dirty girl.” Enjoyment coursed through her.
 
   Jeanie slid Ashley’s fingers from her mouth. “I am dirty. I need a shower when we get upstairs to make me clean again. I’m all sticky. Will you have one with me?”
 
   Ashley looked at her hungrily, leaning towards her without even realising, as though drawn by a magnet. “Sure. I’m going to put you against the shower wall and fuck you. Slowly.”
 
   Jeanie smirked. “Not if I do first.” 
 
   The doors opened – Ashley and Jeanie turned, expecting their floor, only to discover another resident. He was a man in a suit, who looked surprised, then embarrassed; obviously, he’d seen them in their steamy clinch. He cleared his throat and put his back to them, choosing a floor above Jeanie’s.
 
   Jeanie’s cheeks flushed. Ashley was in a frisky mood so she quietly slid her fingers up the back of Jeanie’s dress.
 
   Jeanie squeezed her thighs together immediately, half doubling over, hissing quietly. “Ashie.” 
 
   Ashley cuddled up to her back and breathed hotly into her ear from behind. Jeanie’s eyes flickered with lust. Ashley wriggled her fingers insistently and Jeanie reluctantly allowed her legs to part slightly. Ashley happily started toying with Jeanie’s bare pussy again, gently and quietly playing with her silken wetness. 
 
   Jeanie’s breaths got deeper. Her eyes fell closed and her lips parted with the desire to moan. 
 
   The guy in the lift with them was only half a metre away. He was rocking back and forth on the soles of his feet restlessly. Ashley stroked Jeanie’s clit with her middle finger and felt the brunette start to drip moisture.
 
   The doors pinged. 
 
   “Come on hon, our floor.” Ashley gave Jeanie’s ear one nice, long lick, then took her hand again and pulled her around the man for the exit.
 
   They hurried down the hallway together, giggling, the lift closing safely behind them. 
 
   “You’re so bad, Ashie.” Jeanie suddenly zig-zagged into Ashley, knocking her into and pressing her up against the wall, swiping Ashley’s tongue with her own passionately. “I love it when you’re cheeky. You excite me so much, you have no idea. I’m going to fuck you sideways when we get inside.”
 
   At Jeanie’s lusty promise, Ashley felt a jolt in her lower-regions, and her pulse picked up. Jeanie dragged her keys out and unlocked her door. She grabbed Ashley’s hand, hauling her into the apartment and kicking the door closed behind her with one long, high-heeled, whisky-streaked leg.
 
   Ashley laughed hopelessly. “Fuck you’re sexy. What did you have to be so sexy for?” 
 
   Jeanie flung her evening bag and keys at the couch, and pulled the blonde toward the main bathroom, flicking the heating-lights on. They fell into each other’s arms, yanking frustratedly at each other’s clothing.
 
   Jeanie’s fingers clawed Ashley’s back. “Fuck Ash, where’s your stupid goddamn zipper?”
 
   Ashley clutched her side. “It’s here, I’ll get it.”
 
   Jeanie bent feverishly and unbuckled a heel, then another, as Ashley slid out of her dress. 
 
   Jeanie spun, lifting her curtain of hair up. “Ashie, do mine.”
 
   Ashley ran Jeanie’s zipper down. Jeanie wriggled out of her dress and stepped clear of it, totally nude. While Ashley bent down to take her heels off, Jeanie reached into the shower and cranked the tap. 
 
   Ashley was just pulling her bra away from her chest and shoulders as Jeanie turned, seized the blonde’s wrists and drew her towards the warm water. Ashley crashed up to Jeanie, walking her backwards and kissing her into the shower wall. 
 
   Jeanie squealed and laughed. “Ashie it’s cold!”
 
   Ashley flattened her body to Jeanie’s, forcing more of the brunette’s skin against the tiles. Jeanie gasped, gripping Ashley by the shoulders. Her toned arms became steel-like as she dragged Ashley around, putting her against the wall instead.
 
   Now it was Ashley’s turn to gasp. The cold marble on her back, buttocks and legs was shocking. She tried to turn the tables on Jeanie again, but Jeanie had her pinned with an elbow slanted across the blonde’s chest. Ashley couldn’t move. 
 
   Jeanie smirked, reaching behind them both with her spare arm and grabbing the shower nozzle, directing it at the two of them. Hot jets of water now splashed against them.
 
   Having realigned the shower, Jeanie ran her fingers down the side of Ashley’s face, before kissing her. Ashley’s excitement increased. The cold tiles at her back and Jeanie’s hot, wet naked body sliding against hers from the front was all the stimulation she needed to make her groan. 
 
   Jeanie scraped her nails up Ashley’s thigh. She was kissing Ashley forcefully, the hot water falling between them and going into their mouths whenever they changed angles. 
 
   “Mmm.” Jeanie cupped Ashley’s sex with her hand, keeping Ashley trapped against the wall with her body. 
 
   Ashley moaned as Jeanie massaged her pussy with the heel of her palm, fingers dancing delicately in her opening.
 
   Jeanie flicked her wet hair back. “You need it, don’t you Ash? Is this what you need? Cum for me, sweetheart.” Her fingers stilled, stiffened and changed angles before slipping easily up into Ashley’s body – three of them. 
 
   Ashley gasped. It felt so nice. She felt full – three was perfect for her. Jeanie drew them out, down to the middle knuckle, set her shoulder, then shoved them back in again, fucking Ashley into the wall. Ashley groaned, arms around Jeanie’s shoulders. God, she needed this. She needed a good, hard, deep fucking. It felt perfect.
 
   She spoke drunkenly into Jeanie’s mouth. “I was supposed to be fucking you in here. You’re supposed to be my fuck-toy remember? Uh! You’re supposed to be my little fuck-toy good-girl and do whatever I say, whenever I say it, and let me play with your silky little pussy whichever way I feel like.” 
 
   Jeanie continued to bang her, and she was doing it really hard. The beautiful brunette had a powerful set of muscles on her slim body, disguised in girly toning. The tips of her fingers were slamming against Ashley’s G-spot, causing pleasure-shocks to go hurtling through Ashley’s veins with every thrust. Steam started to form around them.
 
   Jeanie said huskily, “This fuck-toy isn’t built that way, Ash. I’m only obedient and passive when I feel like being obedient and passive.” Her teeth captured Ashley’s ear lobe, causing pain to knife around the side of the blonde’s face. 
 
   She shrieked.
 
   Jeanie continued, breathlessly. “The other fifty percent of the time, I’m the one who likes to do the fucking. Right now, I’m going to fuck you seven ways to Sunday. Because your body needs it, nice and hard. Like this.” Her arm picked up speed. Jeanie was driving Ashley’s wet body up into the cold, slippery surface of the wall.
 
   Ashley cried out. It felt amazing. She spread her legs wide, arms around Jeanie’s neck, and just enjoyed the deep penetration Jeanie was giving her. It was satisfying. So satisfying, to feel full and sexily pounded into. 
 
   Her tongue swam through Jeanie’s mouth. She was sweating – the water was hot, turning her skin pink, and she was gasping uncontrollably as Jeanie fucked her. 
 
   She opened her eyes and looked at Jeanie. Jeanie winked at her. Ashley stared. Now, they were eyeballing each other as they had sex in the shower.
 
   Ashley couldn’t believe it. Jeanie had been surprising her with her sexy assertiveness all night. Gone was the sexually-timid young brunette who simply followed Ashley’s lead in the bedroom like a puppy. The woman in front of her had developed; gave just as good as she got – and she was nobody’s kitten unless she was in the mood. 
 
   Ashley studied her face. Jeanie was a sexual match for her now – that much was obvious. The brunette was no longer frightened or sexually immature. She could equal Ashley, flip her, top her or bottom her – the bisexual beauty was versatile when it came to lesbian sex. Ashley had never been fucked by her this way before. It was new and exciting. It was hot.
 
   It was scary.
 
   “You’re thinking too much.” Jeanie murmured, kissing her nose and cheek. “You’re in your head too much. Stop overthinking everything and just enjoy it.”
 
   Ashley moaned at a particular twist of Jeanie’s fingers. “What?”
 
   Jeanie curled her fingers in Ashley’s pussy. The move sent sexy pins and needles shooting down the backs of Ashley’s legs. The blonde’s cries became higher.
 
   Jeanie cocked her head. “Abandon your worries and negative thoughts Ashie, and come back to me. Just be with me here, fucking in the shower, not anywhere else.”
 
   Ashley tensed, the sound of water drumming into the tiles surrounding them. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   Jeanie’s eyes flashed. “I don’t know about overthinking things? Really, Ashie? You think I don’t know what it’s like to be freaking out in my head about something, when there’s no cause for concern in real life? Huh?”
 
   Ashley reached down, took Jeanie’s wrist and pulled the brunette’s fingers even further into her body, rolling her hips onto them. “Just shut up and fuck me, Jeanie, I don’t want to talk. Shut up.” She put her other hand around the back of Jeanie’s neck and dragged their faces together.
 
   They started kissing again fiercely. Jeanie adjusted the angle of her wrist slightly; now she was really hitting Ashley’s sweet spot, deep inside her body. 
 
   Ashley’s panting increased. She was close. Her body was thrilling. The hot water jetting from the shower nozzle was burning her skin. Jeanie was pumping her fingers inside her really fast, and that was all Ashley needed. She let her head fall back against the tiles and screamed. 
 
   She felt like she was cumming from the inside out as she exploded all over Jeanie’s hand. Jeanie fucked her hard, prolonging the high. Stars swam behind Ashley’s eyelids, water streaming all over her body and encasing her in hot steam. Her back slipped up and down against the shower wall and she howled again. 
 
   Then she seized Jeanie’s wrist and stopped it. She was spent; her body couldn’t take anymore. She choked at the ceiling. Jeanie’s lips were there to meet her when she lowered her head, slowing the pace. Now, Jeanie was just massaging Ashley’s mouth slowly and softly with her own, underneath the running water. 
 
   It was relaxing. Ashley’s body was trembling. Her lips were tingling from Jeanie’s kisses. Her legs were achingly tired. Her muscles had been straining in an upright position while she’d been cumming. Even though Jeanie’s arms were around her, it wasn’t enough. Ashley had to let them buckle. 
 
   Jeanie, pressed against Ashley as intimately as she was, was totally in tune with every shake of her lover’s body. She lowered Ashley to the tiled floor, supporting her weight. Then she crawled behind Ashley, legs coming up on either side of her. Her arms went around the blonde too, and she pressed her naked body into Ashley’s slippery back, holding her close under the jets of water.
 
   Ashley’s breaths were searing her lungs. Jeanie put a hand on her chin and directed her face toward her own, cradling Ashley’s head for her. Ashley’s eyelids closed as she rested her forehead against Jeanie’s cheek. 
 
   “We still haven’t washed yet,” said Jeanie, as sprays of hot water bounced around them. “We’ll soap up quickly, then get to bed?”
 
   “Mmm.” Ashley couldn’t move. She felt Jeanie reach for a fallen bottle of body-wash. 
 
   Jeanie squeezed the bottle onto Ashley’s back, then lathered it for her, massaging her shoulders with strong hands, rubbing her arms and neck with soap-greased fingers. Ashley groaned as warmth spread through her sore muscles. It felt too good. Darkness started to cloud her vision – then she must have passed out.
 
   The next thing she knew, Jeanie, hair quickly washed and body scrubbed, was turning the tap off. She slipped out of the shower, wrapped herself in a towel and draped a second one across Ashley’s back.
 
   She crouched in front of the blonde, holding the fluffy towel around her and rubbing her arms dry soothingly. “Ashie,” she said gently. “Are you awake?”
 
   Ashley forced her eyes opened and mumbled inarticulately.
 
   Jeanie giggled. “You had a little nap, baby. You’ve had a big night.”
 
   Ashley could only moan, quietly.
 
   “Come on.” Jeanie pulled her to her feet and out of the shower cubicle. “Bedtime.”
 
   In Jeanie’s bedroom, Ashley just stood there like a drooping mannequin as Jeanie towelled her off. Jeanie gave her a big bed-shirt, pulling it over her lover’s head for her as though the blonde was a ragdoll. “Just so you don’t get cold, Ashie.” 
 
   Alcohol, sex and exhaustion had almost rendered Ashley insensible. Her body felt as though it was weighed down by a ton of bricks. When Jeanie finally nudged her in the direction of the bed, Ashley fell onto it with a grateful whimper.
 
   She had a sense of Jeanie sliding into the covers beside her, before she finally fell into a warm, comfortable, all-consuming darkness.
 
   ***
 
   It was the deepest and best sleep Ashley had had in weeks, hands down. She was floating in total blackness. No nightmares, no panic-attacks – just peace. 
 
   When she returned to consciousness, she could feel a long, sexy body wrapped around her, attached to her back like a koala. 
 
   She opened her eyes. She was in the centre of Jeanie’s bed, in Jeanie’s arms. Jeanie was gripping her tightly. Ashley couldn’t move in Jeanie’s cuddle-of-steel, but for a couple of seconds, she didn’t mind.
 
   Jeanie stirred sleepily. Ashley could feel the brunette shuffling behind her. Then she felt warm lips press a slow, lingering kiss into the back of her shoulder, before Jeanie stilled again. 
 
   Pleasant goosebumps crawled up Ashley’s arms. There was electricity in those lips. Her skin liked it. Her green eyes opened. 
 
   She swallowed. Her body felt good – warm, well-fucked, well-rested and relaxed – but her head was a different story. A throbbing hangover-headache made its presence felt immediately. To go with it, memories of the night before started playback-mode in Ashley’s mind, and her mouth went dry.
 
   What had she done?
 
   In the harsh light of day, her rational side took over and jump-started her heart, sending her psyche into a stressed-out tailspin. She’d promised herself she wouldn’t do this with Jeanie. Jeanie was a cheater. Ashley wasn’t strong enough, after Vow and Jeanie, to get fucked over by Jeanie again. 
 
   She cursed her weakness. She cursed Jeanie, and she cursed alcohol. She jerked out of Jeanie’s arms, dived for the edge of the bed and sat on it, self-directed anger pounding through her. Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck. 
 
   “Ashie?” Jeanie sat up, voice thick with sleep. “Ashie, it’s okay, you’re safe. It’s only me.”
 
   She must have thought Ashley had had a nightmare or something. Ashley shot a waspish look over her shoulder at her drowsy lover and made a furious sound.
 
   Jeanie rubbed her eyes. “Unless that’s exactly what you don’t want to hear.” She drew her knees up to her chest in her white negligee, realisation forming on her face. “Okay Ashie, before you freak out about…”
 
   Panic consumed Ashley. “I don’t want to fucking talk about it. I made it clear I didn’t want you to touch me.”
 
   “Oh my god.” Jeanie massaged her temples. 
 
   Ashley said with venom. “I don’t like you. You’d better not think that I have any feelings for you whatsoever. I’m warning you.”
 
   “I don’t,” exclaimed Jeanie. “Look Ashie, we were both drunk. I’m not about to run out and book a marriage celebrant just because we had one drunken night together.” 
 
   Ashley addressed her coldly. “You and your sarcasm can go to hell.” 
 
   “Ash.” Jeanie was reasoning. “Stop it. It’s nothing. I know you didn’t plan for this to happen.”
 
   Ashley growled. “Unlike you. You’ve wanted to get me into bed since I got here, you manipulative bitch. I know you have.”
 
   Jeanie’s face and voice turned icy. “Don’t be utterly absurd.” 
 
   “I’m not being ‘utterly absurd’, Jeanie, you little fucking liar. Just admit it.”
 
   Jeanie glared. “Do you think I’m glad this happened?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You think I’m happy we got hammered and had sex less than a week after you got here?” Jeanie asked coldly. “Really? Do you really think I’m pleased that I get to be your rebound fuck after that dead-shit, fugly, fucked-up, hideous bulldog of an ex-girlfriend of yours?”
 
   Ashley was on her feet now, arms folded. “Yep.”
 
   Jeanie pursed her lips grimly. “Well then, let me correct you.”
 
   Ashley sneered. “You’ve wanted me back for years Jeanie, don’t even bother denying it. Viv and your own sister both as good as told me.”
 
   Jeanie rolled her eyes. “Oh shut up, Ashley. Even if that were true, do you honestly think I’d want it to happen like this? From a drunken mistake on your part? Do you really think I could ever feel good about tricking someone into being with me while they were smashed?” She shook her head. “Don’t fucking insult my intelligence. I know full-well you didn’t want this to happen. I don’t want to be anyone’s ‘mistake’, least of all yours, so I’m just as displeased about this as you.”
 
   “As if.” Ashley’s anger was white hot. Her confusion over what she was feeling was tearing her insides apart. She hated herself for still having feelings for someone who’d betrayed her, and she hated Jeanie for being the one who’d done it. “You’re such a slut, you’d have sex with anything. So don’t give me your displeased shit.”
 
   “What?” Jeanie actually laughed. “I do not. How would you know?”
 
   Ashley said accusingly, “Boys, girls, when you’re in a relationship, when you’re out of one.”
 
   Jeanie snapped. “What the fuck?”
 
   Ashley shouted. “This is precisely why I dumped you in the first place, because you just have sex with anything, which is something you proved to me again last night. I don’t want you to read anything emotional into what happened, do you understand? You’re right. I’m on the rebound and I’m hurting from Vow. That’s all it fucking was. All you were was a warm body – understand?”
 
   Jeanie sighed, fiddling with the corner of one of her bed sheets. “I figured as much already on my own, Ashie. I don’t see why you’re flipping out. I haven’t put any pressure on you in that regard, and I wasn’t going to, FYI. I was just going to leave you alone about it. I’m not stupid.”
 
   “Well, I just need to say it.”
 
   “No you don’t.”
 
   “Yes I do. Last night was a mistake, and I never want to talk about it again. I fucked you because you happened to be there, yes, but I would never date you ever. I’ll end up with a nice steady gay girl. Not someone like you.”
 
   Jeanie swung her legs out of bed, fury dancing behind her eyes. “You ‘married’ one of those nice steady gay girls Ash, and how’d that work out for you? That ‘nice steady’ lesbian beat the shit out of you, as I seem to recall.”
 
   Ashley blinked. “Vow’s sexuality had nothing to do with her violence,” she said slowly, on the back foot. “Don’t be ridiculous. Vow didn’t hit me because she’s a lesbian.”
 
   “And I didn’t cheat on you because I’m bi.” Jeanie flashed back at once, quick as a whip. “I made a mistake based on fear of commitment, and societal and cultural pressure to conform. Besides, straight people and gay people cheat on each other too. It’s a mistake. It’s an incident. It’s not connected to sexuality. So stop fucking giving me shit. If you can’t see me for me, imperfections and nerves and the lot, then go screw yourself.”
 
   Ashley mouthed at her. She finally managed, “You don’t know what I’ve been through.”
 
   Jeanie retorted. “You don’t know what I’ve been through either.” She was glowering. “I know where you get all that shit from, by the way. It’s Tansy in your ear giving you discriminatory advice, submarining me.”
 
   Ashley started to say, “She’s one of my dearest friends.” 
 
   Jeanie cut her off. “She’s an idiot.”
 
   Ashley snarled. “Watch your fucking mouth, Jeanie.”
 
   “You watch your fucking mouth, Ashley. Above all, stop calling me a slut when you have no fucking clue about who I am, clearly, alright? I’m serious, cut it out. Last night was one. Drunken. Fuck. That’s all.” Anger left her eyes to be replaced with calm acceptance. “It was just the alcohol, I know that. You don’t have to stress about it. I’m not.”
 
   Ashley fell silent. 
 
   Jeanie continued soothingly. “You don’t need to get defensive and attack me with all your names. I know you’re panicking, and you can’t deal with any emotional pressure right now. I get that. I wasn’t going to do anything mean to you, or get angry at you, or lash out at you, just because you slept with me without liking me. I wish it hadn’t happened either. You know.” She shrugged. “If I’d been more sober, I would’ve put a stop to it.”
 
   Ashley stared at her resentfully.
 
   Jeanie said simply, “I care about you and I want you to feel better. I don’t want to lure you into my web against your will. I actually gave up on you and I a long time ago, Ashie. I’m not being strategic or aggressive with you right now. I’m not a threat to you. I’m not the fucking enemy, okay? Vow is. So stop acting like it’s me.”
 
   Ashley didn’t know about Jeanie not being a threat. Her chest was slamming. It was burning her, actually. 
 
   “Look, I’m sorry,” she said, remotely. “But I needed to push you away.”
 
   Jeanie shook her head. “No you didn’t.” 
 
   “Yes, Jeanie, I did.” Ashley was firm. “You would not have said half the shit you just said, when we woke up this morning, if I’d behaved differently. If I’d kissed you and hugged you, stroked your hair, called you beautiful and the rest of that bullshit, you’d be behaving very differently right now.”
 
   There was the smallest of wistful flickers in Jeanie’s dark eyes. Ashley caught it before the brunette turned away. 
 
   “Ashie, I knew last night was a mistake the second I opened my eyes. I never expected you to kiss me and hug me this morning – those days are gone. Your thoughts are with Vow, like they were when you broke up with me years ago. I understand that.”
 
   There was a pause. Ashley narrowed her eyes. 
 
   Jeanie shrugged again. “I hope last night didn’t do any damage. You know, if I were you, I’d just see it as a healthy, meaningless rebound-fuck to get some distance between you and Vow.”
 
   Ashley just watched her. 
 
   Jeanie was totally matter-of-fact. “I know you’re regretting the fact it was me, because you and I have history, but I’m not going to make a big deal about it if you’re not. There’s going to be no negative repercussions put on you from my end, Ashie, promise. No tantrums, no bitchiness, no whining. I’m not twenty-two. I’ll be twenty-seven in a few months, and five years makes a big difference. So you can relax.”
 
   Ashley’s brow furrowed.               
 
   Jeanie moved towards the door. “I’m going to put the kettle on, Ashie. You’ll feel better after you’ve had your tea.”
 
   Ashley responded like a robot. “I’ll get changed.” 
 
   Jeanie sighed gloomily as she crossed the room. “’Kay. I’m sorry we both weren’t more controlled last night, Ash. Especially me. I should’ve taken better care of you – not let myself get drunk to the point of no return. I’ll make your tea, and I’ll bring you some painkillers too. This’ll all be okay the more time that passes, I’m sure of it.”
 
   Ashley called as she strode through the lounge room. “Look, we’re adults. We both drank too much. I’m glad we’re on the same page. I’m sorry for freaking out on you. I thought you were going to turn into one of those annoying leeches who wanted something from me.”
 
   Jeanie’s voice floated from the kitchen. “I understand Ashie. Don’t worry.”
 
   Ashley closed the door to the spare room, ostensibly to get changed, and sat on the bed. Tears jetted down her pale cheeks. What was happening to her? Why was she so brutally defensive? Yes, she’d been hurt by Vow. Yes, she’d been hurt by Jeanie too – but years ago. Jeanie was being fine now. 
 
   Part of her still felt, deep down, that Jeanie had been wishing for something to happen between them. But there was no way she could be sure, and Jeanie was denying it. Ashley hadn’t meant to have such a violent reaction to the fact they’d slept together. It had been like a panic-attack mixed with anger (at herself), when she’d woken up. 
 
   She was confused. Maybe she should go home – stay with Chantelle again instead? The one plus-side of this entire debacle, she realised, was that intrigues with Jeanie had just about taken her mind totally off Vow – and Jeanie was the lesser of two evils. After all, Jeanie had never hit her. Had never given her a black eye or put her in hospital. 
 
   She was being sweet and understanding, but Ashley couldn’t let that fool her. As Chantelle said; romantically, Jeanie was a dick. Jeanie was not for trusting in that regard – and yet, Ashley had gone and slept with her again, and put herself right in harm’s way emotionally, when she was ill-equipped to do so.
 
   She wasn’t ready to leave. The idea of catching a plane straight across the country to confront Vow panicked her – so she’d stay with Jeanie, but she’d be cold to her. She didn’t have a choice. She had to be certain Jeanie wasn’t getting ideas of a reunion just because they’d had sex.
 
   Tears continued to sting her eyes. She wished she felt more like herself, but she was broken. 
 
   Jeanie was a heartbreaking cheater, and Ashley was a weakened, wounded mess. The two of them together would spell ‘disaster’ for Ashley – so she had to take care of it.
 
   *******
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   PART THREE
 
   ***
 
   When Ashley returned to the lounge room, Jeanie was sitting at the dining table cupping a mug, bags under her eyes. 
 
   She managed to grin at the blonde. “You look hungover, Ashie. Your eyes are bloodshot.”
 
   Ashley was glad Jeanie had attributed her red eyes to a messy night instead of tears. Despite the relief, she was sharp. “The fact we got drunk isn’t funny, Jeanie.”
 
   “I’m not laughing. I made you a tea.” She slid it towards Ashley, adding tiredly. “I have to go to work. Viv winning that award last night is a big deal. Everyone wants to book her for interviews, appearances and endorsement deals.”
 
   Ashley reached for her cup. “I hope you have a productive day.”
 
   Jeanie watched her. “Are you sure you’re okay with last night, Ashie? Or are you going to be really standoffish with me?”
 
   Ashley rolled her eyes. “I’m not going to high-five you.”
 
   Jeanie chuckled. “What about a fist-bump?”
 
   “I don’t fist either. This is not Fifty Shades of Gay.”
 
   Jeanie’s eyes widened. “Ashie!” She giggled. “You’re naughty.”
 
   Ashley drank her tea. 
 
   Jeanie reached for a white scarf slung over the back of her chair, wrapping it around her neck on top of a blouse and high-waisted skirt. “Have a good day Ash. I’ll see you tonight.”
 
   Vow and her sister had sent Ashley multiple abusive messages, when she checked her phone. They’d obviously seen Ashley in the morning newspaper, on Twitter, or in the background on news reports. They knew she’d been out with Viv Fox and Jeanie. Consequently, their texts were furious and vitriolic. Vow promised to take Ashley to the cleaners in court.
 
   Ashley’s stomach clenched. She’d never see her apartment again. Everything she’d worked for during the last fifteen years, essentially, was going up in smoke. 
 
   The texts were also chock-full of Jeanie-bashing. Jeanie was a cock-sucking Barbie; a dick-munching mainstream bitch; etcetera. Ashley saw red and hurled her phone at the wall.
 
   Which of course cracked the screen. Ashley thanked her lucky stars it was only the corner, when she regathered it. Vow having frozen their accounts meant Ashley still didn’t have access to money. She chided herself.  
 
   Hours later, when Jeanie came home, Ashley remained in a foul mood. Her hangover had been stewing all day. Jeanie glanced at her and immediately looked wary.
 
   “Hola.” She went about her usual routine of hanging her jacket, scarf and handbag on the coat stand. “I got us toasted sandwiches for dinner – chicken and avocado. I want an early night. I’m wrecked. The office was insane, and Jonah and I were on Struggle Street hungover.”
 
   “That’s fine.” 
 
   Jeanie unpacked her laptop, sat beside Ashley and handed her a paper bag. 
 
   “Thank you.” Ashley didn’t look at her. Truth be known, she was still steaming about Vow’s comments. Vow could shut the fuck up about Jeanie. She, Ashley, had to distance herself from Jeanie, but that didn’t mean Vow was allowed to run her mouth. Ashley wanted to belt her. 
 
   She unwrapped her sandwich distractedly. She hadn’t responded to Vow’s texts until roughly ten minutes before Jeanie got through the door – then she’d snapped and used one of Jeanie’s bitchy one-liners: ‘You have a jaw the size of a ham’. She’d ignored Vow’s ramblings; that was all she’d sent. 
 
   Vow would be spinning like a helicopter, with rage. Ashley inadvertently snorted. 
 
   Jeanie looked at her quizzically, laptop across her knees. 
 
   Ashley told her, voice distant. “I was just thinking of something.” 
 
   Jeanie smiled and turned back to her computer. She was being careful and not pushing Ashley with small-talk, nor sitting too close to her on the couch. She simply looked relieved to be home. 
 
   Ashley felt her chest lurch. She couldn’t help it; she was suddenly flooded with thoughts that Jeanie was beautiful, inside and out. She wanted to kiss that neck while Jeanie checked her emails.
 
   Damn it. The blonde took an aggressive chunk out of her sandwich. That would be the sex’s fault. She didn’t want to find Jeanie’s immaturity funny either, but the more she imagined the expression on Vow’s face when she read her ‘you have a jaw the size of a ham’ text, the more she wanted to giggle.
 
   She grit her teeth. She was actually much cheered up, hangover and all, now Jeanie was home. Still, she didn’t want Jeanie to get too comfortable. One more reminder that the sex they’d had meant zero, and she could unwind. 
 
   She didn’t want Jeanie to think she was her type, so Ashley started browsing the internet on her phone and brought up a video of a blonde in a car she’d got from Chantelle. Her player-mate always had shit like this playing in the background at her place – scantily-clad models dancing, flashing nipples; etcetera. 
 
   The chick oozed sex as she gyrated all over the car. She flicked the fly of her denim short-shorts up and down teasingly at the camera, as traffic streamed by. She poured bottled water onto her toned stomach, tossing dyed-blonde hair in the breeze, and dragged her tight ass over leather seats.
 
   Ashley had killed the sound, otherwise techno music would have been blasting. Beside her, Jeanie was oblivious, typing with one hand and taking bites of her sandwich with her other.  
 
   Ashley knocked her arm to get her attention, almost dislodging her sandwich. “Check it out.” She held the mobile under Jeanie’s chin.
 
   Jeanie blinked.
 
   Ashley proclaimed. “That’s my future wife.” 
 
   Jeanie laughed. “You’re such a lesbian, Ashie.” She turned back to her laptop.
 
   Annoyance rose in Ashley’s chest at Jeanie’s casual reaction. She waited a few seconds, then whacked Jeanie’s arm again. “Isn’t she the sexiest thing you’ve ever seen? Like, my mouth is watering.”
 
   On the screen, the blonde pulled her shorts down and thrust her perfect ass at the camera in a white G-string. 
 
   Jeanie’s disinterested eyes landed on the cracked display. “I think you’re hotter than her.”
 
   Ashley’s irritation intensified. “Can you not be a seedy creep, please?”
 
   Jeanie winced. “I just meant you’re more my… I mean, I think you’re prettier.”
 
   Ashley snapped. “Can you not hit on me, please?”
 
   Jeanie shielded herself. “I’m not. It’s an opinion on aesthetics.”
 
   Ashley glared at her. 
 
   Jeanie, forehead furrowed, finally admitted. “She’s hot, Ashie.”
 
   Ashley nodded, satisfied. “She’s the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
   “Yeah, she’s gorgeous.” Jeanie watched her with unreadable eyes for a second, then resumed typing.
 
   Ashley pursed her lips. Jeanie wasn’t a doormat. There was calculation in the girl’s decisions; she’d deliberately chosen to let Ashley’s opinion dominate for the time being, to pacify her. 
 
   Still, Ashley was sure the soft-core porn had done its job, so she put it away. “Will the TV disturb you? I’ll put the volume down.”
 
   Jeanie shook her head. “I’m used to background noise.”
 
   Ashley relaxed as she finished dinner. Jeanie’s warm shoulder next to hers was pleasant. Even though they weren’t touching, Ashley could feel her body-heat. 
 
   She found herself smiling idly at the television. She remembered Jeanie being her hot water bottle, tumbling into bed, often a tipsy mess after partying with her uni friends. Jeanie was always super affectionate when drunk. She’d fasten to Ashley under the sheets like a heat-pack. It’d been frustrating and endearing at the same time. Her little immature spoilt brat. 
 
   Sometimes she’d tried to lecture her, but Jeanie always won by screwing up her face and whining: “Ashiiie it’s not my fault I’m popular. It’s my friends’ faults. You’re cute when you’re cranky. Mmm, you’re sexy when you’re mad. I’m tired. Can I kiss your nose?” (Insert drunken giggling). “Goodnight.”
 
   “Eurgh.” Goddamn it. Ashley had loved her so hard.
 
   Jeanie looked up. “What’s ‘eurgh’, Ashie?”
 
   “Oh, just the… this actor annoys me.”
 
   Jeanie transferred her gaze to the TV. “I’ve met him. When he was here to promote his latest movie, the studio interviewed him. He’s pretty unintelligent in real life too.”
 
   Ashley’s voice deadened. “He’s a bit of a whore, isn’t he? I bet he hit on you.”
 
   Jeanie laughed. “I’m not his type.” She shot her ex an arch look. “He was much friendlier to Jonah.”
 
   Ashley’s eyebrows met her hairline. “Really?” 
 
   Jeanie nodded. “He has a first-rate PR team to convince the media otherwise, to maintain the roles he gets offered. Fantasy is always different to reality.”
 
   Ashley remarked. “I prefer reality.” 
 
   “Me too,” said Jeanie. “I think reality is underrated. Well – I mean, it’s often taken for granted.”
 
   Ashley finished a mouthful. “You’re philosophical this evening.”
 
   Jeanie shifted nervously. “You know what I mean. For example, having you here stirred up memories of things I took for granted until they were gone. I was really happy with you, but didn’t appreciate the reality of the situation until it changed.”
 
   Ashley demanded. “What memories?” 
 
   Jeanie answered uncomfortably but openly. “Like, one of the things I missed most was the good morning texts. I got up later than you back then because I was a shift-worker. The first thing I’d do was check my phone, and I’d always have an Ashie-text to wake up to.”
 
   Ashley narrowed her eyes.
 
   Jeanie cleared her throat. “It used to brighten my mornings, and my day. It was nice knowing you were thinking of me. I loved seeing your name pop up on my screen. And… yeah. I missed your messages when they stopped.”
 
   Ashley’s mouth twisted bitterly. “That was sweet of me back then.” 
 
   “It was.” Jeanie managed a smile. “There were a couple of things I adored you for. Afterwards I really started to try to be thankful for the present, and to realise good things in the moment. You know. Because moments can go by so quickly.”
 
   Ashley knew she probably shouldn’t ask, but she was curious. “What was the other thing you adored me for? You said ‘a couple’.” 
 
   Jeanie cheeks changed colour. “I’m talking about… it was just one time. I was staying at your place and you had to leave for work.” She fell silent.
 
   Ashley spoke flatly. “What a great memory.” 
 
   Jeanie’s lips quirked. “No, that’s… You had your morning shower and when you came back into your bedroom, wrapped in a towel, I had my eyes closed. You thought I was drowsing, I guess. You went to give me a kiss while I slept, but I opened my eyes at the last minute and saw you.” She paused again, awkwardly. 
 
   Ashley’s voice remained emotionless. “That’s your cherished memory, is it? Me in a towel?”
 
   Jeanie groaned. “Ashie. It’s going to sound dumb.”
 
   “Spit it out.” Ashley looked at her expectantly. “Well?”
 
   Jeanie fidgeted with her sandwich wrapper. “It was the way you were looking at me. That’s it. You were looking at me as though I was precious.”
 
   Ashley was totally unimpressed. “I was looking at you like Gollum, was I?”
 
   Jeanie choked. “No. You were looking at me as though you might’ve been in love with me, and no one had ever looked at me like that before – like you treasured me.”
 
   Ashley’s voice was dry. “I do not treasure you Jeanie, be assured.” 
 
   Jeanie rolled her eyes. “I know that. This is back then. It was one moment, one look. I smiled at you and you kissed me. Then you got dressed and went to work.” 
 
   Ashley declared. “It was sexual.”
 
   Jeanie protested. “But we weren’t having sex right then, Ashie. This was different.”
 
   Ashley scoffed. 
 
   Jeanie turned back to her emails. “I knew you’d think it was silly.”
 
   Ashley set about ramming her point home. “You’re a pretty girl, and that’s all you were to me – a meaningless fling. Anything else you think you saw on my face was your own immature projection.”
 
   Jeanie sighed irritably. “Fine, Ash, I’ll adjust that memory then. Don’t get worked up.”
 
   “I’m not worked up. I’m correcting you.”
 
   Jeanie typed a couple of characters distractedly. “Who cares how I saw things back then anyway? I was only twenty-two. I know more now.”
 
   Ashley mocked her. “You said you preferred reality to fantasy.”
 
   Jeanie snapped. “Ash – enough. I’m tired of you attacking or disbelieving everything I say. You’re either being aggressive or passive-aggressive, and it’s exhausting. Just be normal. My memories are my reality, okay? You keep yours.”
 
   Ashley sniffed. “I was just trying to…”
 
   “I know what you were trying to do.” Jeanie was glaring. “You’re a pain in the ass.”
 
   Ashley blinked. “Screw you.”
 
   Jeanie dismissed her. “Shut up.” 
 
   Ashley mouthed at her. 
 
   Jeanie broke into a small smile. “You’re my favourite pain in the ass, Ashie.” There was affection in her eyes. “I can’t stay mad at you.”
 
   Ashley turned away. “I can stay mad at you.”
 
   Jeanie teased. “Yes, because you’re stubborn, but it’s hard right? ‘Cause I’m so sweet.” There was a beat. “Don’t answer that. I know you don’t think I’m sweet.” She folded her laptop. “On that note, I’m off to bed. By the way, don’t forget we’ve got my sister’s birthday drinks tomorrow, if you still want to go.”
 
   Ashley scrunched her sandwich wrapper into a ball. “Sure. Rebecca was really nice.” She added, as Jeanie stood. “Before you go, I wanted to mention I’ll be reimbursing you for my stay once I settle with Vow. I don’t want you thinking I’m freeloading.”
 
   Jeanie frowned. “I don’t, Ashie.”
 
   Ashley replied firmly. “I’m paying you, Jeanie, for groceries, electricity and stuff.”
 
   Jeanie looked confused. “But I don’t need any money.”
 
   Ashley folded her arms impatiently. “I know you’re financially successful. That stuff doesn’t impress me. I’m not a material person.”
 
   Jeanie shook her head. “That’s not my point. You help your friends when they need it.”
 
   Ashley made her voice careless. “We’re not really friends though, are we? It’s not like we’re going to stay in touch after this.”
 
   Jeanie’s gaze shot to the carpet for a second. “No. Sure. But I mean, I wouldn’t be against exchanging the occasional email, every few months.”
 
   Ashley challenged her. “What’s the point? I don’t have to report my wellbeing to you. You’re not someone who treated me very nicely, Jeanie. You cheated on me with men, you hurt me.”
 
   Jeanie said immediately, “I’m so sorry about that, Ashie. I’m…”
 
   Ashley cut her off. “Once someone’s treated me the way you did, that’s it for me. What would you tell your friends if the same thing happened to them; if Alexis cheated on Viv? You’d tell her to stay away from him.”
 
   Jeanie’s eyes saddened. “I know I was awful, Ash, but I was…”
 
   “I’ve heard your excuses, and that’s all they are: excuses. You’ve never taken responsibility for your actions. It was always ‘poor me I was confused’.”
 
   Jeanie retorted. “It’s not ‘poor me’. I’m trying to explain.”
 
   Ashley shrugged. “There’s no explaining. You want to say a quick, easy sorry so I’ll absolve you and you can feel fine about it. It’s not about me, it’s about you.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Yes. You want to be forgiven, so fuck how I feel about it.”
 
   “I didn’t… Look, if you’re not comfortable, I won’t push the issue. I’d only write to you if I had your permission.”
 
   Ashley was steely. “Listen, Jeanie, I’m grateful to you for letting me stay, but we’re not friends. You’re not Chantelle or Tansy. I want this to be a financial transaction only.”
 
   Jeanie winced. “But I’m so uncomfortable at the idea of taking money from you.”
 
   Ashley sighed. “Once again, this isn’t about how ‘you feel’. This is about me and what I want. You’ll never change, will you? All you’ll ever care about is yourself.” 
 
   As Jeanie’s eyes slid from hers, Ashley knew her last remark had been somewhat unfair, but she kept her face impassive. 
 
   Jeanie said, “Okay. I guess we can talk about it later, but there’s no… I mean, what’s a few groceries? You’re only one person, it’s not going to have a huge effect on expenses. When I was at uni and didn’t have any money, you paid all the time.”
 
   Ashley reminded her. “Things were different then.”
 
   Jeanie bit her lip. “It’s up to you. Whatever you need to feel right about this. Goodnight.”
 
   “Goodnight.” After that, Ashley was kind of stunned on the couch, and bewildered. Jeanie had a mouth on her that could incite World War Three. Her tongue lashed like a viper when she was angry or, sometimes, even when she was just uncomfortable – but this time, she hadn’t been forceful at all. 
 
   Ashley was unnerved, in front of the TV. It was safer to believe Jeanie was a vicious self-serving monster – but right at that moment, Ashley couldn’t. 
 
   Her head was muddled, and she didn’t get much sleep that night.
 
   ***
 
   Ashley spent much of the next day relaxing on the couch again. 
 
   She hadn’t had this much time off work in years, but she knew she needed it. The last six months had been taxing and her health had suffered; she looked gaunt, her emotions were like a yoyo and she had stress-related headaches.
 
   Crashing out on Jeanie’s couch watching mind-numbing TV was a suspension of reality and a postponement of problem-solving. But slowly – because she was away from it, and because she’d had a chance to rest her mind – she was feeling calmer about the Vow situation.
 
   If she had to start again, she had to start again. There were worse things. It wasn’t as though she’d broken her neck and ended up in a wheelchair, or a parent or friend had died. If she lost her apartment and other assets – well, those were only things. Things could be replaced. 
 
   Besides, that was life. It didn’t always travel in a straight line. The whole ordeal – the breakup, the approaching legal battle with Vow – would simply make her stronger.
 
   Alone with her thoughts in Jeanie’s apartment, Ashley had time to get perspective and for the first time since the breakup, she felt okay. She was going to be fine. Pissed off and financially fucked – but Vow couldn’t beat her.
 
    She was in the shower when Jeanie got home. Afterwards, sitting on the couch dressed in dark jeans, a grey top and ready to go to Rebecca’s birthday drinks, she could hear music thumping behind Jeanie’s door.    
 
   When Jeanie emerged from the deodorant and perfume fog of her bedroom, black jeans hugged her hips under a tight matching shirt that licked the contours of her body. Memories flooded Ashley immediately.
 
   Because the last time Jeanie looked like that, she’d been off to work at a bar. She’d been wearing clothes like that the night they’d met. 
 
   The blonde used sarcasm to disguise her nostalgia. “Are you in mourning, Jeanie? Is Rebecca’s bar a Goth club?”
 
   “No.” Jeanie checked her phone. “One of Bex’s bartenders called in sick and they don’t have anyone to cover. I offered to do it.”
 
   Ashley felt her forehead crease. “You’re not coming out?” 
 
   Jeanie glanced at her. “I might have a cheeky couple behind the bar.”
 
   Ashley hesitated. She wasn’t sure she was comfortable socialising with Jeanie’s family without her.
 
   Jeanie read the reluctance on her face. “You’ll know people there, Ashie. Jonah, Viv and Alex are calling in. But if you’re not feeling up for it…”
 
   Ashley shook her head. It would be good for her. “I’ll be fine. I don’t need a babysitter.”
 
   Jeanie looked at her steadily. “That’s not what I meant. If you’re ready, we’ll head?” 
 
   Even in the soft elevator lighting, the brunette looked exhausted. 
 
   Ashley remarked. “I didn’t hear you leave this morning. Big day?”
 
   Jeanie replied, as the doors dinged. “On the phone for hours juggling Viv’s schedule with Jonah. He negotiates her fees, I organise her press. She’s hot property. We’ve got her booked out for the next two months. I mean, it’s good. We expected this; she was the favourite to win. It just means long hours for a while.”
 
   Ashley was impressed with Jeanie’s work ethic. The brunette had morphed from a haphazard party-girl uni-student into a consummate professional career-girl, and it was sexy. 
 
   Her stomach sank as they crossed the carpark. She was just going to have to resign herself to the fact that she found Jeanie physically appealing. She was tired of lying to herself about it. Blaming Vow-trauma and so forth just wasn’t working. 
 
   She didn’t find Jeanie emotionally appealing though, and that would have to see her through.
 
   Jeanie reversed once they’d climbed into her Lexus, waved a pass under a scanner and the gates went up.
 
   Ashley casually leant her elbow on the armrest. “What time do you expect to finish up tonight?” 
 
   “Not sure.” As they drove through the city, cold breeze flooded the car. Thunder boomed ominously and Jeanie hurriedly closed the window. “Possibly one, maybe two.”
 
   Ashley raised her eyebrows. “And work again tomorrow? You’re going to feel it.”
 
   Jeanie shrugged. “That’s what coffee’s for, right? Besides, Bex and Ed have been looking forward to this forever, and if I didn’t…”
 
   “I know.” Ashley watched the coloured lights outside. Her mind and heart were continually, if gradually, softening towards Jeanie, and it worried her. For starters, it was ridiculously too soon after Vow to form a serious or healthy attachment to anyone else – surely? 
 
   Beyond that, Jeanie was a threateningly sexy, emotionally dangerous gamble. She had the power to destroy Ashley, not heal her. 
 
   In the car, Ashley reordered her thoughts. She was panicking about things that didn’t need considering. For the moment, she’d accept that her brain would play tricks on her. When one spent time with an ex, one was bound to get sentimental. That was all. She wasn’t falling in love with Jeanie again or anything. 
 
   Meanwhile, Jeanie put the radio on. In her handbag on the backseat, her message tone was going off with annoying regularity – it would be Jonah, Viv, Ed and Rebecca, all looking forward to seeing her. 
 
   A thought suddenly crossed Ashley’s mind and despite herself, her heart rose to her throat. “Are your parents coming, Jeanie?”
 
   Jeanie laughed. “To a drinking night? No way. They might fly down later this week to see Bex for her birthday, but we wouldn’t invite them to something like this.”
 
   Ashley’s shoulders dropped slightly. From what she understood, Jeanie’s mother was a powerhouse. The Gershaw matriarch hadn’t spoken to her daughter for a week, allegedly, when she’d finally found out Jeanie was into girls. Also; apparently things had gone from “How’s your friend Ashley?” to “You’re not still talking to That Woman, are you?”
 
   She’d eventually calmed. Still – Ashley didn’t want to meet the lady. She suspected Vanessa wouldn’t stay calm facing Ashley, knowing Ashley was the one who’d corrupted her youngest daughter with lesbian sex.
 
   Jeanie parked in an alleyway and unclipped her seatbelt. Once she’d locked the car, they walked down the street, rounded a corner and came upon the Lamp. 
 
   It was a small bar. Garish red stools and portable tables littered the sidewalk around it, where people smoked beneath tall heaters. 
 
   Inside, it was a hive. Rebecca slid off a stool and hugged Jeanie hard. “You’re the best. Only for a few hours to get us through the busy period.”
 
   Jeanie made introductions. “Ashie this is Ed, my brother-in-law.”
 
   The healthily muscled man with light brown hair and blonde streaks shook Ashley’s hand. “Hi. Jeanie, you’re doing a shot with us before you start. No arguments.”
 
   Ashley had a shot down her throat and a wine in her hand within minutes, courtesy of Ed clicking his fingers at a dreadlocked bartender. Jeanie slipped seamlessly behind the counter, and Ashley found herself next to Rebecca, who was already tipsy.
 
   “Hi Ashie.” She giggled. “How’ve you been?”
 
   Familiar designer perfume hit Ashley’s nostrils before she could reply. “…rid of them, can’t you?”
 
   “Easily.”
 
   She turned to find Jonah, Alexis and Viv bearing down on them.
 
   “Rebecca!” Viv got first hugs with the birthday girl. 
 
   Meanwhile, Jonah slung his arm around Ashley’s shoulder. “Heya Ashie.”
 
   Rebecca beckoned Dreadlocks over, and he took orders from Alexis. “Who do you need getting rid of, Viv? Some fans? I can speak to security.”
 
   Viv waved the offer away. “The paps followed me here, that’s all. I gave three news sites a statement about how awesome this bar is, and posed for photos out the front with Alexis.”
 
   Jonah gave Rebecca the thumbs up. “Great advertising.”
 
   Rebecca carolled. “Viv you’re a sweetheart.” 
 
   Viv replied generously. “Not at all. It’s just that, you know, I don’t want them camped out there all night because then they’ll see me drunk.”
 
   Jonah left his arm sitting heavily across Ashley’s shoulders. “I’m going to call a tip in to my news contact, telling them Viv snuck out and hit up a bar across town. The paps will flood there, then Viv can let her hair down.”
 
   Ed shook Jonah’s hand. “Cheers man. Thanks Viv. Security should be pretty tight tonight. I’ve got a couple of extra guys just in case. No photographers are getting in. Want you to be able to chill, it’s great of you to be here.”
 
   Viv was all glittering smiles. “We wouldn’t miss it, Ed. Jeanie!” She leant across the bar and clutched Jeanie into a hug. “It sucks you’re working. I want you here.”
 
   Jonah pouted. “We all do.” 
 
   Jeanie lined shot glasses up. “It’s just for a few hours, Bex said, and then I’ll join you. Although I thought I was going to be on all night so I’ve got nothing to wear.”
 
   Rebecca spoke exuberantly. “I’ve got a spare dress. I treated myself to new outfits for my birthday and stashed the shopping in the office. I’ve got my body back since Pyjama so it should fit you, Jeans.”
 
   Jonah clinked his glass with Ashley’s to get her attention, still draped on her like a curtain. “How’d you pull up after the Awards Night, Ashie?”
 
   “Oh.” Ashley schooled her features into a casual expression. “You know. I was pretty hungover.”
 
   “Me too. It was a good night. Worst morning.”
 
   Ashley wondered if Jeanie had told him they’d slept together. At an educated guess, she was sure Viv knew. 
 
   Sure enough, Viv kissed her cheek with knowing almond eyes. “Hi Ashie.”
 
   Talk immediately turned to the Awards Night after-party. Jonah was in hysterics as he relayed scandalous gossip about different TV personalities. “The financial reporter copped off with the vice-chairman of the network – what a gold-digger. I saw them outside the toilets.”
 
   Viv was in on it too. “Nick the sports reporter is a horndog. He left with the auto-cue girl.”
 
   A couple of shots and a drink or two later, Ashley could feel her inhibitions start to slide. Her eyes landed on Jeanie behind the bar, as conversation continued around her. The brunette was sipping from a beer now and again as she served others. 
 
   Ashley’s mouth started to water as she checked out the girl’s tight body. Alcohol always put her in the mood for sex. 
 
   She was having a good time with Jeanie’s family and friends. Jonah hadn’t moved his arm from her shoulders all night, and Viv and Rebecca were making sure to include her. It seemed as though they genuinely liked her, which meant they must approve of her for Jeanie.
 
   Further evidence of this was forthcoming, as Rebecca snatched an empty beer bottle from her husband. “Who’s up for a game of Spin-the-Bottle? It’s my party and I’ll be immature if I want to.” She spun it on the bar, deliberately onto her husband and grabbed him by the shirt.
 
   He kissed his wife happily. “Yeah that wasn’t rigged at all, Bex.”
 
   “My turn.” Viv gave the bottle a genuine spin and it landed on Jonah. She cupped his face and planted one on him.
 
   Alexis scowled. “I don’t like this game.”
 
   Viv sniggered. “Don’t be so uptight, Alex. Jonah’s camp as a row of tents.”
 
   Alexis grouched. “How would you like it if I kissed a random lesbian?” 
 
   Viv considered it. “I’d guess I’d kill you. Sorry honey.” 
 
   Rebecca turned to Ashley. “Your turn.”
 
   Ashley shook her head. “I don’t think…”
 
   Rebecca overrode her. “I’ll spin it on your behalf, Ashie.” Her dark Jeanie-eyes were full of mischief. She spun the neck of the bottle straight towards her sister, who was obliviously pouring someone a wine.
 
   Jonah snickered. “You’ve got good aim considering how drunk you are, Bex.”
 
   “Jeanie!” Rebecca summoned her.
 
   Ashley winced. “I don’t think…”
 
   “Ashie.” Viv’s voice was stern. “You can call the shots when it’s your birthday.”
 
   Jeanie appeared in front of them cheerfully. “Hola.” 
 
   Jonah gave her a high-five. “How drunk are you, Jeanie?” 
 
   “Ed made me do a couple of shots and I’ve had like, two beers. I’m happy.”
 
   Ashley wasn’t sure she’d stay that way, as Rebecca tapped the bar with the empty bottle to get her attention. 
 
   “We were just playing Spin-the-Bottle and you got spun on, Jeans.”
 
   Jeanie frowned. “I didn’t agree to play anything.” 
 
   Ed told her. “Bex’s dealing the birthday card. You can’t get out of it.”
 
   Rebecca smiled angelically. “Ashie spun you, Jeans.” 
 
   Jeanie blinked. “Huh?”
 
   Rebecca clarified. “Ashie spun the bottle and it landed on you.”
 
   Ashley groaned. “I didn’t exactly, Jeanie.”
 
   Rebecca’s voice was boisterous. “Well, I spun it on her behalf and guess what?” 
 
   Jeanie gave her sister a look that could kill. “Bex.”
 
   Rebecca was remorseless. “What’s the problem? Don’t you want to kiss Ashie? I’d be offended, Ashie.”
 
   Jeanie growled. “Oh my god. Ash, I swear I didn’t put her up to this.”
 
   Viv smirked. “She knows that, don’t you Ashie?” 
 
   Ashley grimaced. She was tipsy and confused. She wasn’t sure how to handle this. 
 
   Jeanie looked excruciated. “She doesn’t want… I mean…”
 
   Rebecca blared bossily. “I don’t want either of you to break my rules.” 
 
   Jeanie glared at her. “I could fricken murder you, Bex.” 
 
   Jonah chuckled. “Don’t act like you haven’t kissed girls before, Jeanie.” 
 
   “You all suck.” Jeanie leant over the bar and put a quick-speed kiss on Ashley’s cheek. “There.” She went to walk away.
 
   “Jeanie, don’t you dare.” Rebecca commanded. “Get back here and be a sport.”
 
   Jeanie rounded on her sister. “Rebecca, she’s just had a break-up.”
 
   The crowd jostled around them. Their group was sitting on stools at the bar so they could interact with Jeanie. 
 
   Jeanie looked as though she wished they were sitting on the roof. “This isn’t even close to being funny. I hate you all.”
 
   Viv took a sip of her cocktail, cannily. “Do you need permission from Ashie, Jeanie?”
 
   Ashley faced her ex. “Let’s just get it over with, Jeanie. They’re not giving us much choice.”
 
   “For heaven’s sake.” Jeanie moaned, then leant over the bar and kissed Ashley on the mouth. 
 
   Ashley felt her eyelids drop, as the press of Jeanie’s lips sent shivers of energy down her chin. The kiss lengthened and deepened. Ashley opened her mouth because she instinctively longed to feel Jeanie’s tongue, which licked hers once, twice, then withdrew.
 
   “Whoot-whoo!” Viv shrilled. 
 
   “More drinks?” Jonah moved them along hurriedly, and Jeanie leant back behind the counter.
 
   Ashley’s eyes followed her, mouth tingling. 
 
   After that, she found herself in that annoying, sappy mind-frame wherein she found every single thing Jeanie did ridiculously cute, no matter how mundane. Ergo; Jeanie polishing a wine glass was cute. Jeanie uncorking champagne was cute. Jeanie cutting up a lime to make cocktails was sooo cuuuute…
 
   Was it just the alcohol? Ashley was starting not to think so anymore. New strategy: maybe fucking the brunette again would get it out of her system? Surely she could satiate her cravings that way? 
 
   Jonah tapped her arm. “Hello?”
 
   Ashley started. Jonah and Viv were watching her with laughter in their eyes. 
 
   Viv remarked. “You’re only human, Ashie.” 
 
   Ashley shook her head. “I was just lost in thought.”
 
   “Lots of people lose their thoughts at Jeanie,” joked Jonah, but it was the wrong thing to say to Ashley. 
 
   She took a long sip of wine. That was precisely the problem. Jeanie was always going to get hit on – could have anyone she wanted. How could Ashley trust someone like that? The second Jeanie was out of sorts with her partner, or there was a lull in the relationship, she’d just flirt and carry on with someone else. With her charms, she had her pick of the entire goddamn population, except for gay men (and religious women). Ashley pursed her lips. How was that for security?
 
   “Jeanie!” Now, Rebecca was calling her. “Finish up. We’re all loaded, and Ed and I wanna get out of here.”
 
   Ed nodded. “I can’t relax ‘cause it’s my own business.”
 
   Rebecca slid her arm around her husband’s waist. “Let’s go to the Regal.”
 
   Ashley looked at them quizzically. “What’s the Regal?”
 
   Jeanie answered her. “A gay bar one block over.”
 
   Rebecca bossed her sister impatiently. “Hurry up and get changed, Jeans. The dress with the flowers. It’s still in the shopping bag under Ed’s desk downstairs. I bought it for the races so there’s a pacifier to go with it – you’ll look hot.”
 
   When Jeanie returned, Ashley almost snapped the stem of her wine glass. The brunette was in a tiny red dress with white flowers sitting midway down her thighs. Her two long pins were capped by flat oak-brown ankle-boots. A purple flower hairclip pinned her hair up on one side; the rest tumbled in waves down her back.
 
   Jonah handed her a drink excitedly. “You look smoking, Jeanie.”
 
   “Skull that,” Ed nodded at the beer in Jeanie’s hand, “and we’ll head.”
 
   Next thing she knew, Ashley was descending a narrow staircase into the bowels of the bar. They filed past the cool-room, which housed kegs feeding the beer-taps above. 
 
   Viv was walking in front of Ashley with Jeanie. “Are you feeling okay, Jeans? You’ve had a massive few days.”
 
   Jeanie answered happily. “The alcohol perked me up. I slammed an energy drink at the beginning of the shift too, so I’m sweet.”
 
   Ed unlocked a door and the group stumbled into the back alley. Then Ed and Rebecca, holding hands, led them undetected around a corner and down the street. Viv, jacket on and hood up, was paparazzi-free.
 
   Five minutes later, Ashley was getting ID’d out front of the Regal, a cream-coloured colonial building. Then she had another drink in her hand and they were standing on a balcony, Viv firing personal questions at her casually like a journalist.
 
   “So how are you feeling about Vow at the moment, Ashie?”
 
   Ashley tried not to look as though she’d swallowed a lemon. This was still a face she knew primarily from TV. This conversation didn’t suit her guarded nature. “Feeling slowly.” She added. “I’ve never loved anyone like I loved Vow. I loved her with everything I had in me.”
 
   Jeanie’s face contorted with anger. “And that right there is the reason I was able to get over you, Ash.” 
 
   Ashley’s chest clenched. “Huh?”
 
   Jeanie narrowed her eyes. “Examining your pathetic track record allowed me to get over you.”
 
   Ashley’s voice went high. “What does that mean?”
 
   Jeanie’s demeanour was icy. “The fact that you could forgive some fucking feral for hitting you, but you couldn’t forgive me, was unfair and ridiculous. I’m ten times as smart and hot as any of your exes, and I know it.”
 
   Ashley scoffed. “That’s extremely stuck up.”
 
   Jeanie tossed her hair defiantly. “It’s true. What about the security guard you used to hook up with? She’s gross. You told me you loaned her money for a car once, and she fucked you over on it.”
 
   Outrage flared in Ashley’s stomach. “What?”
 
   Jeanie declared. “You’ve dated some real Godzillas in your time, Ashley.” 
 
   Ashley couldn’t believe the suddenness of this attack. So much for Jeanie dealing with them sleeping together in a ‘well-balanced’ way. “Like you can talk, Jeanie. What was with Felicia? Which dumpster did you pull her out of?”
 
   Viv started laughing so hard she almost couldn’t speak. “So true, Ash. Jeanie, I’m sorry, but she’s right.” 
 
   Ashley turned to Jeanie and demanded. “And secondly, what security guard? I’ve never dated security guards. Where did you get that from?”
 
   Jeanie curled her lip. “That bloody Tarsha chick – the one who grabbed me by the neck at Bolton’s. The one I took a ride in a paddy wagon for.”
 
   “Tash was… a bouncer for a while.” Ashley was struggling to deal with this. She’d been lured into a false sense of security by Jeanie’s consistently gentle and mature behaviour; in fact, Ashley knew she’d probably been taking advantage of it. 
 
   She realised she should’ve expected some kind of tantrum, eventually. She had been pressing her ex-girlfriend’s buttons, and she knew what Jeanie was like. Alcohol, tiredness, and related irritability appeared to have made Jeanie’s floodgates burst. 
 
   Now, the brunette was levelling furious criticisms at Ashley which she’d obviously been harbouring for years. “My point, Ashley, is that you have forgiven all your lorry-driving, tobacco-chewing, moustache-twirling, try-scoring, squirrel-thumping exes, including Vow, for things like hitting you, financially fucking you, and carrying on with their own exes behind your back. And yet you wouldn’t forgive me my mistake – which wasn’t a malicious mistake, by the way – it was a mistake born of fear and nerves.”
 
   “Oh my god.” Ashley moaned. Why did this have to be taking place in front of Viv Fox, of all people?
 
    “And I,” Jeanie’s voice was rampantly indignant, “am fifteen thousand times as hot and as smart as the squirrel-thumpers. And I’m nice. It isn’t fair.”
 
   The desire to laugh suddenly hurt Ashley’s cheeks, as she kept her mouth downturned in a stern line. Jeanie calling her exes “squirrel-thumpers” was as cute as it was insulting – because it reeked of jealousy.
 
   Jeanie barked. “I’m worth more than that. I was worth your forgiveness back then, because look at me. Everyone thinks I’m amazing, and I am. If you can’t fucking see that and get over your petty, juvenile bullshit, you’re not good enough for me. And once I realised your behaviour wasn’t good enough, I stopped pining for you.”
 
   Ashley blinked, then drained her wine glass. Fucking hell. “I did not forgive Vow,” she said, slowly and clearly. “We are no longer together.”
 
   Jeanie argued. “You did forgive Vow. For six months after she slugged you, you tried to make it work. You gave her more time, chances and forgiveness than you did me, and she’s not half the woman I am. How does that make sense?”
 
   Ashley snarled. “You were off pashing dudes when you were supposed to be seeing me.”
 
   “So?” Jeanie glared. “I wasn’t trying to hurt you, I was freaking out. I’m not saying my behaviour was good. I’m not defending it. I’m just saying you’ve forgiven total losers for much worse and I’m like, the girl of most people’s dreams, and you’re being hardball with me. When it’s not like I’d do it again. There’s something clearly messed up there.”
 
   In the background, Viv accepted a cocktail from Alexis, then shooed him away. “Have you ever cheated on anyone, Ash?”
 
   Ashley’s irritation increased. Who did Viv think she was, with her invasive questions? Barbara Walters? She responded reluctantly. “Once when I was young and immature, and I’d never do it again.”
 
   Viv delicately sipped through her straw. “What happened?”
 
   Ashley cringed. She supposed she could have lied, but dishonesty wasn’t her style. “It doesn’t matter. I only did it because the relationship was broken.”
 
   Viv’s back was to the nucleus of the venue so no one would recognise her. “You mean you cheated because you weren’t in love with the girl in question?”
 
   Ashley responded tersely. “Yes.”
 
   “Was that why you had such a strong reaction to Jeanie doing it to you? Because you figured it meant she didn’t like you as much as you liked her? And that scared you?”
 
   Ashley blocked her. “I don’t know.”
 
   “So tell us the story.” Viv prompted. “Who was the girlfriend you cheated on?”
 
   Jeanie drank sourly from her glass. “It was probably a German hammer-thrower.”
 
   Ashley turned to her acidly. “She was a medical receptionist.”
 
   Viv looked as though she was suppressing a laugh. “And?”
 
   Ashley closed her eyes in annoyance. “It was at a New Year’s Eve party at a nightclub. We were all really drunk. Jody knew I was attracted to Sylvia, a mutual friend of ours – who had a boyfriend, actually, and who’d never been with a girl before.”
 
   Viv stirred her drink. “How did Jody know that?”
 
   Ashley’s insides squirmed. “Jody caught us kissing earlier in the night on a couch, but I convinced her we’d just been hugging.”
 
   Viv sounded surprised. “Was that all? Just kissing?”
 
   Ashley abandoned her empty glass on a table behind her with a mortified grimace. “No. It was Jody’s fault. She shouldn’t have left us alone after that. I don’t know what she expected. She had to work on New Year’s Day, so she went home early. I ended up fucking Sylvia in the toilets.”
 
   Jeanie snorted. “It was Jody’s fault? Let me tell you something, Ashie. If I was in a relationship with you and I had work the next morning, I’d expect to be able to leave you alone at a party without you turning into the Virgin-Slayer in the bathroom.”
 
   Viv choked into her glass. 
 
   Ashley addressed Jeanie angrily. “Like I said; it was a symptom. I wouldn’t behave that way if I was actually in love with someone, if I was happy. You obviously weren’t falling in love or happy with me if you could behave the way you did with guys.”
 
   Jeanie raged. “My issue was completely different. It was precisely because I had feelings for you that I freaked out and behaved badly. I’m not used to having feelings for anyone and I panicked.”
 
   Viv nodded. “Your fear of commitment, Jeans. And panicking about losing control of your emotional landscape to someone else.”
 
   Ashley turned to her in total irritation. “Thank you for your contributions, Viv, but I don’t have any sympathy. I believe in treating other people the way you want to be treated.”
 
   Jeanie growled. “I do, for the most part. It was a mistake I made. I’m not perfect – but I’m pretty fucking close. I can be a handful at times, I know it. But if you can’t handle me at my worst – if you can’t forgive me when I slip up, then you don’t deserve me. And I’m magnificent.”
 
   Ashley gave an off-key chuckle. “You’re so arrogant.”
 
   Jeanie folded her arms. “It’s not arrogance if it’s fact. My parents didn’t raise me to doubt myself. They raised me to learn from my mistakes, and to have an unshakeable sense of who, and what, I am.”
 
   Ashley raised her eyebrows. “Can you get off your soap-box please? Blowing your own trumpet up there like an elephant. And let’s get another drink – my god. I need one.”
 
    Jeanie followed her sulkily inside. “Because I’m actually challenging you and your behaviour instead of playing dead?”
 
   Ashley grit her teeth. “Because you’re being drunk and annoying.”
 
   Jeanie trailed her hand along the banister as they moved to the lower level. “Your problem,” she continued, and Ashley groaned, “is that you’re scared of being with someone like me, because I’m not less than you. You can control someone who’s less than you – or, at the very least, it’s not such a big deal if you lose them.”
 
   Ashley massaged her temples as they lined up. “Why isn’t this conversation over?”
 
   They’d left a chuckling Viv behind them on the balcony.
 
   Jeanie insisted. “If you lose someone who, on paper, is your perfect girl, then you’d be truly heartbroken. That’s why you have consistently chosen people who are less than you. It’s comfortable, and it’s about self-preservation.”
 
   “It’s too late in the night to be having these theoretical discussions.” Ashley complained, then ordered. “A white wine please and a – whatever the low-carb beer is here, for my annoying companion.” 
 
   Jeanie was like a dog with a bone. “Dating people who aren’t as smart or hot as you doesn’t scare you, and it doesn’t challenge you. You need someone who’s on your level, otherwise you’ll be bored and unfulfilled long-term.”
 
   Ashley looked at her pointedly. “Are you trying to convince me to come back to you?”
 
   “No.” Jeanie paid for their drinks. “I’m making a point.”
 
   They moved away from the bar. Ashley set her glass on a table and folded her arms. “You’re droning on like a broken record because I didn’t give you your way.”
 
   Jeanie sounded exasperated. “I’m not. If anything were to ever happen between us again, it would have to be an equal coming-together – which I think you’re incapable of, because you’re too petty to let go of minor things.”
 
   Ashley couldn’t believe her ears. “Petty?”
 
   Jeanie’s eyes were flashing. “You’re not mature enough to let go of pointless crap and see the bigger picture. I expected more of you. I thought you were better than that.”
 
   “Screw you.” Ashley shook her head. “I expected more of you also – I thought you were everything I wanted. But if it seems too good to be true, it probably is and you proved that to me tenfold.”
 
   Jeanie drained half her glass. “We’re in the same boat then. I disappointed you with my behaviour, and you disappointed me by failing to be understanding about it afterwards. And for forgiving shot-putting, lumberjacking…”
 
   Ashley snapped. “Jeanie, shut up. There’s nothing wrong with women who are butch. You’re wrong for putting people down for how they choose to express themselves, so watch your mouth.”
 
   Jeanie retorted. “I’m not putting butch people down. I’m criticising the stampede from Africa you’ve dated in the past. If they were nice girls I wouldn’t shred them, but they were fuckwits who hurt you – so if I want to liken them to mullet-combing Neanderthals, I will.”
 
   Ashley’s voice rose. “You hurt me.”
 
   Jeanie shouted. “I’m sorry.” 
 
   Ashley hissed. “You don’t know who the hell I dated.” 
 
   “I know about Vow, and she’s got a face like half a meat pie.” Jeanie pronounced with relish. “Which like I said, wouldn’t even matter, except she hit you and you forgave her. I didn’t do anything half that bad, and you insisted on being a jerk to me.” She smiled as she ridiculed. “It’s a pathetic double-standard.”
 
   Ashley watched her. “And this is not you wanting me back? You’re just making a point?”
 
   Jeanie raised her glass to Ashley’s. “Ring-a-ding-ding.”
 
   Ashley pressed her teeth together to keep from shrieking.
 
   Jeanie casually swirled her beer and watched it re-foam. “You know I’m right.” She was just about the prettiest thing Ashley had ever seen, all elbows and shoulders and grace and sex.
 
   The blonde tore her gaze from Jeanie frustratedly and took in their surroundings. The ground floor of the Regal was complete with two pool tables being utilised by groups of gay men – one of which was Jonah, who sank a stripe as Ashley looked on. 
 
   The lighting was pink and yellow. Low-key music thumped in the background and yet (unfortunately for Ashley) it wasn’t loud enough to drown out conversation. 
 
   Ashley turned back. Jeanie was perched on her chair like a prissy princess on a throne, lips moist from her latest sip. Her long, bare legs crossed as though she was an executive, she oozed haughtiness because she clearly thought she’d won a stinging debate.
 
   Ashley’s expression blackened. “You’re not right, you know. I’m done forgiving or chasing anyone. I’m taking myself out of the game. I thought Vow was my soulmate.”
 
   “See? That’s immature,” claimed Jeanie. “‘I’m not chasing anyone because I’m so stoic’. You should chase someone who’s worth the effort – you’re silly if you don’t.”
 
   Ashley grabbed her wineglass. This was turning into a long, annoying, uncomfortable fight. “That’s not going to happen here.” 
 
   Jeanie sniffed. “Because you’re weak.” 
 
   Ashley faced off with her. “No. Because I don’t like you like that.”
 
   “You keep telling yourself that, Ashley.”
 
   Ashley mouthed at her in outrage. She was torn. Part of her was considering sleeping with Jeanie again – had been enjoying entertaining that thought, actually. Picturing entwining her body with Jeanie’s, tasting her lips and satisfying her urges, hard, was a wicked indulgence that had gone unchecked in Ashley’s brain since she’d had her first drink. 
 
   Because one night of sex hadn’t been enough to cure the blonde of her throbbing. Another might do the trick. She couldn’t seem to get Jeanie out of her system using willpower alone. If she satisfied her physical cravings, and got them out of the way… 
 
   The rest of her mind recoiled from the idea. She felt like she was losing control already. What if fucking Jeanie backfired, and she fell for her again – got attached again?
 
   Got cheated on again.
 
   Still undecided, she growled. “Jeanie, that’s your ego talking. You think everybody should bow down to you at a click of your fingers; you’re used to having everyone fawn over you. It’s not going to happen with me. You can’t accept the fact I stopped liking you.”
 
   Jeanie stated highhandedly. “You’re telling yourself you can’t like me; there’s a difference. It’s not like it organically stopped on its own, which means you could turn it back on if you grew a pair.”
 
   “I switched off from you Jeanie. I can’t control that. Anyway, enough. Don’t talk about me like you know me. You don’t.”
 
   Jeanie smirked derisively. “If you’ve switched off, why do we still have chemistry? Every time we kiss, why can’t we stop?”
 
   Ashley planted her forearms on the table. “That’s sex, that’s not emotional. We find each other physically attractive.”
 
   Jeanie’s eyes were two teasing pools. “Maybe you’re right. It doesn’t mean much when you’re attracted to someone. You’re attracted to the Pet Cemetery.”
 
   Ashley snapped. “Oh fuck you.” 
 
   Jeanie just grinned. “I’m not your type. I’m too good for you.”              
 
   Infuriated fireworks started flashing in Ashley’s brain. “You fucking little brat. You haven’t changed a bit.”
 
   Jeanie refuted her. “I’ve changed a lot. You’re the one who’s stuck in a time warp.”
 
   Ashley’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t poke the bear, Jeanie.” 
 
   “Tell me.” Jeanie swept up her glass in long fingers and sipped. “Did you use a cattle prod on Vow at any point? It would’ve been appropriate, given her appearance. She looks like a fucking bovine.” 
 
   “Wow.” Ashley observed Jeanie coldly. “You’re an asshole.”
 
   “No Ashley.” Jeanie raised her chin. “You are.”
 
   Ashley leant towards her. “If you think that, why did you let me stay? You’re whipped.”
 
   Jeanie smiled. “I let you stay because I’m not an asshole. Because you needed me. And because I wanted to protect you – not that it’ll make a difference. You’ll just end up with some other ‘nice steady’ less-intelligent, less-attractive gay-girl whom your smart mate Tansy will really approve of, because everybody knows pretty bi-girls are evil and you can’t trust those bitches as far as you can throw them. You’re not brave enough to break your pattern. Someone like me scares the shit out of you.”
 
   Ashley slid off her seat, arms going to either side of Jeanie’s chair. “Do I seem scared of you now, brat?”
 
   Jeanie’s breath seemed to have been stolen by Ashley’s closeness, but she smirked. “This isn’t the kind of fear I’m talking about.”
 
   Ashley shook her head. “Screw you.”
 
   Jeanie’s grin widened. “Fuck you.”
 
   Ashley kissed her. She was so attracted to her, it wasn’t funny. And she was so outraged by her that it burned her throat. 
 
   There was a fiery sensation in the blonde’s upper chest she couldn’t identify. Anger, arousal or excitement; she couldn’t figure it out. Jeanie exasperated, infuriated and provoked her – but the brunette was right. She also challenged Ashley. She thrilled her – not just with her looks, but her big witty, electricity-filled brain. 
 
   Ashley’s tongue flicked the tip of Jeanie’s in her mouth, and curled. Jeanie actually started laughing in enjoyment, and Ashley kissed her harder. The brunette slid off her chair, and their bodies came together magnetically. 
 
   One of Jeanie’s hands cradled Ashley’s cheek. Ashley could have drowned in the intimacy of it, if she let herself. She grabbed Jeanie’s hips and walked her into the wall behind their table, where they made out fiercely next to a pot plant. 
 
   How she’d gone from being angry, to having fun in the space of seconds was a mystery to Ashley – but she had. Kissing Jeanie was fantastic. The current between their bodies felt both natural and exhilarating. 
 
   The bar around them faded. Ashley was floating on a cloud, lost in exploring Jeanie’s mouth. 
 
   Jeanie was right. She was worth Ashley’s forgiveness. She was one of the most amazing girls Ashley had ever met, flaws and all. Yes, the brunette had made a mistake. Yes, that behaviour had been unacceptable – and Jeanie had admitted that. Nothing and no one was perfect, but Jeanie made Ashley feel out of this world. 
 
   But what if someone she’d adored so much – and found so sexy, interesting and smart – betrayed her again? Ashley’s stomach went cold at the mere thought. With boys particularly – Ashley couldn’t stand the idea. 
 
   Terror suddenly threatened to choke her. She couldn’t go through that again. It would kill her. She pulled away. 
 
   Jeanie opened her eyes, against the wall like a gorgeous work of art. “Is this you proving something?”
 
   Ashley swallowed. She could still taste Jeanie. “Huh?”
 
   Jeanie pointed out. “Historically, when we start kissing, we usually have trouble stopping. I take it you’re trying to be all rational now?”
 
   Ashley gave her a sarcastic look. “I stopped so we could get another drink. Kissing you is easier to do when I’m drunk.”
 
   Jeanie laughed. “Thanks a lot.”
 
   Ashley countered. “You know what I mean. It’s easier to forget things when you’re drinking. I don’t want to think. I think so much.”
 
   Jeanie reached for her bag, which she’d left hanging on the back of her chair. “I know Ashie. It’s very complicated in your mind. I just think, you know. If it feels good, do it.”
 
   Ashley reminded her. “You don’t always feel good.” 
 
   Jeanie pulled her wallet out. “Nothing always feels good.”
 
   “And not many things hurt as much as…” Ashley abruptly shut her mouth. 
 
   Jeanie’s eyes softened immediately. “My beautiful Ashie. I’m so sorry.”
 
   Ashley was expressionless as they reached the bar. “I don’t need your sympathy hon, I’m fine. I was talking about Vow.”
 
   Jeanie’s face became closed up again. “Ah yes. Your ‘soulmate’.”  
 
   Ashley folded her arms in the queue. “You don’t understand. Vow and I had exactly the same outlooks on the world – on everything, from the government, politics, to…”
 
   Jeanie scoffed. “Oh shut up Ashley. I’m not threatened when you say that Vow is your ‘soulmate’, and I never have been, because boring. What can you possibly learn from someone who’s precisely the same as yourself? You can bond over common ground, certainly, but beyond that, you only grow by exploring differences in others.”  
 
   Ashley sighed irritably. “Here we go.”
 
   Jeanie slid her credit card from her wallet. “For example; I love my friends’ differences. I thrive and rely on them. Their different interpretations, knowledge – I grow through things they have, that I do not.”
 
   Ashley glared impatiently. “What are you, a tree?” 
 
   Jeanie met her eye calmly. “What I mean, Ashie, is that they open my mind and eyes to things I’d be blind to otherwise. Things that wouldn’t even cross my mind on my own.”
 
   Ashley sniffed. “How wonderful for you and your friends.”
 
   Jeanie wrinkled her nose, then ordered from the bar-guy. “Two tequilas please, and a wine and a low-carb beer. I’m merely saying, Ashie, that your soulmate isn’t a psychological clone of yourself. It should be someone from whom you can learn.”
 
   Ashley chuckled. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   Jeanie raised her tequila. “Fine. Good luck not getting bored senseless by your mental carbon copy.”
 
   Ashley downed her shot, followed by half the contents of her wineglass before they even got back to their table. Before Jeanie could sit, she gripped her by the forearms and drove her backwards, kissing her violently. 
 
   She smacked Jeanie into the wall quite hard. Jeanie choked as air was knocked out of her, but she was smiling again. Ashley wanted to kiss that grin off. She bit Jeanie’s lip; that didn’t work. Jeanie’s face flickered, but she didn’t stop smiling. She was enjoying it. 
 
   She raised a knee and wrapped it around Ashley’s hips. Her hands slid around the blonde’s waist, pressing Ashley’s pelvis into her own.
 
   This time there was no holding back. Their embrace was steamy and uncontrolled. Ashley dragged Jeanie from the wall and shoved her across the room. Jeanie’s back hit the edge of a pool table; she caught it, hands behind her, eyes lighting up. 
 
   Ashley prowled towards her, seized her cheek and kissed her like she was starving. Jeanie’s ass half-sat on the edge of the pool table, arms winding around Ashley’s shoulders. Their lips moved in harmony. Ashley’s tongue was doing acrobatic things against Jeanie’s, and Jeanie matched her move-for-move. 
 
   Ashley sighed lustily against Jeanie’s chin. It was more than arousal. It was her body’s celebration of an intense and rare attraction culminating in contact. Jeanie felt right. She tasted right. She moved perfectly. 
 
   Ashley experienced a light tapping on the shoulder. Hands gripping Jeanie’s stomach, she looked behind her, breathing scattered.
 
   It was a nice polite gay guy holding a cue. He said sheepishly. “Excuse me. Do you mind if I take a shot?” His group were in the middle of a game. 
 
   Ashley gulped and dragged Jeanie off the table. “Sorry.” She pulled her ex-girlfriend down onto a short purple couch instead. 
 
   Jeanie needily drew the blonde’s face against hers again. Ashley’s eyes closed. She was lulled by the clever strokes of Jeanie’s swirling tongue. The brunette tasted alcoholic and sweet; licking her tongue was like sucking on a lolly. 
 
   With a breathless groan only Ashley could hear, Jeanie quickly stood, hands on Ashley’s shoulders, and climbed onto the blonde’s lap in her tiny dress.
 
   Ashley’s hands circled Jeanie’s hips, holding her in position astride her. Jeanie devoured her mouth again. She kissed Ashley so hard, the blonde fell against the back of the couch. 
 
   The older woman’s skin started to burn. Jeanie in her mini-dress, long legs bent at the knee encasing Ashley’s body, was driving her out of her mind. She had the sexiest girl in the bar grinding on her like a sex-starved rodeo rider. Jeanie had all but forgotten where they were. Ashley could tell from her accelerated breathing; tongue plunging into Ashley’s mouth as deep as it could go.
 
   Two shadows dropped on either side of them. Ashley lethargically turned her neck – which didn’t deter Jeanie in the slightest. The brunette’s tongue wriggled slickly in Ashley’s ear. Ashley almost moaned straight into the face of whoever was next to her. She forced her eyes open.
 
   It was two lesbians – one smaller, boyish-looking; the other dark and heavy-set.
 
   “Hey.” She had an accent. “You two look amazing. We wanted to be near to that.”
 
   Ashley observed her calmly. She knew the type: predatory lesbians for whom there was no Code of Honour – they wanted sex any way they could get it, no matter how drunk their target was.
 
   The accent-bearing one told Ashley. “You look so good.” 
 
   Ashley was finding it hard to concentrate while Jeanie was sucking on her earlobe. “Thank you.”  
 
   The woman transferred a longing gaze to the brunette. Meanwhile, Jeanie finally realised there was some kind of conversation happening around her. She lifted her head, eyes bleary. 
 
   She stared blankly, then merely turned and dragged her tongue along Ashley’s neck.  Ashley wasn’t sure if she (Ashley) was responsible or the grog had caused it – but Jeanie was a sex-zombie and had barely registered they had company.
 
   Ashley was on shaky ground herself. She’d been so immersed in what they’d been doing, it was as though someone had let off a smoke machine in her brain. 
 
   Jeanie directed Ashley’s open mouth back to hers, and the foreign woman appeared to see it as an invitation. She put a big hand on Jeanie’s leg. 
 
   Jeanie remained oblivious. When Ashley’s head went whipping around, the brunette transferred her lips back to Ashley’s throat. Ashley pushed the foreigner’s hand off with a, “No-no-no-no-no. Don’t touch her.”
 
   The stranger’s eyes moved from Jeanie to Ashley lustily. “You’re both so lovely.”
 
   “Thank you.” Ashley made her voice stony. “But no touching.”
 
   Jeanie looked up.
 
   The foreigner reached for her again. “Just tell me what I need to do to kiss and touch you.” 
 
   Jeanie blinked in surprise; she seemed to get quite a shock, actually. Ashley felt her tense. The brunette abruptly hid her face in Ashley’s shoulder, arms around her neck, as though to gather her strength before handling the invasion.
 
   But Ashley was dealing with it. “She’s mine.” Her brain finally stirred. “You can’t touch her, she’s my girlfriend.” She wasn’t angry or dangerous – just immovably firm.
 
   The foreigner, who’d obviously entertained thoughts of kinky group sex with the two stunners, looked as though Christmas had been cancelled. “How long have you been together?”
 
   Ashley lied without flinching. “Six months. Have a nice night.”
 
   She’d been enjoying having Jeanie slithering in her lap like a little kitten in the dress, but they needed to get away from their hangers-on. She urged the brunette up. As they stood in front of the pool table, adoration welled in Jeanie’s eyes. 
 
   Ashley caught it. “What?” 
 
   Jeanie spoke in a rush. “I could’ve handled that, I just… I’m used to handling stuff. People hit on me all the time. Like you don’t understand. Twenty-four-seven, every time I go out, or online, it’s exhausting. I get constant sexual harassment and I don’t want any of it, I don’t want any of them, and I get tired of being strong all the time.” 
 
   Ashley frowned. 
 
   Jeanie continued. “I don’t rely on anyone usually, I protect myself when I’m out but you… you handled that for me.”
 
   Ashley reminded her dryly. “They were cracking onto me too, Jeanie.” 
 
   Jeanie was gazing at her. “I know. But you told them not to touch me. You looked after me. You’re amazing. Do you have any idea how amazing you are?” Her fingers trailed down Ashley’s arm and slipped into her hand. She whispered. “Take me into the bathroom. I want to fuck you right now.”
 
   Ashley spoke into her lips. “Oh do you?”
 
   They started kissing again. Jeanie cupped Ashley’s face and practically dragged her by the jaw to the bathroom door.
 
   They banged through it. Luckily, the ladies’ was empty. Ashley directed Jeanie into a stall, tonguing her, and shoved the door closed behind them. Jeanie thumped her against it immediately, aggressively, and started kissing down Ashley’s neck.
 
   “Wait a minute Jeanie.” Ashley managed to gasp. “Wait. I have to lock the door.”
 
   Jeanie groaned in frustration and reached around Ashley’s body, flicking the latch closed herself. “Fuck.” She started kissing her again.
 
   Ashley slid her fingers into Jeanie’s hair, her tongue sliding against the brunette’s like a pulsing eel. She couldn’t get enough of it – and nor could her younger lover, who ground her hips into Ashley’s body with considerable force.
 
   She breathed hotly into Ashley’s cheek, the side of her throat, then kissed down Ashley’s chest along her collarbone. Ashley cradled her head. Her skin tingled every place Jeanie laid her lips to. 
 
   Jeanie took a couple of steps backwards, pulling Ashley with her. She sat with a bang on the closed lid of the toilet, hands sliding under Ashley’s shirt at the back. 
 
   Ashley was sweating. Jeanie’s fingers ran up her damp skin, pushing her shirt up at the same time. She covered Ashley’s exposed flat, creamy stomach with her lips, hot tongue playing in Ashley’s belly button. 
 
   Ashley’s breathing sped up. She massaged Jeanie’s scalp while the brunette twisted her slippery tongue in and around her naval. 
 
   Arousal throbbed between Ashley’s legs. Jeanie scraped her teeth down Ashley’s abdomen, and Ashley quietly moaned. 
 
   Her jeans were held up by a belt, which Jeanie’s fingers made quick work of. She slid Ashley’s fly down and unsnapped the button, dragging the pants down her thighs, leaving them sitting in a bunch above her knees. 
 
   Then the brunette was breathing gently on the blonde’s bare sex. Ashley could feel her body respond automatically. She was dripping. The first touch of Jeanie’s tongue between her legs was heaven, as Jeanie used the tip to delicately trace the outline. 
 
   Ashley choked, fingers tightening in Jeanie’s hair. The point of Jeanie’s tongue was gently rippling on the very inside of Ashley’s pinkness, near the top. 
 
   Jeanie held Ashley’s hips securely and started to probe deeper. Her tongue moved softly between Ashley’s lips, massaging her clit luxuriously with the flat.
 
   The teasing was incredible. Ashley longed for Jeanie to thrust her tongue harder, but Jeanie was toying with her. The brunette’s eyes were closed as she Frenched Ashley’s slit. Ashley bit her lip hard. She wanted to cum. Jeanie was going to make her cum, hard.
 
   Behind her or around her, vaguely in the background, she could hear women duck in to use the restroom. The music from the bar rose and fell with each opening of the bathroom door. 
 
   Their surroundings were clean and white, tiled. Jeanie’s hair and the saliva on Ashley’s abdomen gleamed under the pale light.
 
   Ashley murmured. “The story of me fucking that girl in the bathroom get you in the mood, did it honey?”
 
   “Mmm.” Jeanie delicately lapped Ashley’s slit. She pulled back momentarily to whisper. “Everything about you gets me in the mood.” Her tongue glided between Ashley’s folds, running straight up the middle, all the way to the top where she fluttered it. 
 
   Ashley suppressed a shriek. Jeanie’s tongue slid deep into Ashley’s body and started rolling like an ocean wave. Ashley could feel a rush start to creep up the backs of her legs.
 
   Jeanie’s head moved in a slow rhythm as she gave Ashley oral in the bathroom stall. Ashley still had one hand wrapped in tangles of the younger girl’s hair. The other held the wall for balance. Her green eyes alternated from closing in pleasure to watching Jeanie eat her out.
 
   Jeanie withdrew her tongue from Ashley’s pussy and wriggled it lightly against her clit. 
 
   Ashley panted. “Mm fuck.”
 
   Her hand went from the wall to the steel toilet-roll dispenser, which she gripped with clammy fingers. Her body buckled slightly, torso pitching forward, belly resting against Jeanie’s forehead. Jeanie smiled, totally lost in her task. She locked her mouth to Ashley’s snatch and began to suckle. 
 
   Ashley dug her fingers hard into Jeanie’s scalp. She could feel her eyes roll into the back of her head, which tipped toward the ceiling. Blood pounded in her ears and she pressed her teeth together to stop a strangled cry shooting out her mouth. For long seconds her vision spotted black. The only thing she could feel was the flood of heat exploding from between her legs on the end of Jeanie’s tongue.
 
   Jeanie sucked her straight through it, mouth softening just at the right time. She wasn’t stimulating Ashley’s slit anymore; she was soothing it with saliva.
 
   Ashley gasped. She could feel a thin sheen of sweat coating her face. She’d needed Jeanie to make her orgasm so badly that her body had, essentially, told her brain to shut the fuck up and get out of the way. Now her pussy had gotten what it craved, her mind reseized the wheel. 
 
   And there was a cold feeling in Ashley’s throat. She’d lost control, and she didn’t know what to do, or how to act. 
 
   Jeanie was still nuzzled between her legs, licking her here and there like a cat with a saucer of milk. Ashley lowered tortured eyes to her, put a hand on her cheek, and shoved her sideways. The only thing that prevented Jeanie from sprawling to the floor was her arms holding Ashley’s hips.
 
   She straightened like a shot. “I’m sorry Ashie, I’m sorry.” Her voice was husky. “I didn’t mean to do it for too long.” She gently kissed the flat of Ashley’s stomach. 
 
   Ashley stilled. 
 
   Jeanie murmured between kisses. “I’m sorry.” 
 
   The skin on Ashley’s belly prickled with each brush of Jeanie’s lips. She could feel her ex-girlfriend expel warm breath on her tummy. It was calming, and she’d frozen in the cubicle. 
 
   “I’ll make it better, Ashie.” Using the gentlest of movements, Jeanie tugged Ashley’s panties up, easing them into place, covering her sex again. Still kissing the blonde’s abdomen, she did the same with her jeans. Her fingers zipped the fly and resealed the button. Next, she threaded Ashley’s belt.
 
   Ashley just stared, re-hypnotised by the tenderness of it. Her breathing quietened. 
 
   She didn’t allow herself to relax. As soon as Jeanie had her safely dressed, she backed off, eyes angry. Jeanie cocked her head.
 
   Ashley abruptly reached for the latch and twisted it, stumbling into the wider part of the bathroom. She looked at herself in the mirror, wiping her brow. Her green eyes were watery and bright, and she almost didn’t recognise herself. 
 
   Jeanie appeared behind her, as a couple of women strolled in to do a makeup check, and Ashley moved for the exit.
 
   “Wait a minute Ashie!” Jeanie called laughingly, hurrying after her. 
 
   Ashley’s eyes flew around the bar. Jonah was on the couch in front of the pool tables chatting to some guy, minding their handbags. There was no sign of Rebecca, Viv, or anyone else from the Lamp.
 
   Panic clamped Ashley’s chest like a vice. Her gaze landed on a group sitting nearby, and her mouth opened impulsively. “Check out that chick, Jeanie. Isn’t she hot?”
 
   Jeanie half-turned. “What?” 
 
   Ashley pointed. “That girl in the black top. She’s stunning.”
 
   Jeanie frowned as she scanned the room. “I don’t see anyone particularly hot – what are you talking about?”
 
   Ashley said, “Over there. I’m going to ask her for her number. I want her.”
 
   Jeanie’s voice was confused. “What, now?”
 
   Ashley snapped. “No, next year. Yes now. I want her.”
 
   “But… oh.” A wince shot across Jeanie’s face, before her eyes hit the floor and her expression became easy-going again. “You should go ask her then, Ashie. I might leave. I have to be up for work in…” She checked the clock behind the bar. “Like, four hours.”
 
   Ashley folded her arms. “I’m definitely going to see if I can get that girl’s number before I go.”
 
   Jeanie chuckled. “She’s not my type so you can have her. You just have to hope she didn’t see us making out earlier, otherwise she’ll think you’re a dick-swinging player.”
 
   Ashley demanded aggressively. “What are you calling me?” 
 
   “Nothing.” Jeanie’s irate energy from earlier was gone. She was composed, but her gaze kept shooting to the side. She could only maintain eye-contact with Ashley for a second at a time. “I’m just saying the fact we were indulging in heavy-duty PDA might cramp your style. It felt like every eye in the place was on us when we… before. But she’d be silly not to give you her number if you asked for it, Ashie.” She walked towards Jonah. 
 
   Ashley followed. 
 
   Jonah’s face lit up. “Hey Jeanie. Hey Ashie.”
 
   Jeanie managed a sheepish smile. “Thanks for minding our bags. I’m going to head – Ashie’s thinking of staying though, so you guys can chill together? Ashie, just buzz me when you get back, and I’ll get up and let you in.”
 
   Ashley took her handbag from Jonah. She felt like an idiot. She didn’t want to stay at the bar – least of all without Jeanie. But she’d gone and run her mouth like a dickhead, for no reason other than fear of intimacy with Jeanie. Which wasn’t fair after they’d just had sex. 
 
   Her stomach dropped. She had no sense of self to rely on anymore. The things she’d drawn from most when interacting with the world – her considerateness, poise and calmness – had been replaced with qualities she seriously disliked; primarily lack of discipline. Why would she pretend to Jeanie that she wanted another girl, two minutes after they’d finished fucking, when she didn’t? Why was she lying? She wasn’t a liar. 
 
   She cursed herself, then regrouped. “You know what? I’ve changed my mind. I’ll just come home with you, if that’s okay.”
 
   Jeanie slung her handbag on her shoulder. “Of course, but I hope you don’t feel obliged to leave because I am. I feel bad for cutting your night short.”
 
   Ashley shook her head. “No, let’s go.”
 
   Jonah hugged Jeanie. Ashley heard him say into her ear. “I expect you to tell me everything tomorrow.” 
 
   She grilled Jeanie as they crossed the bar. “What are you going to say?”
 
   Out on the cold street, there were no stars in the sky; heavy black night-clouds obscured them. The air was thick with mugginess. It was going to rain buckets – Ashley hoped they’d make it back to Jeanie’s before it did.
 
   Jeanie held her arm out for a cab. “Nothing, Ash. I know he saw us making out all over the pool table. It was a drunken hook-up, what else is there to say? Don’t worry. He’s not going to judge.”
 
   A taxi zoomed alongside them.
 
   Ashley climbed in after Jeanie. “What about your car?” 
 
   Jeanie finished giving the cabbie the address. “I can’t drive. I get the train to work anyway. I’ll get Bex or Ed to drop it round tomorrow – they have my spare keys.”
 
   Quiet fell. Jeanie had her arms folded as she looked out the window. Her tanned skin gleamed with a sheen of dew from outside. Her hair was tussled, knees together. Ashley scanned her. Even at the end of what had been a messy night, her ex was still a knock-out. 
 
   The driver was playing catchy ethnic music. Ashley nervously pulled pieces of hair behind her ears. She felt bad and wanted to ask Jeanie if she was okay. 
 
   Instead, it came out defensively as: “So I guess you’re not talking to me?”
 
   Jeanie spoke mildly. “I’m just tired, Ashie. We can chat of you want to. What did you think of my sister’s bar? Did you like the décor?”
 
   Ashley frowned – and saw that Jeanie was looking at her amusedly. 
 
   The blonde turned away. “We’re almost home anyway.”
 
   Shortly thereafter the driver was parking. Jeanie handed him some notes and told him to keep the change. 
 
   In the lift she leant against the wall, eyes on the ground. To Ashley the silence was deafening. She was beating herself up for letting drunk sex happen with Jeanie, and for being a jerk about it afterwards. She knew she hadn’t handled it well, but what could she do? The thought of getting close to Jeanie again was scary. And painful.
 
   Part of her wished she could let go. If Jeanie hadn’t fucked her up so badly the first time, maybe she’d be able to – but that just wasn’t the way it had gone down. Jeanie had been the girl of Ashley’s dreams, and when she’d trashed what they’d had, she’d trashed Ashley’s dream-world too. She’d sliced Ashley on multiple levels, not just the romantic.
 
   Jeanie asked. “Do you want a tea when we get inside, Ashie?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Jeanie nodded. “Do you want to discuss what happened at the pub? Because I know you get stressed, and…”
 
   Ashley’s eyes locked on her irritably. “If I wanted to talk about it, I’d have brought it up.”
 
   Jeanie smiled weakly. “Okay. I just wanted to check in with you.”
 
   “Eurgh.” Ashley’s brow blackened. She was having enough trouble confronting what’d happened. The idea of discussing that turmoil with Jeanie nauseated her.
 
   Jeanie sighed.
 
   At the sound, Ashley’s sharp eyes landed on her again. “Feeling sorry for yourself, hon?”
 
   Jeanie scoffed. “Of course not.” 
 
   There was a short silence. Ashley’s glare softened. “You sounded sad.”
 
   Jeanie shook her head as the elevator reached their floor. “I have my health, my family, a job I love and great friends. I couldn’t feel sorry for myself if I tried.”
 
   Ashley followed her down the hallway, angry again. “Then you’re obviously sighing because I didn’t act the way you wanted me to after that drunken mistake at the bar. Why don’t you try saying what you mean and doing what you say?”
 
   Jeanie unlocked her door. “That’s not where my head’s at. I didn’t sigh because I feel sorry for myself. Disappointed, maybe; not sorry.” 
 
   Ashley trailed her into the apartment. “What does that mean?”
 
   Jeanie headed for the kitchen. “Nothing.”
 
   Ashley followed. “Tell me.” 
 
   “Oh my god Ash!” Jeanie hit the switch on the kettle. “You’re aggressive sometimes.”
 
   Ashley laughed bitterly. “You have no idea what aggression is, Jeanie. Until you get hit in the nose by a violent moron, don’t talk to me about aggression.”
 
   Jeanie closed her eyes. “I didn’t mean that as a swipe at you and Vow. This is what I mean. After what you’d been through, the only thing I wanted to do was make you feel better.”
 
   Ashley shifted her weight from one foot to the other, uncomfortably. “You did, by letting me stay.”
 
   Jeanie shook her head. “All I do is stress you out. Like, I don’t want to stress you out.”
 
   A lump crept into Ashley’s throat. 
 
   Jeanie was pouring herself a tea. “I always seem to be saying dumb shit and you misread me. Tonight aside, when I was running my mouth at the Regal, which was… I guess I lost my temper or… I don’t know. I’d blame alcohol, but I drank the alcohol so, you know. It’s on me.” She shrugged. 
 
   Ashley raised her eyebrows. “Okay.”
 
   Jeanie replaced the kettle. “I… eurgh, I’m drunk and tired and not making much sense. I’m talking about, like – my intention is never to… when we communicate, it’s like we aren’t quite on the same wavelength and you think I’m – but you shouldn’t have to be on a wavelength. I should be more careful about what comes out of my mouth.”
 
   Ashley frowned. 
 
   Jeanie threw her teabag into the sink. “I’m disappointed with myself because I’m always pissing you off. You’re going through a tough time, and I feel like I make things worse.”
 
   Ashley wanted to tell Jeanie she was wrong, but couldn’t find her voice. 
 
   Jeanie continued. “I want to make you feel better, not because I want anything from you, just because I like… care about you. Not in a creepy way. I know we’ve hooked up but I didn’t mean… well, I guess I don’t mean a lot of things.”
 
   Ashley massaged her temples. She could feel a hangover developing, and the sore feeling in her chest wasn’t helping.
 
   Jeanie nursed her tea. “In fact, I think that’s the number one phrase I’ve used with you since you’ve been here. ‘I didn’t mean it’. Pathetic, huh?” She shook her head. “I expected more of myself. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Jeanie.” Ashley finally spoke. “I know I haven’t been easy. I’m sorry. It’s not you, it’s me.”
 
   Jeanie shook her head again. “Disagree, Ashie. I should be better. I’m going to have this in my room. Goodnight.”
 
   Ashley groaned, once Jeanie was out of the room. She took herself to bed, where she tossed and turned. 
 
   Maybe it was time for her to go home. Or maybe she should see a psychologist – she felt like she might need professional help to make sense of her scattered thoughts.
 
   However, shrinks cost, and Vow still had their accounts locked until the terms of their separation were reached. Ashley was going to have to figure her head out on her own.
 
   The sound of heavy raindrops slamming into the side of the building filled the spare bedroom. Ashley lethargically pulled her pillow over her face, but she knew it wouldn’t help. She was going to stay awake, one way or another, all night long.
 
   ***
 
   Ashley heard Jeanie get up and leave for work. When the blonde took herself to the kitchen, Jeanie’s balcony was drenched, city view half-obscured by fog. 
 
   It worsened throughout the day. Lightning shattered the sky and Ashley could hear the wind howl. 
 
   She sat like a zombie on the couch. She couldn’t focus on TV. Outside, sheets of silvery rain zipped through the mist. Ashley switched the heater on. 
 
   She heard keys in the door close to six-thirty, and looked up.
 
   “Hey.” Jeanie looked like a saturated white ghost. Her blouse was like cling-wrap against her skin, bra loudly visible beneath the soaked fabric. Her suit-jacket was tied around her waist.
 
   Ashley observed her dryly. “Nice work Einstein. Didn’t think to bring an umbrella to work? You knew it was going to pour today.”
 
   Jeanie was gingerly stepping out of her shoes. “My umbrella broke.”
 
   Outside, the wind screamed. 
 
   Ashley’s eyes skimmed her, as Jeanie hung her handbag on the coat stand. “And what’s with not wearing your jacket properly? Didn’t want it to block half the city from seeing your underwear? You look like a two-bit whore in a wet t-shirt competition.”
 
   Jeanie snapped abruptly. “Get the fuck off my case, Ash.”
 
   “Whoa.” Ashley reeled. “Long day?” 
 
   Jeanie’s voice cracked like a whip. “You can call me a slut and all your other bullshit names again tomorrow, but tonight I need you to leave me alone, alright? I’m serious, fuck off.” 
 
   Ashley pursed her lips. “I was just joking.”
 
   Jeanie was fierce. “No you weren’t. I know perfectly well what you think of me and I don’t want to hear it tonight, understand?” She was already halfway across the room – then she slammed the door to the main bathroom with gusto. Seconds later, Ashley heard the shower running. 
 
   Her teeth landed on her bottom lip. She supposed her teasing hadn’t quite been on the right note, given their history and the fact Jeanie must have been exhausted. She’d apologise when Jeanie got out of the shower.
 
   There was a sudden knock on the door. She looked up, not sure whether she should open it on Jeanie’s behalf, or let Jeanie know someone was there. 
 
   She hesitantly crossed the room and reached for the handle, leaving the security chain in place. It was the building manager, Boris, standing in the hallway. 
 
   Ashley immediately relaxed. “Hi Boris.”
 
   “Hi.” It was obvious Boris didn’t remember Ashley’s name. He was standing beside a man carrying a briefcase. “I brought Doctor Brody to see Jeanette.”
 
   Ashley spoke through the crack. “Is Jeanie expecting you? She hasn’t said.”
 
   Boris shook his head. “Doctor Brody lives in the building. I stopped him on his way up so he could visit Jeanette.”
 
   Ashley told him. “Jeanie’s in the shower.” 
 
   Boris shuffled restlessly. “I know she told me she didn’t need medical attention, but after she fainted in the lobby…”
 
   Ashley frowned. “She seemed fine to me.”
 
   Boris explained. “She was very unsteady downstairs. I wanted to call an ambulance.”
 
   “An ambulance?” Ashley stared. “I’m sorry, but what are you talking about?”
 
   Boris’s brow crinkled. “Jeanie was hit by a boy on a bike on her way home. She threw up and fainted in the lobby – those are symptoms of internal bleeding.”
 
   Ashley didn’t move.
 
   Boris continued. “She came-to just as I was dialling the emergency number and insisted on taking herself straight upstairs, but I’m very concerned. I think a doctor should…”
 
   Ashley immediately slid the chain free and pulled open the door. “I’ll get her.” 
 
   She left the two men in the lounge room, walked down the short hallway and knocked on the bathroom door. She was going to kill Jeanie. “Jeanie?”
 
   She could hear water going, but no reply. Ashley tried the handle; Jeanie had locked it. “Jeanie!”
 
   No response. 
 
   The idea that Jeanie might have slipped unconscious to the tiles crept into Ashley’s mind, and her pulse picked up. She balled her fist and hammered the door like an anvil. “Jeanie!”
 
   “Oh what?” Jeanie finally screeched over the noise of the shower.
 
   A tiny bit of pressure left Ashley’s chest. “Jeanie, you need to come out here, right now.”
 
   “Don’t fucking tell me what to do, Ashley. Go fuck yourself.”
 
   Ashley closed her eyes in annoyance. “Boris is in the lounge room. He brought a doctor.”
 
   She heard a distinct “eurgh.” Then she heard Jeanie turn the shower off.
 
   Moments later the brunette flung open the door. Ashley blinked. Jeanie’s lithe silhouette was surrounded by yellow heat-lights and steam. 
 
   She barked at Ashley. “I’m fine.” She’d raided some white pyjama shorts and a lime green singlet from the laundry hamper in the corner. Beyond her body in the doorframe, her work clothes were scattered on the floor.
 
   Ashley’s eyes landed on Jeanie’s discarded blouse. The midriff was pink. There were also pink streaks on the tiles near where the brunette had thrown her jacket. 
 
   Ashley immediately realised what had happened. Jeanie had tied her jacket around her waist to hide the fact she was bleeding. She looked at Jeanie’s belly. “Are you okay?” 
 
   Jeanie’s wet hair framed her face like a black lion’s mane. “I said I’m fine. Get out of my way, I’ll deal with this.”
 
   Ashley’s legs didn’t work. “What happened?”
 
   Jeanie answered impatiently. “Nothing. Some guy couldn’t see me in the rain and skidded on the curb. He was only riding a pushbike. It’s not like I was collected by a semi.”
 
   Ashley’s gaze fell to Jeanie’s hands, which clutched a towel she held underneath her singlet. “But you’re bleeding.”
 
   Jeanie rolled her eyes. “His handlebars or his spokes – I don’t fucking know. It’s not a big deal. Move Ashley, hurry up.”
 
   Ashley followed her towards the lounge room, badgering her. “Where is this fucking jerk who ran into you?”
 
   Jeanie hissed over her shoulder. “Timbuktu. North by north-west. How the fuck should I know? We didn’t exactly exchange numberplates. It was just an accident Ashley, it wasn’t his fault. Hi Boris.”
 
   Boris turned. “Jeanette, this is Doctor Brody. I don’t know if you’ve met formally. He lives upstairs.”
 
   Jeanie managed a weak smile. “We’ve run into each other a couple of times in the lift.”
 
   Brody approached her. “Rough afternoon, eh?”
 
   Jeanie replied. “I’m okay. I think I fainted because I’m tired, that’s all.”
 
   Brody gave her a wry smile. “Hopefully. You’re bleeding externally too?”
 
   Ashley folded her arms tersely as she watched the pale brunette answer him. 
 
   “The rain made it seem like there was more blood than there is. It’s just a scratch.”
 
   Brody sank to his haunches. “Mind if I take a look?” 
 
   Jeanie reluctantly rolled her singlet up and held the towel out of the way, revealing a long gash surrounded by angry purple skin. 
 
   The doctor felt around it. “Does your stomach feel tight at all?”
 
   Jeanie flinched. “I don’t know. I don’t think so. It just stings.”
 
   “Throbbing pain? Shooting pain?”
 
   “Neither. Hot pain.”
 
   “Hm.” Brody frowned. “Are you thirsty?” 
 
   Jeanie shook her head. “Boris gave me a glass of water downstairs so I’m right for a drink thanks.”
 
   “That’s not why I asked. Increased thirstiness might mean you’ve hit an organ.” 
 
   “Oh.” Jeanie’s face twisted as he hit a certain spot. “Well no, in that case; I’m no more thirsty than usual.” 
 
   Brody continued to examine her. “Did you vomit any blood?”
 
   “No.” 
 
   Brody nodded. “Ideally I’d like you to go for an ultrasound, just to be sure you haven’t ruptured anything. It’s hard to tell from an outward exam. You’re pale, you experienced nausea and unconsciousness downstairs – if it’s nothing, I can’t tell definitively from looking at you like this.”
 
   Jeanie spoke quickly. “I really don’t want to go to hospital, I just want an early night.”
 
   “I understand.” The doctor stood. “It’s a little swollen, but that’s to be expected.” He took a stethoscope from his briefcase and slid the metal disc up her torso. “Any tightness in your chest?”
 
   “No.” Jeanie’s eyes were ringed black. She was putting up with the examination, but she looked as though she wished the good doctor miles away. 
 
   Brody moved his stethoscope from her. “You seem okay, but like I said, I’d prefer you to have an ultrasound.”
 
   Jeanie screwed her face up. “I couldn’t think of anything worse right now. I just want to go to bed. I’m sure I’m fine.”
 
   Brody surveyed her. “It’s your call.”
 
   Jeanie put the towel back under her shirt. “If I get worse I’ll check myself in, promise.”
 
   Brody queried. “Are you alone tonight? Worst case scenario: if you’ve ruptured something, it’ll get progressively worse and you’ll pass out. It could be quite a slow process. You need someone to monitor you.”
 
   Ashley wanted to rip into Jeanie for not going for the ultrasound. She restrained herself and piped up. “I’ll be here with her. What should I look for?”
 
   Brody answered. “Breathlessness or laboured breathing, vomiting, obviously vomiting blood, dizziness. If her stomach swells or gets tight, or the pain gets worse, you need to get her to a hospital. I don’t want to alarm you,” he said to Jeanie. “You’ve had a nasty knock, but I can’t see any overt symptoms of internal bleeding. The fact that you haven’t thrown up a second time, and there was no blood when you did, are good signs.”
 
   Jeanie leant heavily against the back of the couch. “I just need to sleep. Thanks so much Brody and Boris. I appreciate you looking out for me.”
 
   Once they were gone, she marched straight to her bedroom without a word.
 
   “Jeanie, what…?” Ashley barely managed two steps after her before the door slammed. She knocked. “Jeanie?”
 
   Jeanie’s voice floated from the bedroom. “Piss off, Ashley. I’m going to bed.”
 
   “But Jeanie…” Ashley tried the handle. No joy. “Jeanie, the doctor said I had to stay with you.”
 
   “I don’t care what the doctor said.”
 
   Ashley stood helplessly. “Can you unlock it at least?”
 
   “Fuck off. I’m serious, go away.”
 
   “Je…” Ashley was cut off by loud music cranking from the room beyond. Jeanie was blocking her in every way possible.
 
   The blonde assessed the situation. Maybe she should just go to bed; Jeanie was certainly snapping as through she had plenty of energy. If she was healthy enough to hurl “fuck off” loudly at Ashley, then she must be reasonably physically well.
 
   Tendrils of stress prevented her from walking away though. What if Jeanie closed her eyes to sleep, blood slowly trickling into places it shouldn’t, and never opened them again, behind that locked door, Ashley unable to get to her? The blonde’s heart beat uncomfortably hard. 
 
   She took a moment to quiet her mind. Getting hysterical and battering the door wasn’t going to get the job done, as tempted as she was to give in to her fear and do it. She had to be strategic.
 
   She grabbed her mobile from the couch. She considered calling Jeanie but calculated that the brunette would, in her current state, simply switch her phone off if she saw Ashley ring. 
 
   Ashley knew she was on the right track though. Jeanie was attached to her phone like glue. Ashley texted her. ‘If u don’t unlock the door, I’ll call an ambulance, your sister, Viv etc. I’ll get Boris back up here. U cannot be in there alone atm, it’s not safe.’ Then she waited. 
 
   Music continued to drone out at her. Ashley held her breath. She hoped she knew her ex-girlfriend well enough to guess correctly that the girl couldn’t resist the compulsion to check her phone when she felt it vibrate. 
 
   Sure enough, seconds later the music cut abruptly. A furious Jeanie dragged open the door. “What the fuck don’t you understand about pissing off, Ashley, huh?” She bellowed. “I don’t want you in here. I don’t want you anywhere near me!”
 
   Ashley yelled back. “Don’t be immature. What if you bleed out?”
 
   “I’m not bleeding out!”
 
   “You don’t know that because you didn’t go to hospital and have your fucking ultrasound!”
 
   “I don’t need a fucking ultrasound!” They were screaming at each other in the doorframe. “I know my body better than you do! Fuck off!”
 
   She went to slam the door and Ashley blocked it with her arm. “If you shut it again, I’m calling an ambulance whether you like it or not. Do you want your sister to worry? I’ll find her number and call her, Jeanie, I swear to God.”
 
   Jeanie’s eyes flashed. “You fucking bitch.”
 
   Ashley pleaded with her. “Let me crash with you tonight.”
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding – no!”
 
   “Yes!”
 
   “No!”
 
   “Jeanie, you have to.”
 
   “No I don’t.”
 
   “You do Jeanie. I’ve given you your options.”
 
   Jeanie turned and shrieked at the back wall. “You fucking manipulative controlling douchebag, Ashley, fuck! Get out of my bedroom!”
 
   Ashley set her jaw. “I won’t. I’m staying in here tonight and that’s all there is to it.”
 
   Jeanie’s voice changed; she was almost begging. “I cannot deal with you calling me a slut and a whore tonight if my toe touches your leg under the covers or something, don’t you understand?” Her shoulders sagged. “I’m tired, I just want some sleep. Please leave me alone, I just…” Her voice shook slightly.
 
   Ashley’s heart twinged. She moved towards her, hand outstretched, and Jeanie recoiled. 
 
   “Don’t fucking touch me.”
 
   Ashley bit her lip. Why did that sound so familiar? “I won’t. I’m sorry. I wouldn’t yell at you if… the no-touching thing was only for the first few days. I was still ginger after Vow.”  
 
   Jeanie’s tones were icy. “I’m ginger from being hit in the stomach with a bike, so go sleep elsewhere. In your room, in the lounge room – on the fucking roof, for all I care. Just not with me. I’m not dealing with your shit tonight. I’m drained.” 
 
   Ashley considered her. “Would you let me sleep on one of your window seats? I’m happy to take the floor. I just won’t leave you in there alone tonight – do you understand? It’s not happening.”
 
   Rage radiated off Jeanie. 
 
   Ashley addressed her. “The sooner you let me in, the sooner you can sleep Jeanie. I’ve told you what the deal is.”
 
   Jeanie ran her fingers through her hair frustratedly. “You can’t tell me what to do, you bossy dyke!”
 
   Ashley’s voice was unwavering. “I’m not telling you what to do. I’m telling you what I’m going to do. Now, get out of the doorway. You won’t even know I’m here, promise.”
 
   Jeanie looked as though she couldn’t believe it – then started to threaten her. “Fuck you. If you so much as breathe in my direction, I’ll scream at you. I want you on the other side of the fucking room. I don’t want you near me. I’m sick of you.” She flounced off, leaving the door open behind her.
 
   Ashley trailed her with her tail between her legs. She was sapped after her explosive fight with Jeanie. She stood awkwardly in the centre of the room.
 
   Jeanie yanked her doona over her shoulders, back to Ashley. 
 
   Ashley looked around. The window seats weren’t big enough to sleep on. “Jeanie, are you sure I can’t just…?”
 
   “Fuck off.”  
 
   Ashley deflated further. She wanted to get one of the blankets from the couch, but didn’t trust Jeanie not to launch out of bed and slam the door on her again. She hesitated.
 
   The only thing visible of Jeanie was her mass of dark hair. Ashley silently scampered into the lounge room, grabbed a blanket and bolted back. She sat on the floor at the foot of Jeanie’s bed, blanket around her shoulders. In the stillness she listened to Jeanie’s breathing, monitoring it diligently. 
 
   Minutes later when it became heavier, panic cleaved Ashley’s chest. She hurried around the side of the bed and put her hand on Jeanie’s shoulder, rolling her. “Jeanie? Jeanie!”
 
   Jeanie lurched sideways. “Oh my fucking god, what? Get your hands off me! What in the name of fuck do you think you’re doing?”
 
   Ashley hovered over her. “You were breathing heavy.” 
 
   “I was sleeping!” Jeanie blinked in the gloom. “Get out of my fucking face Ashley, I’m serious.”
 
   Ashley pulled back reluctantly. “I’m sorry, I thought… I was worried.”
 
   “Shut—up!” Jeanie hauled her doona over her face. Her enraged voice was muffled. “Fucking hell. All I want is some fucking sleep, is that too much to ask?”
 
   Ashley slid to the carpet again. Now she couldn’t hear Jeanie breathing – but she could see her silhouette rise and fall. 
 
   She sneakily reached for Jeanie’s mobile on the nightstand and tried the password Jeanie had used when they’d been together – the girl was a creature of habit. It wasn’t hard to remember: Jeanie’s birthday. The phone lit up with access.
 
   Ashley texted Viv and Jonah in the dark, saying Jeanie had been involved in a mild traffic accident and needed a day off. 
 
   It was still early. Viv texted back straight away, saying of course Jeanie wasn’t to come in – she’d call tomorrow to check on her. Five minutes later Jonah was in contact also, his message running along the same lines as Viv’s. 
 
   Ashley silently switched Jeanie’s phone off and returned it. She waited tensely for ten, fifteen minutes, then got to her feet and carefully pulled the doona from Jeanie’s face.
 
   The brunette was twitchy. If she hadn’t been so tired, pain would have kept her awake – but lack of sleep during the week meant she was out like a light. Thankfully.
 
   Ashley’s forehead furrowed. She watched Jeanie sleep – she wasn’t sure how much time passed. Eventually she cautiously sat on the bed, and kept an eye on her from there. 
 
   She couldn’t have rested or relaxed if she tried. She needed her brunette brat to be okay. It was all she could think about. 
 
   The night dragged and yet it was oddly peaceful, just being with Jeanie in the gloom. Jeanie rolled over at one point; her face scrunched and she whimpered – then lapsed into slumber again. The covers fell away from a slim shoulder and Ashley saw goosebumps appear on her skin.  
 
   She tucked Jeanie back in. A dark stripe of hair was against her lips. Ashley used the tips of her fingers to draw it from her mouth, and tentatively slipped it behind an ear. 
 
   Finally, it was six in the morning, then seven. The sky outside the bedroom windows was grey and miserable as it lightened.
 
   Jeanie was sleeping through. There was a bulge at her stomach where she’d tucked the towel beneath her singlet. Ashley wanted to pull the covers down and inspect the injury, but that would definitely wake the girl up.
 
   Eight-thirty. Nine. Ashley leant against Jeanie’s pillows, calmness finally settling over her. Jeanie’s breathing had remained deep, but even, all night. She was okay.
 
   Eventually Jeanie stirred, then hissed as she sat up too fast. Dark eyes blinked open and remained unfocused as they landed on Ashley.
 
   Ashley smiled. “Good morning.”
 
   Jeanie scowled. “What are you doing here?”
 
   Ashley spoke softly. “How are you feeling?”
 
   “Like crap.” Jeanie turned to her bedside table and reached for her phone. “What… shit. What’s the time? My phone ran out of battery.” She began to hunt through her top drawer for a charger. 
 
   Ashley told her. “It’s almost ten.” 
 
   “Fuck!” Jeanie’s movements became frantic.
 
   Ashley groaned. “Can you not work yourself up please? You’re supposed to be taking it easy. Viv and Jonah know you’re not coming in. I texted them last night – don’t lose your shit,” she said, as Jeanie rounded on her. “I turned your phone off so you could get some sleep.”
 
   Jeanie abandoned her hunt for a charger and switched her phone on. It lit up as messages poured in. “Oh fuck you Ashley. What the fuck is this? Who are you to interfere with my life? And stay out of my phone.”
 
   Ashley watched her wearily from the pillows. “You’re very grouchy, Jeanie.”
 
   Jeanie went to get to her feet before landing back on her mattress, grimacing.
 
   Ashley folded her arms self-righteously. “There, see? You’re in pain. You can’t go to work today. Don’t be immature.”
 
   “Shut up.” Jeanie spat, phone on her ear. “How fucking dare you. Do you have any idea how busy we are right now? You meddling asshole! You fucking – Viv, I’m so sorry. Ashley had no right to do this, I’ll be right in. No seriously, just give me an hour. It wasn’t a big deal. It was just a…” She paused. “But I’ve got to – Jonah’s flat-out with appointments all day too, I can’t ask him to…” She stood, more slowly this time, and hobbled for the door. 
 
   Ashley followed her to the kitchen. 
 
   Jeanie’s face was icy as she turned it to Ashley. “Yes but… yes, no, you are the boss. Yes Viv, but I swear I’m okay. Alright. I’ll see you tomorrow. Yes, I’m sure. I appreciate that. Yes. Love you.” She hung up. “This is a fucking nightmare. You’re a fucking pain in the ass, Ashley.” Her phone was on her ear again. “You’re the biggest – Jonah, I’m so annoyed. Viv’s insisting I take the day. Have you got access to my diary?”
 
   Ashley left her to it and went to the main bathroom. Jeanie’s bloodied clothes from the night before were still strewn across the tiles. Ashley gathered them and put them in the laundry hamper for her, then hunted through the medicine cabinet for painkillers.
 
   When she returned to the kitchen, Jeanie was leaning on the bench. “Yeah – yep. As long as the two-thirty is covered. Yeah. Okay. Text me.” She hung up, combing her dishevelled hair with agitated fingers. “Piss off Ashley.”
 
   Ashley slid a sheet of pills free, discharging two and holding them out. “Look Jeanie, I’m sorry. I only did what I thought was right.”
 
   Jeanie snapped. “It’s not your place.” 
 
   Ashley argued. “Yes it is, because I’m the one who happens to be here. I’m not having this fight with you again. Viv’s a smart woman, and you’re her friend first. She knows you can’t do your best work while you’re in pain and exhausted anyway. Your body needs…”
 
   Jeanie snatched the tablets from her. “Don’t tell me what I need.”
 
   Ashley demanded. “Do you think this is fun for me? I’m not doing this to annoy you, Jeanie. I’m not doing this because I enjoy nagging or involving myself. I want you to be okay.”
 
   “I am okay!” Jeanie threw the pills into her mouth and dry-swallowed. “And yes I think it’s fun for you, you love bossing everyone around. You’re a meddling fucking overbearing, interfering…”
 
   Ashley shook her head. “And you are a grumpy brat.”
 
   Jeanie shouted. “I’m not grumpy!” 
 
   “Oookay, fine. You’re the picture of jolliness – happy?”
 
   Jeanie limped past her, muttering. “Fuck you, you’re so annoying. Fucking…”
 
   Ashley’s voice was dry as she shadowed her. “You’ve told me to fuck off about twelve times and you haven’t even been awake twenty minutes. I’d like you to cut it out, please.”
 
   “Get lost.” Jeanie landed on the couch, pulled a blanket over her and closed her eyes. 
 
   Ashley leant over the back of the sofa. “Can I get you anything? Do you need anything? Would you like me to get you something hot for lunch? What about noodles? You like noodles. I’ll grab you Pad Thai or something, huh?”
 
   Jeanie opened one eye and fixed it testily on Ashley. “Why are you being nice to me?”
 
   Ashley answered quietly. “I didn’t sleep last night, I was so worried about you.”
 
   Jeanie closed her eye again. “Well there was no need.” Her skin was pale and her breathing deepened. Ashley watched her.
 
   Jeanie’s unimpressed voice shattered the quiet. “Why are you hovering over me like the Good Year Blimp, Ash? Go away.”
 
   Ashley sighed and walked towards the coat stand. “Give me your keys honey, I’ll grab us some lunch. Which pocket are they in?”
 
   Jeanie let out an exasperated moan. “You don’t have access to cash. I supposed you’ll be demanding my bank codes and credit card next.”
 
   Ashley fished Jeanie’s keys out of her handbag. “I have some in-case-of-emergency cash on me from Chantelle, actually.”
 
   Jeanie was blunt. “This isn’t an emergency.”
 
   Ashley slid her feet into her sandals and reached for the front door. “Let me do this for you while you’re not feeling well. I’ll be back soon.” 
 
   Jeanie put her back to Ashley. “Whatever.”
 
   Ashley got into the lift pensively. In the elevator mirror, her skin looked dull from lack of sleep. She’d been so focused on Jeanie, she hadn’t changed her clothes for over twenty-four hours; she was still in jeans and a white top. Her hair was springing from her drooping ponytail. She needed a shower. 
 
   Boris wasn’t behind the desk when she passed. Outside, she set off in search of a decent-looking restaurant. It was gloomy and Ashley regretted not bringing a jacket. The city smelt like wet concrete. Her feet in open-toed sandals were wet within seconds. 
 
   She found a Thai place around the corner, ordered and waited through the lunch-rush. She was too tired to think much. She was keen to get back to Jeanie’s apartment, and then hopefully to sleep. 
 
   It took twenty-five minutes for Ashley’s order to arrive. On her way back, she accidentally walked into the wrong building before correcting her mistake. The whole outing ended up taking close to an hour. 
 
   When she made her way through the lobby, Boris was on the phone so she got away with a wave. 
 
   She slid Jeanie’s key in the door and pushed it open. “I got you Thai Jeanie, I hope that’s…” Her voice died as she looked up in surprise. Jeanie wasn’t alone.
 
   She was still on the couch, head on a woman’s lap. There was a man lounging in the armchair, hands behind his head, dark eyes on Ashley. There was a pause. 
 
   “Ashley.” Jeanie’s voice was short. “This is my mum and dad.”
 
   Ashley’s stomach dropped like a stone. Her first instinct was anger; how dare Jeanie spring this on her? Her next emotion was nervousness. She suppressed it firmly. She was an adult. She was perfectly capable of meeting other adults. 
 
   But as Vanessa Gershaw locked icy eyes onto Ashley, all steely disapproval and dangerous dislike, Ashley’s gut tightened. This was going to be uncomfortable.
 
   Jeanie deadpanned. “Vanessa and Brendan. Mum and dad, this is Ashie.”
 
   Ashley squared her shoulders. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
   “You too.” Jeanie’s dad was tall and handsome, long legs stretched in front of him. Jeanie had his eyes and hair, although his was salted.
 
   Vanessa was an imperious, stylish glamazon with perfect posture. Her lips, nose and teeth; in fact, the entire lower-half of her face mirrored her youngest daughter’s. She was also the source of Jeanie’s long neck. 
 
   She wore a svelte black dress and sophisticated shoes with a low heel. Brendan was in an open-collared shirt. Both exuded affluence. Ashley remembered Jeanie mentioning, years ago, that she and her sister had gone to private schools, although she blonde wasn’t sure what the Gershaws did for a living.
 
   She meekly slid the keys back into Jeanie’s handbag. “I’ll put your noodles in the kitchen for later, Jeanie. Can I get anyone anything while I’m in there?”
 
   She immediately felt Vanessa bristle. Ashley inwardly groaned. She realised she must have sounded as though she was playing host in Jeanie’s apartment, the subtext being: she was there often. The connotation derived from that, of course, was that she was sleeping with Jeanie – and Vanessa was onto it. Ashley was under no illusions about Jeanie’s parents not knowing precisely who she was. The hostility pouring off them confirmed Jeanie had told them at some point. 
 
   Jeanie’s eyes were closed, body under a blanket. “Mum made coffee already.”
 
   Ashley’s eyes landed, too late, on the mugs on Jeanie’s table. “Okay. I’ll just be a moment.”
 
   She winced from the safety of the kitchen as she stacked the takeaway in Jeanie’s fridge. She couldn’t dawdle; she wasn’t going to hide in another room like an awkward child. 
 
   The kettle was still hot so Ashley poured herself a tea, before mentally calming herself and striding back into the lounge room.
 
   Vanessa was stroking her daughter’s long hair. Jeanie looked totally relaxed, one arm dangling from the sofa, the other wrapped around her mother’s knees. 
 
   Ashley sat in an armchair, placing her tea on the table to cool off. Jeanie’s dad was watching TV. Jeanie’s mum was, unwaveringly, watching Ashley.
 
   She spoke. “I don’t think you should be having friends over when you’re unwell, Jeanie.”
 
   Jeanie answered. “I’m okay – just tired.”
 
   Mr Gershaw flicked channels and settled on the footy. “You’re working too hard, princess.”
 
   Vanessa transferred icy eyes from Ashley to Jeanie, where they softened. “Exactly darling. We raised you to have a good work-ethic, not to overdo it.”
 
   Jeanie whined. “I’m not unhealthy.” 
 
   Vanessa’s hawklike gaze shot back to Ashley. “How long is your friend staying?” 
 
   Ashley bit the bullet and answered, after the briefest of pauses from Jeanie. “Just a few days. What about you, Mrs Gershaw? Are you in town for long?”
 
   Vanessa’s face didn’t move. “We’re here to see our eldest daughter for her birthday. We’re spending a couple of nights with her family.”
 
   Jeanie opened an eye. “Ashie’s met Bex, mama. I told you my parents might be visiting, Ash.” 
 
   Vanessa restarted stroking her hair, and Jeanie’s eye fell shut. “We were going to see Jeanie tomorrow, but when we got her text saying she wasn’t working, we decided to call in.”
 
   Jeanie put on a little girl’s voice. “It’s nice to see my mama and my daddy.”
 
   Ashley observed her dryly. What a spoilt brat. Her parents were cooing over her. 
 
   Next, Vanessa started firing questions at her daughter. “Is your back still sore? And your shoulders?”
 
   Mr Gershaw scratched stubble on his chin. “You should see a physio, princess.”
 
   Jeanie sighed contentedly as her mother started scratching her back. “I just need to stretch more.”
 
   Mr Gershaw’s voice suddenly fired across the room at Ashley. “And what do you do for work?” 
 
   She reached for her tea. “I’m a regional manager at the Metro-Civil Bank.”
 
   Mr Gershaw gave the tiniest nod. “How many branches do you look after?”
 
   Ashley replied. “I’m major-metro, so sixteen.” 
 
   Vanessa looked surprised. “That’s a lot.”
 
   Ashley was secretly pleased they seemed impressed. She ensured her face remained neutral though. “I’m inner-city, so there are multiple branches within a small space. All city regionals look after around that number.”
 
   Vanessa pursed her lips. “It seems organisationally excessive.”
 
   Ashley countered her smoothly. “The rural regionals handle less than we do, because theirs are spread out. I spend the equivalent of their travel-time managing more branches; that’s all. I work in conjunction with another. He’s manning the helm while I’m away, and we have the branch managers to delegate to, of course. It’s not difficult, provided we allocate our attention equally.” 
 
   Mr Gershaw checked the score. “More men than women in banking, I gather?”
 
   Ashley nodded. “Especially in middle-management where I am. It doesn’t worry me. It’s a good company. I’ll do a couple more years where I am, then go for a higher position.”
 
   Vanessa turned to Jeanie. “And how’s things at work for you, darling? How’s Viv?”
 
   Jeanie responded sleepily. “It’s good, she’s good.”
 
   Silence fell. Mr Gershaw kept watching the footy, while Vanessa continued to scratch Jeanie’s back. 
 
   Ashley felt awkward. She skulled the rest of her tea, and rose. “If you’ll excuse me, I might jump in the shower – leave you to have some family time.” She tried a timid smile at her main threat, Vanessa, whose face remained like granite.
 
   Ashley shut the bathroom door. Talk about an unpleasant shock. She thought she’d done well, considering. She was certainly glad she had a job she could be proud of. She felt as though that question had carried the capacity to break her, had she not had the right answers to give. 
 
   Under the running water she closed her eyes. It had been a wild forty-eight hours. She’d had sex with Jeanie, after copping a mouthful from her bratty ex, before dealing with the stress of Jeanie’s accident, stayed up all night, and now had Jeanie’s scary parents thrust upon her. She was wiped. 
 
   After her shower she dressed in leggings and a cream top, then brushed and tied her hair into her customary ponytail. 
 
   She made sure she was wearing makeup when she re-entered the lounge room. She didn’t expect Jeanie’s parents to faun over her, given they were aware of the sexual history she had with their daughter. But she wanted to ensure that, if they were going to be cold to her, it would be for that reason only; no other, and certainly not because they thought she was a slob, or a lazy underachiever professionally. 
 
   Because Ashley knew who she was. She was a well-groomed, high-achieving, switched-on woman. She took pride in her appearance, her career and her conduct – well, not all her conduct. Certainly not her confused, uncontrolled behaviour of late. 
 
   She’d have liked to blame Vow, for that – but she’d chosen to be with Vow. She’d like to have blamed Jeanie. She’d spent a lot of time blaming Jeanie. But ultimately the buck stopped with Ashley, and she knew it. 
 
   Jeanie was napping on her mother’s lap. The game was still on, and Vanessa’s eyes remained two harsh gems as they locked onto the blonde. 
 
   Ashley sat meekly in an armchair. “Hi again.”
 
   Jeanie’s mother didn’t say anything. Thankfully, Mr Gershaw produced an unfriendly “hello.”
 
   Ashley asked. “How’s Jeanie? I was worried about her last night.”
 
   Vanessa stroked Jeanie’s forehead. “She seems fine. Rest will do the trick.” 
 
   Ashley nodded. “That’s what I told her.”
 
   Vanessa’s “hmm” of agreement was more grunt than graciousness, but Ashley took it as a good sign. 
 
   She turned her attention to Jeanie’s dad. “Is your team playing, Mr Gershaw?”
 
   He answered. “No. Do you follow it?”
 
   Ashley replied civilly. “When I can. My dad supports the Metro Dragons. They haven’t brought him much joy this year.”
 
   Mr Gershaw chuckled. “They’ve had a shocking season.”
 
   Ashley manoeuvred the conversation competently. “They lack discipline when they’re holding the ball. They’ve cost me dearly in my office tipping comp.”
 
   Mr Gershaw shot her a terse grin. “They’ve cost me one or two points too.”
 
   Jeanie’s voice suddenly slotted into the mix. “Hasn’t affected you too much though, has it daddy? You’re still coming third in the whole company.”
 
   Ashley turned. The brunette had her eyes closed, but she was supervising proceedings. Ashley felt her lips creep into a smile. She was glad she wasn’t in the firing line alone; that Jeanie was conscious and there with her. Her nervousness abated a little. 
 
   Vanessa shifted her knees. “We should head, darling. Your sister is cooking for us and we want to see the baby before he goes down for his nap.”
 
   “Okay mama.” Jeanie lethargically moved to an upright position. “I love you. Thank you for coming. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   Her father looked irritated when he went to hug his daughter and she flinched. “Make sure you go to the doctor if your stomach doesn’t feel better, princess. I’d like to get my hands on that bike-riding imbecile. He should’ve been watching where he was going, the cretin.”
 
   Jeanie affectionately wrapped her arms around his neck. “It wasn’t his fault, daddy.” 
 
   He turned to Ashley and gruffly held out his hand. “Good luck in your tipping comp.”
 
   Ashley joked. “I might have to get some pointers from you, Mr Gershaw, if you’re coming third.” 
 
   Then she was confronted by Jeanie’s tall, straight-backed mother, whose arms remained folded. “Have a nice trip back to your home state.”
 
   Ashley replied politely. “You too, Mrs Gershaw.” 
 
   Vanessa marched out. Her husband gave their daughter one more kiss on the cheek before following. Jeanie shut the door after them, then gathered everyone’s mugs and moved towards the kitchen. 
 
   Ashley pursued her. “How do you think I did, Jeanie?”
 
   Jeanie ran the tap. “I don’t know – who cares? It’s not like you’re ever going to see them again.”
 
   Ashley prickled at her dismissive tone. “I might.”
 
   Jeanie shut the tap off. “I doubt it.”
 
   Ashley crossed her arms. “They know who I am, right?”
 
   Jeanie rolled her eyes. “You introduced yourselves, didn’t you?”
 
   Ashley responded patiently. “That’s not what I mean. Do they know we dated?”
 
   Jeanie went to push past Ashley. “They know I’m bi. I’m sure they made the connection. Your name featured once or twice in that particular conversation.”
 
   Ashley made her voice airy. “I thought your mum called me ‘that woman’, not by name.”
 
   Jeanie’s body-language was suddenly as cold as Vanessa’s had been. “It’s none of your business what my mother calls anyone.”
 
   Ashley frowned. “Okay Jeanie, there’s no need to be like that. I’m not prying.”
 
   Jeanie stalked off. “I’m going to catch up on emails in my bedroom and have a nap – this time, I do not want your company, are we clear? I don’t have blood dripping from my ears.”
 
   “That’s not—” Ashley was cut off by the curt shutting of Jeanie’s door. 
 
   ***
 
   The atmosphere in the apartment after Ashley’s face-off with Jeanie’s parents was weird. 
 
   Ashley sat in her usual position on the couch, watching TV. When Jeanie padded across the lounge room a few hours later, Ashley attempted to engage her. 
 
   “Jeanie, how are you feeling? Are you alright?”
 
   “I’m fine,” was the snappish comeback. 
 
   The brunette reappeared minutes later, loaded with the heated-up Pad Thai and a water, which she marched back to her bedroom. “Help yourself to the fridge for dinner, I’m not eating after this.” Bang. 
 
   Ashley’s brow furrowed. She was craving Jeanie’s presence. Not only did she want to make her feel better, but she wanted to chat to her – she didn’t know what about. Nothing specific. 
 
   She turned thoughtfully back to the TV. She actually felt more normal than she had for months, when she examined her state of mind. The distractions of Jeanie’s parents and friends, along with the break from work, chance to rest, distance from Vow, plus sexual intrigues with Jeanie, had finally combined to jolt her from her stressed state. She was tired, and worried about Jeanie. And miffed at Jeanie’s sudden standoffish behaviour. But other than that…
 
   She flicked to a music channel with an almost-tranquil expression. She had nothing to worry about. Jeanie’s parents were suspicious of her, but Ashley was sure she had the smarts to charm them eventually, should she meet them again. She didn’t give a fuck about Vow anymore, and had come to terms with the future loss of half her assets. 
 
   And Jeanie… okay, she wasn’t ready to confront what she actually thought about Jeanie, or the growing warmth in her chest yet. She’d just enjoy the realisation that she’d found her self, her control and her strength of mind. Her focus and celebration had to be inward. She hadn’t felt this whole, or healthy, for ages. 
 
   When Jeanie didn’t appear for the rest of the day or evening, Ashley finally went to bed, where she dozed lightly but couldn’t fall into a deeper sleep – which puzzled her. She should have passed out like a happy log, with the progress she’d made in dealing with her anxiety – not to mention the fact she hadn’t slept the night before. 
 
   But rest wasn’t coming; not real rest anyway. She lay there, settled yet alert, hour after hour, until she heard Jeanie get up for work. She climbed out of bed and hurried to the kitchen.
 
   Jeanie started when she saw her in the doorway. “What are you doing?”
 
   Ashley rubbed her eyes with her fists. “I couldn’t sleep. How are you feeling? Are you sore?”
 
   Jeanie mixed herself a coffee. “I’m okay, thanks.” She was still wearing her lime green top and pyjama shorts. “I’m going straight from work to my sister’s for dinner with my parents, so I won’t be home until after nine. You’re cool to help yourself to the fridge?”
 
   Ashley smiled – not that Jeanie was looking at her. “Sure Jeanie. I’m glad you’re having some family time.”
 
   Jeanie grabbed her mug and walked past. “Have a nice day.”
 
   Ashley looked somewhat forlornly after her. Even with bed-hair, Jeanie was beautiful. Her body looked fantastic in those little shorts. Long legs, delicious ass, smooth skin – yum.
 
   Ashley licked her lips. She had a sudden urge to press kisses on the underside of that ass, then lick between those thighs – it had been a long time since she’d given Jeanie head. She wondered if she still tasted the same.
 
   She took herself to the couch. Her libido aside, there was no point going back to bed. Her mind wasn’t racing; her body was tired, and yet something lurked unidentified in the back of her brain, preventing her from switching off.
 
   Jeanie strolled out twenty minutes later in a business suit. “Bye.” 
 
   “See you Jeanie.” Ashley called after her, but she wasn’t sure the brunette heard over the closing door.
 
   She spent the morning in a lonely, sleep-deprived haze. She watched the history channel, then switched to a news channel, then comedy. It wasn’t doing anything for her. 
 
   She wanted to get out of the apartment. She wanted fresh air. If she worked up a sweat, surely she’d be able to nod off. 
 
   She texted Jeanie: ‘Going out to explore the city. Will be back when u get back.’
 
   All she got in return was ‘K.’ She rolled her eyes. Sullen brat. 
 
   She changed into jeans and a lavender top. It was late afternoon so she took a light jacket, her wallet and phone shoved into her back pocket. She also charged her iPod. Then she hit the pavement. 
 
   It felt good to get moving again. She strode along the city river. The sunlight bounced off the water and steel skyscrapers in the background. She pumped music, perspiring slightly, walking quickly.
 
   She brought a bottle of orange juice from a hole-in-the-wall newsagent, and sipped while she strolled. Real, physical exhaustion started to creep up her body, but she welcomed it. It meant she’d be able to catch up on sleep in the best way possible when she got back to Jeanie’s. 
 
   She smiled behind her sunglasses. She’d missed feeling this way – confident and normal, fit and healthy. It had been an intense journey, but it’d happened quicker than it should have. It had only been a little over a week since she’d flown away from her mess of a life. 
 
   Which meant Ashley was stronger than she’d given herself credit for after her breakup with Vow; was capable of bouncing back faster than most people, who wallowed when similar things happened to them. Her smile widened.
 
   Before she knew it, the sun was setting. She couldn’t face the walk back; she’d been going for hours. She found a train station and bought a ticket to the stop nearest Jeanie’s address with the last of her shrapnel. 
 
   She sat by a window – and the second her body wasn’t on the move, her eyes felt heavy. She closed them. She could afford to rest for ten minutes. Her iPod was still in her ears. 
 
   But she passed out, heavily, the vibrations of the train lulling her exercised body nicely.
 
   She didn’t dream. She fell out of space and time, before jolting awake to a fat, rough-looking train guard tapping her shoulder.
 
   Adrenalin fired through her. “Don’t touch me – who are you?”
 
   “All out, all change.”
 
   “Huh?” Ashley blinked rapidly. “Where am I?”
 
   The guard surveyed her with impatient, vessel-riddled eyes. “This is the last stop, miss. You have to disembark.”
 
   Ashley struggled to her feet, groaning as she looked out the window to a sea of pitch black. Her iPod had long since died. She stumbled out of the carriage onto a cold, deserted concrete block – and began to feel alarmed.
 
   She leant back into the train. “Sir, I’ve missed my station. When’s the next train heading back into the city?”
 
   “There’s nothing til morning.”
 
   “Shit.” It slipped out. “Um, how far out of the city am I?”
 
   The guard glared. “Few hours. Miss, we’ve gotta take this train out to the maintenance sheds to be serviced. Hop off.”
 
   “Eurgh.” Ashley knew it wasn’t his problem, but he could’ve been more helpful. Her stomach was sinking. 
 
   She alighted on the platform. It was a long stretch of stone with one white light near the other end and three seats spaced at regular intervals, a faded sign announcing the name of the suburb in the centre. 
 
   With a tired hiss and clutter, the train started pulling out into the dark. Ashley watched it go, icy country air chilling her. Great. 
 
   She was on a manmade island. Surrounding her on all sides was blackness. No window lights, no street lights, no silhouettes of buildings – nothing. 
 
   Her light jacket was skin-tight and cotton, and wasn’t cutting it. She shivered. Her phone told her it was eleven-thirty at night. She’d been on the train for four hours, and had two missed calls from Jeanie, and two messages. 
 
   The first: ‘Home from dinner, buzz me when u get here and I’ll let u up.’
 
   The second had left Jeanie’s phone close to eleven, according to the time-code. ‘Are u staying out 2night? If u are that’s cool, just text and let me know? Hope ur having fun.’ 
 
   Ashley’s eyes went to the corner of her cracked screen. Her battery-life was seriously depleted, flashing in the red. She groaned again. She was disorientated and freezing. She sat on one of the seats and dialled Jeanie.
 
   Her ex’s voice had never been more welcome. “Hello?”
 
   The wind made Ashley’s words flow quickly, as her body tensed against it. “Jeanie, I caught a train and fell asleep. I missed my station.”
 
   Jeanie cleared her throat. “Okay. Where are you?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Ashley swallowed. “I’m at the end of the line and there’s no trains until morning.”
 
   Jeanie countered bluntly. “I’m sure there is. They run pretty regularly. At least every hour.”
 
   Ashley’s panicked eyes scouted her wretched surroundings. “In the city maybe, but the guard told me this is it where I am.”
 
   Jeanie didn’t sound impressed. “Do you want me to check for you? I have a train app on my phone. What’s the station called?”
 
   “Gumberdoon South.”
 
   “How do you even spell that? Hang on.” There was silence on Jeanie’s end of the line. “Okay… oh. Yeah no, there’s nothing until five AM, apparently. You’ll have to… Jesus Christ, Ashley. You’re like a five hour train-ride away. Really?”
 
   Ashley bit her lip. “I know. I told you, I fell asleep.”
 
   “Well I mean, are there any motels nearby? I’ll give you my credit card details if you want.”
 
   Ashley’s teeth wanted to chatter. She steeled her jaw. “I can’t see anything. There’s no one around. It’s freezing, and my phone is about to die.”
 
   Jeanie’s voice flattened. “Oh for God’s sake. Do you want me to come and get you?”
 
   “Please.” Ashley felt lousy. “I’m so sorry Jeanie, I know you have work tomorrow.”
 
   “Just… eurgh.” There were muffled sounds on Jeanie’s end of the line. “Give me a moment to get dressed. I’ll call you when I have an idea how long it’ll take me to get there.” 
 
   She hung up, abandoning Ashley to creepy, tree-filled silence. 
 
   Ashley waited on tenterhooks for Jeanie to call back, and answered on the first ring when she did. “Jeanie?”
 
   “Jesus fucking Christ, Ashley.” Her ex snapped. “I just put it into my GPS. You’re over three hours away.”
 
   Ashley cringed. “A three-hour drive?”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   “Look, I can… I can just wait it out.” It was going to be a desperately long five hours, but she’d do what she had to. “You have work tomorrow, and…”
 
   She could hear the eye-roll in Jeanie’s voice. “I’m not letting you spend the night alone on a train station. I’m pulling out of my building now. I’ll get there when I get there, alright?”
 
   Ashley closed her eyes for a second. “I’m sorry, I…”
 
   Jeanie sighed. “Don’t worry about it, Ashie. I’ll see you soon.” She hung up.
 
   Ashley raised her knees to her chest. Her flimsy cotton jacket had a hoodie, which she pulled up, the zipper sitting under her chin. This sucked. 
 
   She checked the time on her phone. The minutes were crawling. Her teeth started chattering unchecked. Fingers of fog seeped around the edges of the station. The metal tracks glistened with condensation under the tired, single white light. Ashley felt like she was in a horror movie.
 
   Her ears were pricked, and sounds started floating over the eerie rustling of invisible trees – from a long way off at first, but advancing. She tensed, as two men in big coats stumbled onto the station.
 
   They were obviously drunk. She could hear them slurring and swearing as they plonked on the seat at the other end, swigging from paper-bag-coated bottles.
 
   Fear gnawed Ashley’s stomach. She eyed them. The shadows they cast in the pale light were long and malformed. She prayed they didn’t notice her. 
 
   She checked her phone. Time was barely progressing; her power-bar was shrinking at twice the speed. She tried to regulate her breathing against the bitter cold. Her torso wanted to shudder. 
 
   The men finished with one bottle and hurled it over the tracks. Ashley heard it smash in the dark and her unwelcome companions hoot with laughter.
 
   She put her back to them, hands in the sleeves of her jacket, and reasoned with herself. She knew it had only been about thirty minutes since she’d called Jeanie, although it felt like an age.
 
   She stuck it out for another ten, then called her.
 
   Jeanie answered after a couple of rings. “Yes, Ashley? You’re on the hands-free.”
 
   Ashley kept her voice low. “I was just calling to see how far away you are.”
 
   Jeanie replied. “I don’t know. I’m on the freeway. City traffic at this time of night was a breeze.” 
 
   “Oh, good. It’s just…” Ashley licked chaffed lips. “There are a couple of drunk guys on the station, and my phone is about to die. Um, do you have a rough idea of when you might…?”
 
   “I’ll check.” There was a brief silence. “The GPS says over an hour and a half.”
 
   Ashley leant her forehead on her knees in dismay, and downplayed. “I’m just a bit nervous.”
 
   There was another pause on Jeanie’s end. Ashley supposed she’d never been scared in front of Jeanie; it wasn’t in keeping with her controlled nature. Jeanie had seen her angry and distressed before, certainly – but never fearful.
 
   Therefore her disclosure that she was ‘nervous’ seemed to alert her clever ex, who asked slowly. “Are you okay?” 
 
   Ashley answered unconvincingly. “Yeah. I know you’re coming. I just…” She trailed off.
 
   Jeanie’s voice became brisk. “You’d like me to hurry?” 
 
   Ashley hugged her legs. “I’m not asking you to speed or be dangerous. I was calling to… it’s nice to hear another human voice.”
 
   Jeanie scoffed. “That’s virtually the only half-compliment you’ve given me for years, Ash. Watch out, or I’ll think you’re trying to manipulate and control me with semi-nice behaviour.”
 
   Ashley winced. “I guess I deserved that.”
 
   Jeanie ignored her. “Switch your phone off to save battery. Turn it on again in like, an hour, and I’ll text you to let you know how long I’ll be.”
 
   A small groan escaped Ashley’s lips. 
 
   Jeanie heard it. “What do you want me to do, Ash? Charter a plane? I’m on the road.”
 
   “I know.” Ashley looked at the ground. “I’m sorry.” 
 
   Jeanie fired back. “I’m not angry. I’ll see you soon. Stay safe.” She hung up again. 
 
   Ashley killed the power on her ailing mobile and tried to keep warm. It was impossible.
 
   The men at the other end of the station were too drunk to feel the cold. They were chatting and swigging unconcernedly. Ashley kept an eye on them. She couldn’t understand what they were saying. Only the C-word rang clearly above their mumblings – often. 
 
   Ashley stretched her legs out, cramps paining her. Without her thighs to protect her stomach, chill blasted her body. She jogged her knees in time with her shivering. 
 
   Eventually the men noticed they had company. One of them shouted: “Oi! Havin’ a good night?”
 
   Ashley still had her dead headphones in her ears so she pretended not to hear him.  
 
   He repeated the question, and tension rose in Ashley’s chest. She made a show of adjusting the volume on her iPod, holding it out from her body so the headphone cords were visible. 
 
   They left her alone for a few minutes, muttering and drinking, before getting bored again.
 
   “Oi! I said, are ya havin’ a good night?”
 
   Ashley cursed under her breath. She slid a headphone out, raised her hand in the thumbs-up position, and put her headphone back in. That seemed to buy her more time. 
 
   Her breath was now puffing visibly in front of her, steam seeping from her mouth and nostrils in the dark. She was desperate to call Jeanie. She could pretend Jeanie was her police-inspector, karate-instructor boyfriend or something, on the other end of the line. 
 
   Because the longer she remained visibly alone, the more feasible a target she’d be to predators, out in the middle of nowhere, away from the arm of the law. Her rational side was telling her that, loudly. They were drunk and out of control – therefore, she had to predict the worst of their behaviour.
 
   She squeezed the hard rectangle of her mobile in her palm. Maybe she could just switch it on for a second, to see how much time had passed. Her thumb hovered over the button. 
 
   She knew she was playing with fire. The power the phone took to reload could well knock the battery out of commission, if she had to do it twice. She forced herself to wait. 
 
   There was a set of cracked steps in the centre of the platform leading down into what Ashley assumed was a carpark. She guessed it was where Jeanie would pick her up from.
 
   One of the men started vomiting over the side of his seat. Ashley abruptly switched her phone on and called her ex-girlfriend. 
 
   Her screen told her Jeanie had answered, but all she could hear was crackling and static. Jeanie must have been moving through a dead-zone. 
 
   Ashley pressed her teeth together to stop the tears stinging her eyes and checked the time. It had only been forty minutes. 
 
   The second man was laughing uproariously as his mate threw up. Luckily they were both distracted by his sickness, which chewed up another fifteen minutes. 
 
   Once the vomiting-man sat up, he didn’t stop drinking. He simply clinked paper bags with his buddy and they were off again. Ashley felt sick herself, watching out the corner of her eye. 
 
   She miserably hugged her cramping legs back to her chest, and let another few minutes pass. This was the longest night of her life. 
 
   The blokes got bored again. “Oi! Wanna drink?”
 
   Ashley’s ponytail was hidden in her hood and with her knees against her chest, she wasn’t sure they could tell she was a woman. Not that it made much of a difference sometimes, she supposed, when it came to sexual assault. Men could be targeted just as easily as a girl if they were outnumbered.
 
   She pretended not to hear him, but he raised his voice and hollered. “I SAID D’YOU WANNA DRINK?”
 
   Ashley groaningly slid her headphones out and cupped her ear as though her music had drowned him out. 
 
   “I said, d’you wanna drink honey?” That settled it – they knew she was a girl. Damn it.
 
   She called back. “No thanks. My lift’s about to get here.”
 
   The two men slurred amongst themselves. Then the one who hadn’t thrown up stood laboriously and started plodding down the platform toward her in the dark. 
 
   Ashley watched him approach, alarm ringing in her ears. He was enormous. Shoulders like a windmill, moss-coloured coat, wild red eyes and blemished skin. His hair was matted, beard unkempt and putrid-looking.
 
   “Hiya honey, wanna sit w’us?” His feet made scratching sounds as they dragged along the concrete, and Ashley was reminded of a zombie staggering towards her in the fog. 
 
   She made her voice sharp. “No, mate. My lift’s almost here.”
 
   He leered. “You’ll’ve time f’one drink.”
 
   The second man struggled to his feet to follow his friend down the platform. The two hulking figures made sinister silhouettes in the low light. The first one was close enough for Ashley to see the yellow of his teeth when he smiled.
 
   She jumped up and swiftly made for the steps leading down into the carpark. It was so dark – she was heading into a sheet of solid black. 
 
   “Don’t be like that.” The first man made a lazy swing for her with a big arm, which she dodged nimbly. 
 
   She barked, with more strength than she felt. “Guys, just back off. I’m leaving, have a good night.” She jogged down the steps.
 
   “Aw, c’mon!” She heard their heavy steps behind her, hampered by intoxication. 
 
   She supposed she could hide – if she ran, she didn’t know what she’d be running into. Her mind raced. Pretend to be on the phone to the cops? Winner.
 
   She whipped out her phone and turned to face them, holding the dead electronic device to her ear as though she’d just dialled someone. The menacing figures bore down on her from above. The wind picked up and howled through the treetops. 
 
   Behind her there was a sudden roar and two fierce BEEP-BEEEEEEEPs! 
 
   Ashley jumped about a foot in the air with a little scream. The men were so startled, as light blazed their eyeballs and made them twist violently away, that they both fell down the stairs, landing in messy bundles in the dirt. 
 
   Ashley shielded her face. It had to have been Jeanie who’d pulled up behind her, and she had her fog-lights on. Elation and relief flooded Ashley’s veins. She hurried to the passenger side and jumped in. The sound the door made as it slammed closed with her safely inside was heaven.
 
   Jeanie was sitting there calmly in sweatpants and a grey shirt. “Hola Ashie.”
 
   Ashley looked out the windscreen. The two guys were struggling to their feet, bleary-eyed and uncoordinated. Adrenalin was surging through her. “Can we get out of here, Jeanie?”
 
   Jeanie glanced at her. “Are you alright?”
 
   Ashley tried to regulate her breathing. “They freaked me out.”
 
   Jeanie revved her engine. The men gaped like goons. Jeanie slammed her hand on her horn again. The drunkards shouted and covered their ears, swearing. Jeanie smirked.
 
   Ashley couldn’t stop shaking. It was warm inside the car but her body wasn’t used to it. 
 
   Jeanie turned her attention to Ashley, concern on her face. She cranked the heat, simultaneously pulling out of the carpark. Her Lexus bounced on rough terrain.
 
   “We’ll get you warmed up Ashie. Here.” One eye on the road, she rummaged on her backseat with an arm. “My sister left her jacket in my car when she dropped it off.” She handed a pink hoodie to Ashley, who slipped it gratefully over the thin one she already wore. 
 
   “Thanks Jeanie.” She clicked her seatbelt on, warmth slowly spreading into her bones. “Thank you so much for coming to get me.”
 
   Jeanie was navigating her car around potholes. “It’s fine, Ashie. I wasn’t going to leave you out in the middle of nowhere all night.”
 
   Ashley checked the time on Jeanie’s dashboard. “You were early.” 
 
   Jeanie shot her an arch look. “There wasn’t any traffic. I also might have floored it, when I was sure I was on empty road.”
 
   Ashley gasped a little laugh. “I’m so grateful, Jeanie.”
 
   Her ex changed gears. “I wanted to see what this thing was capable of anyway. It was good to try it out on some country roads.”
 
   Silence fell. It was almost two thirty in the morning. Jeanie had her phone plugged into her stereo and music played softly. 
 
   Now, she took it out. “You can charge your phone if you want. I only had mine in there because the radio signals fell a while back. I don’t know where the hell you’ve taken us to.” She gave Ashley a kind smile. “You’ve been adventuring.”
 
   Ashley chuckled weakly and put her phone in Jeanie’s charger. “I don’t have any songs on mine.”
 
   Jeanie shrugged. “I can do silence until the city stations come back on.”
 
   Ashley’s body was cradled by Jeanie’s leather seats. “What time will we get back to your place, do you think?”
 
   Jeanie pressed a button on her GPS. “Around seven if I do the speed limit. I want to stop in an hour or so and get coffee.”
 
   Ashley felt guilty as sin. “You must be tired.”
 
   Jeanie replied wryly. “I’m okay. I had an extra day off this week, remember?”
 
   Ashley grimaced. “But you worked all day and then dinner with your parents…”
 
   Jeanie shook her head. “Ashie, it’s fine. Just relax. You haven’t had a fun night.”
 
   Ashley said back, “Neither have you. Driving to the middle of nowhere…”
 
   Jeanie adjusted her grip on the steering wheel. “Ashie seriously, it’s okay.”
 
   Quiet fell again. The only thing Ashley could hear was the purr of the engine – they were on the freeway, so the jolts of the rugged road were gone.
 
   Jeanie was keeping an eye on her speed, as her blinking increased. Ashley felt her actually slow a bit. When they were within range, she reached for the radio. “Ashie do you mind? I won’t put it high.”
 
   Ashley asked wearily. “Why would I mind?” 
 
   “I thought you might be trying to sleep.”
 
   “No.”
 
   Jeanie turned the volume to a pleasant background beat. “There’s a fast-food restaurant in twenty minutes. We’ll grab an early breakfast, and stop and revive and all that.” 
 
   Ashley shuffled in her seat comfortably. “You’re a good driver.”
 
   Jeanie didn’t say anything. Ashley’s lids felt heavy. She could have easily fallen asleep in Jeanie’s comfy heated seats. The car still smelt new to her, but she could detect Jeanie’s perfume mixed into the scent too. Happiness and relief continued to pour through her. 
 
   Before she knew it, Jeanie was putting the car into park and opening the door. “Are you coming, Ashie? Or do you want me to bring you something to the car?”
 
   Ashley quickly unclipped her seatbelt. There was no way she wanted to be left in a strange place without Jeanie again. “No no, I’m coming.”
 
   Outside, the morning air was chilly. The sky was beginning to purple. 
 
   Jeanie pulled into a jacket as they walked across the asphalt. “I’m ducking into the bathroom and then we’ll order?”
 
   Ashley followed her through the glass doors. “I’ll go with you.” 
 
   It was mundane inside the restaurant. There were a few customers sipping coffees; mostly long-haul truck drivers in dirty uniforms. 
 
   The women’s toilets were spotless. Ashley heard Jeanie leave before she did.
 
   She splashed cold water on her face. She was actually starving. She’d been so cold, then frightened, then elated at her rescue, her body hadn’t had a chance to remember it’d been hours since she’d eaten.
 
   There was no sign of Jeanie at the counter. The pimply check-out guy asked Ashley what she’d like. She waved him away and scanned the tables.
 
   Jeanie was sitting by the windows and she’d already ordered. On Ashley’s side of the table she’d neatly stacked pancakes, maple syrup, some banana bread, a blueberry muffin, orange juice, bottled water, a black tea, two napkins and a newspaper. 
 
   She looked up as Ashley sat down. “I just guessed, Ashie.”
 
   Ashley melted. “It looks perfect.”
 
   “Oh good.” Jeanie took a crunch out of a hash-brown. 
 
   Ashley pointed. “Is that all you’re having?”
 
   Jeanie was reading a section of the paper. “I’m not really hungry.” 
 
   The hot pancakes and banana bread hit the spot immediately, and Ashley practically skulled her orange juice as she rehydrated herself. 
 
   Jeanie was chewing slowly, sipping from a steaming black coffee, flipping pages every so often. The sun was coming up outside, reflecting off the restaurant’s clean white benches and laminated tabletops. Ashley drank her tea and continued to watch Jeanie.
 
   Things were starting to click inside her. In the unremarkable environment of the fast-food restaurant, as she stared at the brunette across the table, Ashley finally realised that she loved her. No ifs or buts about it – she loved her. 
 
   The thought just naturally filled her mind and body. She knew it. She loved her. Jeanie was sweet and nice, and sexy and kind. And a brat. And she loved her. She loved her so incredibly much. More than she’d loved anyone.
 
   She’d struggled with it and she’d fought against it. She’d lied, predominantly to herself, about it. She’d tried to trick her mind out of it. She hadn’t wanted it, at first. And now she didn’t care about any of it, because Jeanie was everything she’d ever wanted – had become everything she’d ever wanted. 
 
   Ashley’s breath caught in her throat. Was it a timing-thing? A build-up thing? It just all felt suddenly right, like a penny dropping or a lightbulb going off. It felt right to let go of the past. There were no thoughts of Vow. There hadn’t been for days – which was crazy, given how long they’d been together. Jeanie had obliterated Vow from Ashley’s heart and mind. 
 
   Jeanie finally noticed Ashley staring at her. “I’m sorry Ashie. Did you want to read the entertainment section too?” She folded it. “I was just scanning it for press-clippings of Viv. You can have it.”
 
   Ashley’s cheeks felt hot. “No, Jeanie, I’m fine. I’m um, almost finished anyway.”
 
   Jeanie scrunched her empty hash-brown packet. “Me too.” She half-stood to gather their rubbish.
 
   Ashley hastily scrabbled her wrappers together. “I’ll do it Jeanie, you just relax. Thank you so much for breakfast.”
 
   Jeanie responded tiredly. “That’s okay.” 
 
   Ashley dutifully dumped their trash in the bin. Jeanie was waiting for her at the exit, half-drunk coffee and a bottle of water in her hands. 
 
   “Let’s go.” She led the way out.
 
   Ashley squinted in the sunlight – she’d left her sunglasses on the train. Jeanie climbed back into the car, put her coffee in the cup-holder and took her sunnies from the glove-box. 
 
   Ashley asked as they hit the highway. “How’re you feeling?” 
 
   Jeanie replied. “I’m okay. The coffee will kick-in in a minute.”
 
   “I meant your stomach.”
 
   Jeanie switched lanes. “Oh, that’s fine too. No dramas.”
 
   She fell silent, and Ashley considered her options. How was she going to go about this? She had to tell Jeanie how she felt. She’d have to find the right time, she couldn’t just blurt it out in the car. 
 
   She didn’t know how Jeanie would react. She assumed Jeanie still had feelings for her, or they could easily be reactivated, if the brunette had buried them. After all, they’d had ridiculously good sex recently. Plus Rebecca and Viv had hinted it.
 
   The blonde looked out the window while the radio station went through its motions; traffic reports, news updates and songs. The number of vehicles on the freeway increased the closer they got to the city – then when they were in the city itself, things slowed to a crawl.
 
   Jeanie was repeatedly checking her car-clock. By the time they pulled into her building and climbed out, it was after eight. 
 
   Jeanie slid her sunglasses into her hair and hit dial on her phone. “Jonah? Yeah it’s me. There was a bit of an emergency last night and I had to pick up a friend. I’m just getting back now, running late.” 
 
   She was walking and talking. Ashley followed her into the lift.
 
   Jeanie pressed the button. “Can you get one of the PAs to get started on the day’s coverage report? Preferably Olivia if you don’t need her. Okay cool. Thanks. I’ll see you after nine.” She hung up as the lift-doors opened on her floor.
 
   Ashley winced as they walked down the hallway. “I’m sorry I made you late.”
 
   Jeanie slid her keys into the lock. “No problem Ash.”
 
   Ashley’s stomach felt like it was sitting somewhere at the bottom of her shoes. “I feel terrible for putting you out.”
 
   Jeanie spoke mildly. “These things happen. I’m sure you’d do the same for one of your friends.”
 
   Ashley noticed she didn’t say ‘for me’. The blonde’s mouth creased grimly.  
 
   In the kitchen, Jeanie turned the kettle on. “I’m making myself another coffee. Would you like a tea?”
 
   Ashley nodded. “Maybe we could have it on your balcony? The sun’s out, it’ll be nice out there.”
 
   Jeanie grabbed a jar of instant from the cupboard. “I have to have mine while I get ready for work. You’re welcome to go out there though.”
 
   “Okay.” But tea on the balcony didn’t sound fun anymore. “What time do you think you’ll be home tonight?” 
 
   “Not sure.” Jeanie slid Ashley’s tea over to her.
 
   Ashley frowned slightly. Jeanie had been placid and polite ever since she’d picked Ashley up, almost to the point of being robotic. Ashley had initially put it down to tiredness, but that wasn’t it. Jeanie had come home tired before – Valentine’s Day was a prime example – and had behaved differently then. 
 
   Now, Jeanie scooped up her mug. “Excuse me.”
 
   Ashley’s eyes raked her ex’s darker ones. 
 
   “Ash.” Jeanie indicated the doorway. “I need to go.”
 
   “Sorry.” Ashley knew what it was. There was something missing from Jeanie’s eyes. That fiery, self-entitled sparkle, the thing that drove her tantrums and tempers, wasn’t there anymore. Not when she looked at Ashley, at least. 
 
   Ashley confusedly called. “Jeanie, wait.”
 
   Those flat but beautiful pupils turned in her direction. “Yes?”
 
   There was niceness in her voice. There was kindness in her eyes – but no trace of her bratty twinkle. 
 
   Ashley forced herself to speak, as silence lingered. “Thanks for the tea.”
 
   “No worries.” Jeanie left the room.
 
   Ashley walked onto the balcony where she leaned on the railing, looking out onto the glistening rain-polished buildings winking in the cool sunlight. 
 
   She wanted that sparkle back. It was the source of much of Jeanie’s personality; her naughtiness, sense of fun, and even her innocence were tied up in her brattiness. Jeanie was a brat because she was innocent enough to believe she could get away with it. When she threw tantrums or immature things flew out of her mouth, it was because she was naïve enough to think she could do those things and everything would be okay. 
 
   Jeanie’s voice floated from inside. “…great, Viv. You’re so cool.”
 
   Ashley turned. Jeanie was approaching, phone on her ear. 
 
   “Thanks for calling. I’ll see you soon.” She stepped onto the balcony. “Ashie, that was Viv. Vow signed papers at like, quarter to eight this morning, signing your apartment back to you.”
 
   Ashley thought she’d heard wrong. “What?”
 
   Jeanie told her. “Viv organised it.” 
 
   “Viv?” Ashley’s mouth fell open. “How does she even know Vow?”
 
   Jeanie explained. “She doesn’t, but she facilitated it. Do you remember when she came here for a meeting? The day you met Bex and Pyjama.”
 
   “Yeah.” Ashley stared.
 
   Jeanie admitted. “It was about you. So like, Viv has access to really powerful lawyers. Like, lawyers who represent television networks, not to mention Alexis Luca’s divorce lawyer is the best in the country – he was married before Viv, you know.”
 
   Ashley blinked rapidly. “I don’t follow.”
 
   Jeanie continued, patiently. “Multimillionaires only deal with the most prestigious law firms, right? Viv is a huge deal, so she obviously knows high-profile people – all of which have high-priced attorneys. I got Viv to pull strings with her contacts and got a bunch of these lawyers, and their firms, to turn the heat up on Vow.”
 
   Ashley was frozen. “How?”
 
   “They all emailed, apparently, threatening to bring separate suits against Vow for emotional duress, theft of property, damage of property, vandalism for changing the locks – like, a bunch of trumped-up or exaggerated shit. But like, coming from the best law firms in the country – places How probably wants to work at one day.”
 
   Ashley gaped. “Really?”
 
   “Yeah.” Jeanie shrugged. “They wrote to her, saying she was a disgraceful attorney who was abusing the law, and she’s not ever to apply for jobs at any of their branches. She’s been put on an unemployable blacklist.”
 
   Ashley’s eyes widened. “That’s… really?” 
 
   “Yep. Her career’s fucked.” Jeanie had the hint of a smirk on her face.  
 
   “So…” Ashley swallowed. “My apartment?” 
 
   “Oh yeah, so couple of Viv’s media contacts rang How’s bosses and threatened to do a TV story on it. Like, the lesbian lawyer using her position at a firm representing the state’s police, to get away with theft of an apartment and domestic violence. They said they had proof; hospital records – they didn’t,” she said, at Ashley’s floored expression. “I wouldn’t give them personal information without your permission. But I mean, that’s not the point. We were demonstrating we had the resources to activate that strategy, if we’d wanted to.” 
 
   Ashley managed to set her half-drunk tea on Jeanie’s outdoor table before she dropped it. “I don’t understand. This has been going on almost the entire time I’ve been here? Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   Jeanie tilted her head. “I didn’t want to until it worked. Besides, you didn’t want to think or talk about Vow – least of all to me. She’s been told as of yesterday she has to go through your lawyers only.”
 
   Ashley repeated. “My lawyers?” 
 
   “Yeah,” Jeanie said stoutly. “They were acting in your name, for free, because they know Viv or work for Viv’s friends, or whatever.”
 
   “Multi-million-dollar-case-winning lawyers worked for me for free?”
 
   Jeanie replied. “Well, not exactly. All it was, was a couple of phone calls and some emails. There was no actual paperwork involved. It would’ve taken them like, ten minutes. Anyway, just the threat of bad press was enough to get the job done.”
 
   Ashley mouthed like a fish.
 
   Jeanie elaborated. “How’s bosses told her to make all this shit go away or she’d lose her job, because she was putting their company at risk, essentially. She’d become a PR liability. And now that she’s unemployable in virtually every other major law firm in the country, she can’t afford to be fired. So – she did everything Viv’s actual lawyer told her to do.”
 
   Ashley wasn’t breathing properly. “Which was?”
 
   “Signing your apartment back to you and relinquishing all claims to it – in writing. Taking only what was earned by her from the savings account you shared, then signing control of that account over to you. None of your possessions are allowed to be missing or damaged when you get home, and she’s never to contact you again. If she doesn’t do or obey every one of those things, she’s fired.”
 
   There was brief silence on the balcony. 
 
   Jeanie added. “She dropped your keys off this morning, at one of the law firms Viv was dealing with in your city, along with the signed documents. The bank one is waiting for your signature, but your credit cards should be reactivated by midday today. You’ll get full access to your account once you sign the form.”
 
   Ashley couldn’t find her voice.
 
   Jeanie added. “You’ll have to go home to do that. I assume you’ll be booking a flight for tonight?”
 
   “Tonight?” Ashley cleared her throat. “I’m just – sorry, I’m having trouble processing this. I can’t believe… it’s just taken care of? All of it? I don’t have to…” No legal battle. No having to face her violent monster of an ex-girlfriend across meeting-room tables during nasty negotiations. No domestic abuse charges levelled at her, Ashley, by Vow’s policemen. It was all just – handled.
 
   Jeanie flicked her long dark hair arrogantly. “Sometimes it’s not what you know, it’s who you know, and no one is a better networker than Viv. She’s gracious to everyone, she knows key industry people – she’s a boss. Everyone adores her and everyone does favours for her, no questions asked. With her on your team, you can’t lose.”
 
   “Oh my god.” Ashley rubbed her eyes to make sure she was awake. “I can’t believe it. I’m so…”
 
   Jeanie cut her off. “I’ll thank Viv for you.”
 
   Ashley countered. “Viv didn’t do all that for me. She did it for you.”
 
   Jeanie smiled tightly. “She was happy to help. She’s so nice. She’s my best friend.”
 
   Ashley told her quietly. “You’re so nice. I’m so thankful, Jeanie.”
 
   “No worries, Ashie.” Jeanie walked inside, calling over her shoulder. “Help yourself to my laptop if you need it to book your flight. You’ll be able to unlock it – the password is the same as my phone.” 
 
   Ashley half-laughed. Her heart-rate was speeding in celebration, although there was a small dampener on things. Jeanie was still being distant. Ashley would’ve liked to have hugged her, but nothing in Jeanie’s body-language or voice had made it seem okay. 
 
   The blonde slowly walked into the lounge room. She had to go home to sign some papers. She had access to her credit cards. She had no excuse not to book her flight for that very night, except one.
 
   Although the fact she could return to her apartment brought joy and triumph, Ashley felt an incredible stab at the thought of being separated from Jeanie. 
 
   Minutes later, Jeanie swanned through the lounge room in business attire, sunglasses on her head. “Have a good flight, Ashie.”
 
   Ashley’s eyes slanted to the side. “I haven’t even booked it yet, Jeanie.”
 
   “You’ll be able to after lunchtime.” Jeanie’s keys clinked in her fingers. “Domestic flights leave all the time; you won’t have trouble getting a ticket. Just get a cab straight to the airport. You’re mobile now, right?”
 
   Ashley nodded. “Will I see you when you get home from work?”
 
   Jeanie unhooked her handbag from the coat stand. “Probably not, Ash. You’ll have to be at the airport at least an hour before your flight, and I’ll be late tonight anyway. We’ve got a shitload of work to do and I missed a day this week, plus I’m late this morning. I want to make that time up.”
 
   Ashley forced herself to look up. “I don’t know how to thank you.”
 
   Jeanie shook her head. “You don’t need to Ashie, honestly. Maybe text me when you get to the airport so I know you’re safely on your way?”
 
   Ashley’s feet seemed glued to the floor. “I will.”
 
   “Okay. See you, Ashie.” And with that, Jeanie pulled open her door and left. 
 
   Ashley dropped to the couch, pain filling her. She tried to pinpoint the moment Jeanie had changed. Was there a single moment? Ashley had been so caught up in the monologue going on in her own head, she’d missed it.
 
   She pressed rewind in her mind’s eye. Jeanie had been grumpy in the aftermath of her accident – it had been going on since then. Or had it? 
 
   Ashley’s brow cleared. Rebecca’s party. After she and Jeanie had fucked in the bathroom… 
 
   She bit her lip. Supposing Jeanie may still secretly have loved her, scoping another girl literally minutes after having sex would definitely have done the trick of getting the brunette to shut down. That would have burned her – badly. 
 
   Ashley put her head in her hands. What had she done? She was over her emotional bullshit and all she wanted was Jeanie – but Jeanie hadn’t even hugged her goodbye. She’d just strolled out of her apartment as though it wasn’t an option. 
 
   Perhaps she didn’t think it was. After all, Ashley had made such a song and dance about it, every time Jeanie laid so much as a finger on her. She cursed herself.
 
   Maybe she could write Jeanie a letter and leave it for the brunette to find – saying what? ‘Thanks so much, I love you’? That wasn’t going to cut it. Besides, by the time Jeanie read it, Ashley would be on the other side of the country.  
 
   Ashley dragged her feet to the spare room and lifted her suitcase onto the bed to start packing. She was headed home, and she knew just whose advice she needed when she got there.
 
   ***
 
   There was silence around the table at the newly reopened, refurbished Bolton’s. Ashley had waited a fortnight to have this meeting, but they were all there. Tansy and Claire shared surprised looks. Chantelle raised her eyebrows. Meredith had sympathy in her eyes. No one spoke.
 
   “Nothing?” Ashley groaned. “Have I fucked it up?”
 
   Chantelle grunted. “Yeah.”
 
   “Chantelle.” Meredith sighed. “Have you heard from her since you’ve been home, Ash?”
 
   Ashley shook her head. “I sent her a text saying ‘At airport. Thanks for everything. You’re amazing’. And she wrote: ‘Have a good flight, xx smiley-face’.”
 
   Claire winced.
 
   Chantelle adjusted her cap. “Look, I don’t mean you’ve fucked it permanently Ash, just that you’ve fucked it up for the time being. But like, I don’t know how Jeanie expected you to behave, given your history with her plus the Vow shit.”
 
   Ashley spoke firmly. “She gets all that. She made every excuse under the sun for me, while I was in her company. When I was being irrational or snapping at her, she understood – she kept saying it was okay, that it wasn’t my fault.” Her eyes fell to the table.
 
   Tansy’s voice was sincere. “It wasn’t.”
 
   Meredith added. “Your behaviour might not have been ideal, but given that it sounds like you were suffering from PTSD, it was natural, unhelpable and necessary. You had to go through it, Ash. It had to come out, and there was nothing you could do to stop it.”
 
   Ashley gripped her glass of OJ. “I just wish I’d been stronger.”
 
   Meredith interrupted. “There’s no controlling it. It’s your mind and body’s response to trauma. You wouldn’t have healed if your psyche hadn’t gone through its paces.”
 
   Ashley took a frustrated sip. “But I lashed out at Jeanie when it wasn’t her fault.”
 
   Claire was fiddling with toothpicks. “You had years-old trust-issues with Jeanie, and you reconciled them. The Vow-stuff probably made you reconcile them more aggressively, but that’s down to timing.”
 
   Ashley sucked dejectedly on an ice cube. “So how do I fix this?”
 
   Chantelle pulled her cigarettes out. “She’s over there and you’re over here. I dunno. You wanna do the long-distance thing with her?”
 
   Ashley spoke quietly. “I’d do whatever I had to for her.”
 
   “Wow.” Tansy’s eyebrows shot above the frames of her glasses. 
 
   Claire swallowed a handful of peanuts. “A big romantic gesture might do the trick. You could try surprising her with a bunch of flowers.”
 
   Ashley admitted. “I was going to have flowers delivered to her work.” 
 
   Chantelle was twirling her lighter. “Better to deliver them in person, huh? Jeanie’s a deadest fuckin’ softie when it comes to you. All you’d have to do to make her fold like a deck of cards is rock up, I reckon.”
 
   Doubt gnawed Ashley’s stomach. “You think?” 
 
   Meredith urged. “Go see her. You’ve got tons of annual leave.”
 
   Claire nodded. “Surprise her. Tell her you want to take her out to thank her. Then over a candlelit dinner, tell her how you feel.”
 
   Ashley grimaced. “Will that be enough? I hurt her really badly, I think.”
 
   Meredith smiled encouragingly. “Think of it this way, Ash. If I thought something was over with someone I loved, but they turned up and surprised me with flowers, I’d be so happy. She probably thinks it’s a hopeless cause. Prove her wrong.”
 
   Tansy pulled her wallet out to order another round. “Actions speak louder than words.”
 
   “Fuck her,” blared Chantelle.
 
   The table turned to stare at her. 
 
   Anger stirred in Ashley’s stomach. “I’m not joking about this, Chantelle.”
 
   Chantelle countered. “I know. You’re not hearing me. I said fuck her, and I meant it. Go up there and fuck her until she screams she’s yours and she’s never gonna touch anyone else again.”
 
   Ashley took a cooling drink of juice. “What?” 
 
   Chantelle chuckled. “Am I speaking Cantonese? Fly up there, book a hotel. Stay as long as it takes, if you want her that much. Then write your fucking name all over her body – you know what I mean.” She winked. 
 
   Meredith blinked. “Chantelle, Ashley needs our support and all you can do is make crude remarks.”
 
   Chantelle scoffed. “Mez, you’re smart with your psycho degree and shit, but trust me. I have a degree in women, alright?”
 
   Claire laughed. “Where’s the successful long-term relationship you have to show for it?”
 
   Chantelle growled. “I’m enjoying having fun right now, you know that. Doesn’t mean I don’t know what I’m talking about.”
 
   Claire jutted her chin. “I’d argue it does. We’re talking about love here.”
 
   Chantelle retorted. “We’re talking about a woman. But fine. If you snobs wanna think you’re intellectually above me because I’ve had more clam than you, go for it.”
 
   Meredith wrinkled her nose. “Do you have to call it that?”
 
   Ashley stepped in. “Okay guys, I’m open to all advice. Heaven only knows I’ve made a dog’s dinner of this by myself.”
 
   Claire spoke primly. “Well Chantelle’s just being silly – I mean, that’s not helpful, Chantelle. If Ashley could fuck Jeanie, she wouldn’t be sitting here with us, she’d be up there doing it.”
 
   Chantelle snorted. “Listen Ash, you hurt her, right? Not all your fault, her fault too – but she’s delicate now. Like, she couldn’t even hug you goodbye, correct?”
 
   Ashley nodded guardedly.
 
   Chantelle’s voice was firm. “So fuck her until she’s physically comfortable around you again. Seduce her, repeatedly, until she knows you love her. ‘Cause you’ll tell her, and you might even tell her while you’re holding a rose, but she won’t believe it. You were telling her you still loved Vow less than a month ago.”
 
   Ashley’s lips pressed into an ashamed line. 
 
   Her butch friend continued. “Jeanie needs to feel it. To feel it, she’s got to feel you. Signing your fucking name all over her body.”
 
   Meredith frowned. “What…?”
 
   Tansy interjected. “Don’t ask her what it means, Mez. Something dirty, I’m sure.”
 
   Chantelle sniggered. “That’s up to Ashley. My point, Ash, is that the best way to cure her fear of touching you, is sex. Lots of it. There’s nothing more intimate you can do with another human – so do it to her.”
 
   Ashley looked at her with hooded eyes.
 
   Chantelle became serious. “It’ll take her a while, after she watched you ditch her for Vow, to believe in fairy-tales again. Just like it took you a while to believe in her again. She’s let you go, Ash. She loves you, but she’s let you go. You need to reengage her.”
 
   Claire began a mini-handclap. “That was very insightful Chantelle. I stand corrected. She’s right, Ash.”
 
   Ashley stared moodily out the window. She was determined to do whatever it took to get Jeanie back. No matter how much time it required; no matter how many obstacles she had to overcome. Jeanie was the half of the whole she’d been searching for all her life. 
 
   She prayed it wasn’t too late.
 
   *******
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   PART FOUR
 
   ***
 
   Her plane ticket was booked. Hotel, paid for. Ashley was having Good Luck Drinks with her friends at Bolton’s before she flew out the next morning to try to win back the girl of her dreams.
 
   Meredith smiled. “Nervous?” 
 
   Ashley replied coolly. “I’m fine.”
 
   Chantelle chuckled. “Don’t pretend you don’t have wobbly knees, James. You’re rattled.”
 
   Meredith looked up. “They’re here.”
 
   Claire slid into the seat opposite Ashley. “Sorry we’re late.”
 
   Tansy rummaged through her handbag. “We were supposed to give you this last week, Ash, but I left it on the table.”
 
   Ashley took the folded newspaper from her and shook it open. “What is it?”
 
   Claire grinned. “We saved it for you.”
 
   It was several pages from a weeks-old paper dated the morning after the TV Awards Night. Ashley flicked past Viv Fox’s smiling face on the red carpet, Alexis with his arm proudly around her tiny waist. She hadn’t seen coverage of the event, obviously. She’d been too distracted, angst-ridden – and hungover. 
 
   But there she was, in the non-celebrity section, beside the caption: ‘Viv Fox’s management team: Jeanie Gershaw, Jonah Myles, and friend.’
 
   Ashley pulled the paper to her face. Jonah was smiling at the cameras. Ashley and Jeanie were smiling at each other.
 
   Tansy watched Ashley dryly. “You look smitten in that photo, Ash. Both of you.”
 
   Claire added. “We couldn’t believe it when we saw it. Our famous friend.”
 
   Chantelle chortled. “Your mother will have seen that Ash, you said she buys the paper.”
 
   Ashley’s forehead furrowed. “She hasn’t texted me. She only met Jeanie twice so I’m sure she doesn’t remember…”
 
   Chantelle chewed on a toothpick. “Mothers don’t forget who their daughters were fucking.”
 
   Tansy shot. “Your mum might. I can barely keep track of how many pies your fingers are in, Chantelle.”
 
   The table burst out laughing. Chantelle gave Tansy a high-five. “True that, dog.”
 
   Ashley put the paper down. “I told mum briefly Vow and I were over – I’m not telling her about Jeanie until I have something to tell.”
 
   Meredith leaned on the table interestedly. “Was she upset?”
 
   Ashley sipped her wine. “I didn’t tell her everything. She calmly said, ‘I’m sorry, sweetheart. Probably for the best, your father wasn’t a fan’.”
 
   Chantelle grinned. “Your dad hated Vow’s guts?”
 
   Ashley complained. “That’s code for: both of them weren’t fans. I wish they’d told me.”
 
   Claire shook her head. “You wouldn’t have listened. You would’ve been pissed off. Anyway, let’s not talk about Vow.” She raised her glass. “We’ve established Jeanie is The One for Ashley, so let’s look forward to that.”
 
   Meredith smiled encouragingly. “To Ashie and Jeanie.”
 
   Ashley drank with them, but she was scared. How was she going to make someone who’d switched off, love her again? She didn’t know the answer. 
 
   ***
 
   Ashley thanked her lucky stars she and Viv were following each other on Twitter – it meant she could private-message the celebrity. Now that she was in Jeanie’s city, she needed allies. 
 
   She’d considered waiting outside Jeanie’s building with a bunch of flowers – but that was a bit stalkerish. Jeanie’s workplace, on the other hand, was a prominent building, and a hub of people coming and going. Jeanie wouldn’t feel as confronted there – Ashley hoped. She wanted her romantic gesture to include an element of surprise, and hoped the television studio was the right option.
 
   She wrote to Viv from her hotel room, asking her to call and not mention it to Jeanie. Then she took her toiletry bag into the bathroom.
 
   She’d just finished unpacking her makeup when she heard her phone go in the other room, and hurried to it. 
 
   The number was restricted. Ashley was fully prepared for Viv’s polished voice. “Hi Ashley, this is Viv. What can I do for you?”
 
   Ashley smiled. “Thanks for calling. I won’t keep you. I wanted to say that I’m so grateful for your help with Vow.”
 
   Viv gave a tinkling laugh. “My pleasure. Anything for a friend of Jeanie’s. Speaking of which, you’re lucky I got to your message before she did. Jeanie helps manage my social media accounts for me. I’ve deleted it.”
 
   “Right.” Ashley sat on the bed. “So um, I wanted to surprise Jeanie with some flowers. I was wondering if I could drop them off at your office.”
 
   Viv’s voice spiked. “What, you’re here?”
 
   Ashley dragged her nails along the silk bedspread. “I flew in this morning. I need to talk to her.”
 
   True to form, Viv didn’t shy from probing questions. “Why? Is she okay, are you okay?”
 
   “Er, yes.” Ashley felt awkward, but knew honesty was the best policy. She needed Viv’s help to get access to Jeanie. “I have feelings for Jeanie, and I need to tell her.”
 
   Viv sounded amused. “Really? She doesn’t think you do.”
 
   Ashley cleared her throat. “I want to ask her for another shot.”
 
   There was a pause. “Ash, don’t take this the wrong way, but it seems as though you always need to be with somebody. From what I understand, there haven’t been any breaks between your relationships; certainly not the last couple, at any rate. I don’t judge that, although I think it speaks to weakness of character – but if you’re going after Jeanie because you need a girlfriend, because you can’t be single – that’s not healthy.”
 
   Ashley frowned. “I don’t need a girlfriend. I love her.”
 
   Viv’s tones were polite, but distrustful. “Are you choosing her though, above all others, or are you just going after her because your previous option blew up?”
 
   “Previous…?”
 
   “Vow.” Viv was curt. “Do you have a phobia of being alone? Are you co-dependant? Or is loving Jeanie a decision free of outside factors?”
 
   Ashley defended herself. “I’ve been single before, I can handle being single. That isn’t the problem. Shouldn’t Jeanie be the one to decide if I’m sincere?”
 
   “Yes.” Viv returned chirpily. “I’m just saying, I hope you’re sure.”
 
   Ashley replied. “I’m really sure, Viv.”
 
   Viv gave her the greenlight. “You can come to the studio this afternoon, around four-thirty. I’ll let reception know you’re coming.”
 
   Ashley’s body relaxed slightly. “Thanks Viv.”
 
   “No problem,” said Viv. “Good luck.”
 
   Ashley hung up. She hadn’t enjoyed Viv’s grilling. She had a hot shower to relax.
 
   Her nervousness increased as the time drew closer to seeing Jeanie. Her heart felt like it was doing backflips when she walked through the lobby and hailed a taxi. She could actually see a thin pale vein throbbing in her wrist. She asked the driver to take her to a florist, then focussed on her breathing in the backseat. 
 
   The cabbie waited as she bought a long-stemmed rose; next, she gave him the address of the studio in a raspy voice.
 
   She looked out the window as he drove her there. What if Jeanie got angry? Ashley wouldn’t have liked an ex-lover of hers showing up at work unannounced. If Jeanie had done something similar while they’d been broken up, Ashley would have blown a gasket.
 
   She swallowed. What was the difference between romantic gestures, and inappropriately overstepping the line? The romantic gesture was welcome due to feelings of reciprocity – inappropriate behaviour was reviled, indicated zero interest and would inevitably be labelled ‘creepy’. 
 
   As the cab neared its destination, she almost convinced herself Jeanie would simply say “what the hell?”, then ice her. Thoughts of asking the driver to turn around filled her mind. 
 
   She dug her nails into her palms. Jeanie was worth being scared and uncomfortable for. She wouldn’t give up.
 
   The cabbie parked. Ashley paid and alighted on the sidewalk, clasping the stem of her rose between slippery fingers. She walked through revolving doors.
 
   There were two perfectly-groomed receptionists at a marble desk. Ashley approached the young-looking thing on the left. “Hi. I’m here to see Jeanie.”
 
   The girl surveyed Ashley with unfriendly eyes. “Jeanie who?”
 
   Ashley licked dry lips. “Jeanette Gershaw?”
 
   The receptionist’s retort was swift. “I don’t have any appointments for Miss Gershaw listed here.”
 
   Ashley tried to make her flower inconspicuous by holding it under the counter. “I spoke to Viv Fox earlier today, she said it was fine?”
 
   The receptionist’s job was clearly to make getting upstairs as difficult as possible. “Your name?”
 
   “Ashley. James,” she added, just in case.
 
   The girl’s eyes went to her computer. “Fifth floor.”
 
   Ashley hurried irritably to the lift. Her nerves were already torn to shreds. She didn’t need anything else to go wrong, and for a few seconds, she’d thought Viv had forgotten to leave her name at the desk. After psyching herself for the encounter with Jeanie for weeks, not to mention intensely all day, such a setback would have been upsetting to say the least.
 
   The lift was empty. She stood in the centre, watching the carpet. Her nervousness made everything look brighter. There was a ping. She looked up.
 
   And green eyes hit brown ones straight away, as the doors slid apart to reveal Jeanie, hair out, looking smoking hot in black pants and a tailored jacket.
 
   There was a beat. Jeanie’s eyes widened as she unwittingly crumpled documents in her hand.
 
   Ashley managed a ghostlike smile. “Hey.”
 
   Jeanie couldn’t find her voice for a moment. “Oh my god. What are you doing here?”
 
   Ashley held the rose out. “This is for you.” 
 
   “What?” Jeanie’s neck muscles moved. “You’re the last person I was expecting to see.”
 
   Ashley’s heart was pounding. “I wanted to surprise you, to say thank you for having me. I flew here this morning.”
 
   Jeanie slowly reached for it. “What are you…? You didn’t need to thank me, I told you.”
 
   A couple of women came up behind them to use the lift. Jeanie backed up. 
 
   Ashley followed. “I did Jeanie. You’re amazing. You seriously…”
 
   Jeanie looked skittishly over her shoulder. “Look, I can’t talk here.”
 
   Ashley nodded. “What time do you finish? I want to take you out for dinner. Are you free?”
 
   “Well, yeah, but…” Jeanie caught a girl who was on her way past, thrusting the documents at her chest. “Olivia, can you drop these off to Marketing for me?”
 
   “Sure.” Olivia cheerfully strode off. 
 
   Ashley spoke softly. “Please.”
 
   Jeanie narrowed her eyes. 
 
   Ashley pleaded. “Don’t look suspicious. I missed you, when I got home. I want to spend some time with you, now I’m feeling better. That aggressive, overly-critical person isn’t me, Jeanie. It’s not the well me.”
 
   There was a bite of impatience in Jeanie’s voice. “I know. What does that have to do with you dropping in on me? I didn’t hold anything against you, you had every right to…”
 
   Ashley interrupted. “No I didn’t. You were perfect.”
 
   Jeanie scoffed. “I wasn’t.” She stared. “What exactly are you doing?”
 
   Ashley smiled. “I’m asking you out.”
 
   Jeanie’s eyebrows shot to her hairline. “I thought you said…” She fell silent.
 
   Ashley lowered her voice. “Let me explain tonight.”
 
   “Just…” Jeanie looked flabbergasted. “Alright, I guess. I should be done around six.”
 
   “Great.” Ashley’s breathing eased slightly. She let her eyes travel for a millisecond to Jeanie’s lips. “I’ll meet you back here in a few hours.”
 
   Jeanie warily reversed. “Okay, bye.”
 
   Ashley pressed the elevator button as Jeanie shot off down the hall. Phase one complete, although Jeanie’s body-language had been removed and defensive. The blonde knew she had a long road ahead of her, if she wanted Jeanie to be her girlfriend again. 
 
   ***
 
   Ashley’s knees jogged up and down restlessly. She was sitting on the edge of a water fountain outside the studio, waiting for Jeanie to appear for their dinner-date.
 
   She’d received a text from the brunette, saying she was running late. Half an hour had been and gone. Ashley crowd-watched cold-eyed suits and corporate harpies stream by in twos and threes. 
 
   The sun started setting, a breeze bathing the metal jungle. Ashley rolled the sleeves of her flowing white shirt down against the draught. She’d thrown it on over jeans – she didn’t want to overdo it. 
 
   Eventually, Jeanie appeared, approaching Ashley without smiling. “Hi.” 
 
   Ashley stood. “Hi. How was work?” 
 
   Jeanie returned politely. “It was okay.”
 
   “That’s good.” Ashley turned to flag a cab. “I made a booking for dinner.” She added forlornly. “Please don’t give me shit for giving you shit for doing the same thing. I feel terrible about that.”
 
   Jeanie shrugged. “I wasn’t going to.”
 
   A cab pulled alongside them, and Ashley opened the door. “I don’t want to seem like a hypocrite. I’m really sorry for giving you an earful that night.”
 
   Jeanie slid in behind her. “Can you stop apologising, please? At the time it was the wrong thing to do and it stressed you out.”
 
   Ashley pouted. “Your intention was sweet and that’s all that matters.”
 
   Jeanie clenched her jaw. “If this whole night is going to be a remorse-fest, Ash, I’m not interested.”
 
   The driver looked over his shoulder. “Where you want to go?”
 
   Jeanie addressed him sharply. “Wait a minute.” She turned to Ashley. “Don’t insult my intelligence, Ash. I get it now and I got it then. I don’t want to have to repeat myself like a broken record.”
 
   Ashley laughed helplessly. “Okay Jeanie. Sorry sir, can you take us to Old Civic Street?” 
 
   Jeanie undid the button on her suit jacket. “You had every right to be suspicious of me. I was an immature jerk to you in the past.”
 
   Ashley spoke wryly. “Then it goes both ways, Jeanie. I don’t want you to feel bad about what happened between us years ago, either. I also understand, and I’ve forgiven you.”
 
   Jeanie sat stiffly, hands scrunched on her lap. “Okay.” Pause. “So where are we going?”
 
   Ashley answered. “Zed Bar. I read about it on a culture website. It’s a restaurant with a lesbian bar underneath.”
 
   Jeanie’s face contorted. “Oh you’ve got to be kidding.”
 
   Ashley bit her lip. “Is it bad? You’ve been there before? It got a good write up.”
 
   Jeanie scowled. “It’s a fucking dive. Well, the bar is. I haven’t been to the restaurant.”
 
   Ashley tried to placate her. “We can just try it for dinner, we don’t have to have drinks afterwards – but if you want to go somewhere else, I’ll take you.”
 
   Jeanie said shortly, “It’s fine.”
 
   Ashley sucked her lower lip into her mouth. They arrived within minutes and she paid the driver before joining a sullen-looking Jeanie on the footpath. 
 
   They climbed a flight of stairs beside the entrance to the bar. Ashley gave her name to a chick in a tuxedo, then found herself on a bench next to Jeanie. Their booth was enclosed by green, leafy plants, a candle in a glass in front of them, funk music in the background.
 
   Jeanie looked uncomfortable. She had her elbows on the rough surface of the table, dark eyes scanning everyone who walked past.
 
   Ashley tentatively reached for the menu. “What do you feel like?”
 
   Jeanie suddenly snatched it from Ashley and held it over her face with a, “Fuck my life.”
 
   Ashley looked up. “What?” 
 
   A petite, pretty blonde walked past with a nuggetty boyfriend.
 
   Jeanie shielded herself. “Is she gone?”
 
   Ashley’s voice flattened. “Who don’t you want to see? You know that girl? She’s really pretty.”
 
   Jeanie groaned. “She wants to kick my ass.”
 
   “Why?” Ashley felt like groaning herself. She wished she’d taken Jeanie out for coffee instead. She wished she’d taken Jeanie to the North Pole – anything would be better than the venue she’d chosen, apparently. 
 
   The brunette peeked around the laminated plastic. “I fucked her sister.”
 
   Ashley blinked. “You what?” 
 
   Jeannie sighed. “That’s Darla’s sister – you know, Bad-Sex? Her sister was the model on one of the network’s gameshows for like, a year. I used to get on with her really well. Now…”
 
   Ashley deadpanned. “You fucked her sister.”
 
   Jeanie’s full lips curled guiltily. “Whatever. She can’t see us where we’re sitting.”
 
   The waiter put a jug of water on their table. Ashley reached for it, remarking. “You naughty girl.” She poured two glasses, then crossed her legs and scanned the menu. “I’ll have the Moroccan salad I think.”
 
   “I’ll get the same.” Jeanie was completely disengaged.
 
   The waiter showed up again. Ashley ordered a bottle of Sav, and checked with Jeanie. “Do you want a beer? Or would you like to try a glass of wine with me?”
 
   Jeanie traced patterns on the table with a finger. “I’ll just have what you’re having.”
 
   The waiter filled their wineglasses, sat the bottle in an ice bucket and retreated.
 
   “So,” Ashley began, “I need to talk to you about what happened while I was staying with you.”
 
   Jeanie responded dourly. “What have I done now?”
 
   Ashley grimaced. “Nothing. I have to tell you something.” She took a stabling breath. “You were right about How all along, and I should’ve listened.”
 
   Jeanie watched her distrustfully.
 
   Ashley continued. “I was so impressed with your maturity, and your patience with me. I think you’re amazing.”
 
   Jeanie fingered the stem of her wineglass. “Thank you, Ashie.”
 
   Ashley looked at her sadly. “I love you, Jeanie.”
 
   Jeanie didn’t say anything. 
 
   Ashley clarified. “I flew here to tell you… to ask you, how you feel about me. Because I should have forgiven you earlier, and you’re the one I want to be with. You proved yourself to me ten times over, by being there for me when I needed you most, and for putting up with me while I was at my worst.”
 
   Jeanie murmured. “You’re not something I had to ‘put up with’. You weren’t a burden. You’re my friend.”
 
   Ashley winced. “Friend?”
 
   Jeanie avoided her eye. “That’s what you do for people you care about. You don’t ‘put up’ with them. You be there for them when they need you. It’s a privilege, to help someone you think is…” 
 
   Ashley waited. Then gently prompted. “Can you finish your sentence for me?”
 
   Jeanie stared resolutely to the side. “You’re one of the best people I’ve ever met.”
 
   “Well I didn’t behave like it when I was staying with you, but thank you.” Ashley paused. “So… what do you think?”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “Jeanie, I…”
 
   The waiter showed up. Ashley leant back impatiently as he put the salad in front of her. “Thank you.”
 
   Jeanie immediately picked up her fork, piercing a piece of chicken and chewing it quickly.
 
   Ashley unwrapped her cutlery more slowly. “What do you think about the idea of us again?”
 
   Jeanie looked confused. “In a relationship?”
 
   “Yes.” Ashley’s eyes tried unsuccessfully to capture her ex’s. “I think we could make it work, now we’ve both developed and grown – if you’re willing to give it another try.”
 
   Jeanie was glaring at her salad. “I wasn’t expecting this.”
 
   Ashley faced the brunette in the booth. “Do you still like me, Jeanie? Is being with me again something you’ve thought about? Not recently, obviously, when I was behaving like a bitch, but before that?”
 
   Jeanie finally looked up with angry, watery eyes. “I don’t want – shouldn’t want – to be someone’s second choice. Just because you’ve broken up with Vow – that’s the only reason you’re sitting here.”
 
   Ashley retorted instantly. “That’s not true. I should never have been with Vow in the first place, I see that now. You were just an emotional baby back then. You hadn’t accepted your sexuality. You loved me, but were confused about yourself – I get it.”
 
   Jeanie turned away defensively. 
 
   Ashley persisted. “You begged me back and apologised, and I was too hurt to listen. I wasn’t strong enough to hear you, but your actions since have shown me who you really are. You’re the most beautiful…”
 
   Jeanie scowled. “I thought I was a slutty meaningless fling.”
 
   Ashley swallowed, ignored food cooling in front of her. “That’s wrong.” 
 
   Jeanie’s eyes slimmed. “You made it clear that I’m not a person you think highly of, Ash. All I do is annoy you.”
 
   Ashley moaned under her breath. “I wanted to think that for a while, but wanting to think something to protect myself, and actually thinking something, are two different things.”
 
   Jeanie shook her head.
 
   Ashley persisted sincerely. “You’ve always been in my heart but I ignored it for a long time, because I was scared too. I thought you’d cheat on me again – that you’d leave me for a man.”
 
   Jeanie flicked the corner of the wine list with a fingernail. “Well I wouldn’t have. But I can’t be Plan B because Plan A fell apart. I can’t be with you, full stop. You’re hurting from your breakup with Vow and confused because we slept together. That’s all.”
 
   Ashley hastily tried to deny it, but Jeanie overrode her.
 
   “This is just – you’re experiencing a throwback, flashback, I don’t know. It won’t last.”
 
   Ashley’s chest twisted at her rejection. “Look, I don’t know how we’d go in reality. All I’m asking for is some time together to explore the possibility, if it’s something you…” She trailed off, heart sinking. “Have I ruined it, Jeanie? Was my behaviour too much, too hurtful, for you to… I thought you still had feelings for me. I felt it, while I was staying with you.”
 
   Jeanie stared at the floor. “And you were like the Spanish Inquisition accusing and punishing me for your assumption, too.”
 
   Coldness crept into the space between Ashley’s lungs. “Is that all it was, just an assumption?”
 
   Jeanie closed her eyes. “What am I supposed to say? What do I look like if I tell you that I loved you, so much, but would never have tried to make you… oh for fuck’s sake. I just want to go home.”
 
   Ashley tried to reach for one of her hands. “Jeanie…”
 
   Jeanie pulled her arm away. “Don’t. Even when, or even though, I wanted you, I’d rather see you with someone else, happy, than miserable with me, or ‘making do’ with me. You deserve more than that.”
 
   “But…”
 
   Jeanie interrupted. “No. It’s like I wasn’t allowed to be nice to you because you thought my motives were fucked up, but I promise you they weren’t. I was allowed to love you but not want anything for myself, huh? I never expected you to return the favour. My feelings were my business, not something I would ever have imposed on you.”
 
   Ashley groaned. “But Jeanie, I know. Well, I know now.” 
 
   Jeanie demanded. “How can you, when I screwed up so badly? Sleeping with you when I was drunk was an accident, and believe me. I hated myself for letting it happen.”
 
   Ashley held her breath to try to slow her racing heart. 
 
   Jeanie continued, sourly. “It blew. Trying to be nice to you pissed you off – I obviously wasn’t doing it the way you needed me to. What was the other option? I couldn’t be nasty, that would’ve killed me. Aside from the time I ran my mouth at the Regal – I hated myself for that too.”
 
   Ashley grit her teeth. She had to take control of the conversation. “You were cute, my bigmouth-brat. Everything you said was justified. You know that.”
 
   Jeanie looked outraged. “It hurt you.”
 
   Ashley countered. “It challenged me and my assumptions. It’s uncomfortable to be challenged sometimes and I… look, my head was all over the place. I see clearly now, and that’s why I came to find you. I love you. If you know me, the true me, you won’t let my behaviour when I was broken cloud everything else.”
 
   Jeanie raised her head. 
 
   Ashley demanded. “Do you still have feelings for me, or not?”
 
   Fear, sadness and yearning clashed in Jeanie’s eyes. 
 
   Ashley hesitantly put her hand on her cheek. “My darling. My beautiful brat. Please tell me I didn’t lose you. Please tell me I didn’t damage your gentle heart in a way that can’t be fixed.”
 
   Jeanie’s eyes fell from Ashley’s again. “You don’t have anything to feel bad about. I’m not hurt.”
 
   Ashley stroked her skin. “You’re tough, right? You could handle it. You’d feel pretty lousy if you couldn’t handle it when someone you cared about was going through a hard time – right?”
 
   Jeanie glowered at the table, but she hadn’t shrugged Ashley’s hand off. 
 
   Ashley added gently. “You could totally see how that situation would’ve stressed me out, and I don’t have to worry. You’re a big strong brat and I didn’t cause you any pain at all, huh?”
 
   The muscles in Jeanie’s long, graceful neck rippled. “I’m okay, don’t worry.”
 
   Ashley slid closer to her. “My big strong brat never wants me to worry about anything, does she? She wants to protect me from all those bad feelings.”
 
   Jeanie said softly, “She doesn’t do a very good job.”
 
   Ashley melted. “She does the best job in the world.” She drew Jeanie towards her. “Please don’t say we’re done.”
 
   She kissed her, and the brush of Jeanie’s mouth was as painful as it was beautiful. Ashley couldn’t stand the idea that her kisses with Jeanie might be numbered. 
 
    Jeanie’s lips parted slightly, and Ashley pressed her lower lip into the gap between, feeling the warmth of Jeanie’s breath intermingling with her own. She lingeringly massaged Jeanie’s upper lip, but didn’t plunge with her tongue. She needed Jeanie to answer. She pulled back.
 
   Jeanie opened her eyes, and the look in them was resentful. Ashley could only imagine how unfair Jeanie must have thought the blonde’s seesawing behaviour was. There was a loaded beat, before Ashley dragged Jeanie’s mouth back to hers, all thoughts of waiting for an answer evaporating. 
 
   She kissed her powerfully, deeply, almost begging Jeanie with her tongue. She put everything she had into that kiss. Her pulse was pounding and her cheeks were flushed. 
 
   Jeanie’s tongue responded automatically to Ashley’s, but she didn’t reach for her. Her hands stayed in her lap.
 
   With one last lick, Ashley let her go. This time, it was the blonde who couldn’t make eye-contact. “Are you done?”
 
   Jeanie hesitated. “I’m confused.”
 
   Ashley shook her head. “Don’t be. I’m asking you for time, that’s all.”
 
   Jeanie reached for her wine. “What does that mean?”
 
   Ashley steeled herself. “Let me take you away for the weekend. I want to spend a few days with you. I don’t expect you to open up to me just like that, after what I put you through.”
 
   Jeanie accused her. “You chose Vow over me. I’m going to look like a loser if I take you back.”
 
   Ashley responded firmly. “I’m choosing you now over everybody else. Is that all you care about, how it’s going to make you ‘look’? People who have a break and get back together have the strongest chance of working out, because they’ve weathered a storm.”
 
   Jeanie looked at her pointedly. “Is that a statistical fact?”
 
   Ashley admitted. “It’s my opinion.”
 
   Jeanie replaced her glass on the table. “One weekend? That’s all you’re asking for? What if you realise…”
 
   Ashley cut her off. “I won’t. This weekend is for you. I’m already sure. I want to make you sure. I won’t leave you again, unless you ask me to. Unless I can’t make you happy – unless you truly don’t love me.”
 
   Jeanie watched her. The silence lingered. 
 
   Ashley broke it. “You’ve grown up. You’re amazing.”
 
   Jeanie shrugged. “I can still be really fucking immature sometimes.”
 
   Ashley smiled. “I love your immaturity.”
 
   Jeanie scoffed. “No you don’t.”
 
   Ashley rebutted her. “I do. It’s cute. You’re cute. You’re beautiful.”
 
   There was another pause. Jeanie abruptly reached for the bottle and topped up their wines. “I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t wished for you to say something like that to me, in the past.” 
 
   Ashley picked up her glass. “Will you cheers to the future? I want you in mine. New beginnings?”
 
   Jeanie didn’t smile, but she toasted Ashley. “One weekend, I can do. I just… I mean, I don’t know if you really…”
 
   Ashley said firmly, “I won’t change my mind. I see you clearly, with your complexity, and I love all of you, including your flaws. Just don’t cheat on me again.”
 
   Jeanie replied heatedly. “I would never.”
 
   Ashley responded. “I know.” 
 
   Jeanie finally turned to her salad and began placing forkfuls into her mouth. 
 
   Ashley did the same. “Can you do this weekend, sweetie? I want to drive somewhere with you Friday afternoon, if that’s okay? We’ll come back Monday.”
 
   Jeanie frowned. “I’d have to take time off work.”
 
   Ashley looked at her meaningfully. “You’ll do that for me, won’t you baby? Just this once? It’s important.”
 
   Jeanie said, “I guess. Where are we going?”
 
   Ashley smiled. “I’ll surprise you.”
 
   Jeanie dabbed her mouth with a napkin. “You made it pretty clear I’m not someone who can make you happy, Ashie. I don’t think this weekend will change that.”
 
   Ashley took her hands, when Jeanie put her serviette down. “You don’t understand. My behaviour while I was here… I can’t think of it without revulsion. Give me a chance to prove it to you.”
 
   Jeanie looked insecure and unsure, as though afraid of waking from a dream. “I’ve already agreed to this weekend Ashie, but we’re not together. This isn’t… we’re just hanging out, alright?” 
 
   Ashley wanted to chase that uncertainty away, so she leant up to Jeanie and started pressing kisses into her downturned cheek. “I want to be together with you.” 
 
   Jeanie turned her face towards Ashley, and Ashley started kissing her mouth. Their lips made gentle wet sounds as they pressed together. Ashley slipped her tongue between Jeanie’s perfect rows of teeth.
 
   The blonde could still feel Jeanie’s fear in her tentative movements – her ex wasn’t letting her guard down. That was okay. Ashley had time to persuade her. She let her go with a smile. 
 
   Jeanie picked up her knife and fork again. “I’m not sleeping with you tonight.”
 
   Ashley’s shoulders slumped. “I didn’t expect that.”
 
   Jeanie raised her eyebrows. “Why do you look like a puppy died, then?”
 
   Ashley chuckled. “Hush.”
 
   Jeanie retorted. “Don’t hush me.” She glanced up as a group trooped past them. “What is it with lesbians? Do you guys have a uniform code you’re breaking, or something?”
 
   Ashley laughed again. “What?”
 
   Jeanie rolled her eyes. “This asteroid-target of a bar is full of them. Cargo pants, caps and converse shoes. That’s it.”
 
   Ashley replied tolerantly. “You realise you just described Chantelle?”
 
   Jeanie pushed her plate away. “I’ll call Viv when I get home and get the weekend off.” She pulled her handbag onto her lap, then looked pointedly at Ashley’s meal. 
 
   Ashley sighed. She had one more mouthful, then slid out of the booth with Jeanie and paid at the front desk. 
 
   They walked outside. Summer of 69 pumped from the entrance to the bar. 
 
   “I love that song.” Ashley tried. “Are you sure you don’t want to go in for one drink?”
 
   Jeanie responded immediately. “No way. They play that stupid song all the time – they think it’s about a summer of lesbians.”
 
   “What?” Ashley took a moment. “Oh.” She laughed and flagged a cab. “Can we take your car on Friday? I’d like to leave around two, if possible.”
 
   Jeanie slid in. “I’ll text you after I’ve cleared it with Viv.”
 
   Ashley gave Jeanie’s address to the driver and they set off. She asked. “Can I have a kiss when we get to your place?”
 
   Jeanie shot her a testy look. “We’re not together Ashley. I really don’t think this will work, you know.”
 
   Ashley pouted. “Just let me give you a kiss goodnight.”
 
   They pulled up to the curb. Jeanie locked fingers around the door handle, glancing uncomfortably at Ashley. “A quick one.”
 
   She didn’t open her mouth when Ashley scooted over and smooched her lips. She jumped out hurriedly. “Thanks for dinner.” With a slam, she disappeared. 
 
   Ashley asked the driver to take her back to her hotel, unease crawling through her. The brunette hadn’t touched Ashley of her own accord once. What if Jeanie wasn’t attracted to her anymore?
 
   She texted her the moment she got to her hotel room. ‘I’m booking a place now – please tell me you’ve got the time off work?’ Her thumb hovered as she debated whether or not to put ‘I love you’ at the end. She decided against it, and hit send. 
 
   She couldn’t relax until she heard her phone vibrate on the nightstand, and opened Jeanie’s reply.
 
   ‘Pick u up 230 Friday x.’
 
   Ashley put her phone away and had a drink from the mini-bar to unwind, watching a movie until she fell asleep, wishing, then dreaming, of snuggling a brunette.
 
   ***
 
   Ashley waited out the front of her hotel, wheelie-bag parked behind her as she watched for Jeanie’s car in the traffic trundling past. 
 
   She’d sent her a text the previous day; ‘Can’t wait to go away w u.’
 
   Jeanie had replied late afternoon. ‘See u soon.’
 
   All Ashley had been doing the last thirty-six hours was think of Jeanie and stare at her phone. She’d used the hotel gym a couple of times, hammering the treadmill until sweat dripped from her forehead and her thighs ached. It helped her sleep – fitfully. She was still incredibly nervous about spending time with Jeanie again. 
 
   Barely getting, and waiting for, contact from the brunette was probably a dose of her own medicine, too. She winced. The pressure was on, and it was squarely on her. 
 
   She had three nights to win her princess back. The blonde didn’t know what she’d do, or how she’d cope, if Jeanie pushed her away at the end of the weekend. The grief and pain would be worse than Vow hitting her – Ashley knew it. 
 
   She swallowed as Jeanie’s Lexus pulled up to the concrete lip of the sidewalk. “Hi Jeanie.”
 
   Jeanie was sitting there, unsmiling in dark glasses. “Hola Ashie.”
 
   Ashley smiled. “Can I put my bag in your boot?”
 
   Jeanie pressed a button and Ashley heard it pop. She wheeled her bag to the back of the car, hoisted it in and slammed the trunk, before climbing into her seat. 
 
   Jeanie’s jaw was moving – she smelt like minty chewing gum. “Where are we going?”
 
   “Can I program your GPS?” Ashley reached for it. 
 
   “Sure.” Jeanie turned the air-conditioning on. 
 
   Ashley’s long fingers tapped the touch-screen. “It’s a restored period mansion in the country. It looks really romantic.”
 
   Jeanie peered at the GPS. “Three hours?” She didn’t sound enthusiastic as she turned the car onto the road. 
 
   Ashley settled in. “I’ll make it fun for you, baby.”
 
   Jeanie reached for the volume and turned the radio up.
 
   Ashley sighed. “Why are you grumpy?” She trailed her fingers down the bare skin of Jeanie’s arm. “You weren’t looking forward to seeing me?”
 
   Jeanie leant away. “You only seem to like me when I’m grumpy.”
 
   Ashley groaned. “That’s untrue.”
 
   Jeanie’s expression was stony. “I need to concentrate, Ash.”
 
   “So we’re going to spend the next three hours in silence? Why are you being such a brat? I know you care about me.”
 
   Jeanie switched blinkers on as she prepared to merge onto the freeway. “I’ve agreed to be here, but I shouldn’t… Anyway, like I said, I need to concentrate.”
 
   Ashley said lightly, “Okay Jeanie. You call the shots.” 
 
   She looked out the window. How ironic; Jeanie was telling herself she wasn’t supposed to want Ashley. Only a few weeks earlier, Ashley had been telling herself she couldn’t want Jeanie. 
 
   Damn it. The blonde folded her arms. Would they ever be on the same page? 
 
   ***
 
   After spending the majority of the trip in silence, as per Jeanie’s request, they reached the country. Green fields replaced metallic city grey outside Ashley’s window – sprawling paddocks dotted with cows, homesteads and fences. 
 
   Jeanie had her window down, elbow leaning out as she drove with one hand. Ashley stole a look at her. She was sexy, with her unmoving face, dark glasses and hair whipping slightly in the wind.
 
   At the behest of the GPS, she took a turn down a shaded road lined with old trees, and suddenly the brown-brick mansion was in front of them.
 
   Ashley pulled printed pages from her handbag. “Isn’t it pretty? Originally built in 1870, turned into a hotel in the 1990s.” She read the highlights aloud. “‘Offering sixteen elegant rooms, lovingly restored in line with traditional architecture. During the day stroll through the vineyard. Claw-foot baths. Relaxing country retreat.’ It sounds lovely.”
 
   Jeanie put the car into park, climbed out and stretched. “What I’m hearing is that there’s nothing to do here except drink wine and take a bath.”
 
   Ashley slammed the door. “Baths can be fun…”
 
   Jeanie’s voice was flat. “I’m not having a bath with you.” 
 
   Ashley leant against the top of the car, chin on her hands. “Maybe not on the first day.”
 
   Jeanie’s expression in expensive sunglasses was unimpressed. “I’m not having sex with you, Ashley.”
 
   Ashley’s face fell. “Then what are we doing here?”
 
   Jeanie’s volume shot up. “You mean to tell me you made me drive all the way out here so you could get laid? Really?”
 
   Ashley countered. “No. I made you drive all the way out here so we could see if anything’s still there.”
 
   Jeanie’s body language was tense. “This is a waste of time.”
 
   “Jeanie, don’t…”
 
   “I don’t even like the country.” She slapped at her arm. “Bugs everywhere.”
 
   “Jeanie.” Ashley groaned. “I know you’re a city girl. You look like a fish out of water already, but it’s good to try new things.” 
 
   Jeanie retorted. “It sounds like you want to try an old thing, Ashley, sleeping with me.”
 
   “You’re only twenty-six.” Ashley tried smiling. “Don’t write this off before we’ve even begun. Why can’t you just try it?”
 
   Jeanie barked. “I have tried it.” 
 
   “You haven’t.” They were arguing over the car. Ashley looked at her, tall in black jeans and a sleeveless white shirt. “Look, fine, we won’t have sex. I just want to be with you this weekend, and if you’re not comfortable making love, we won’t.”
 
   “Comfortable?” Jeanie sounded outraged. 
 
   Ashley wrestled with frustration. “Listen, I don’t want this weekend to be about rushing you, or seducing you when you don’t want to be seduced, I just… eurgh. I want you to be my girlfriend and I was hoping time together would make you feel the same way.”
 
   Jeanie put her hands on her hips. “You want to seal the deal, do you? The second I say yes, I’ll say or do something that annoys you and you’ll leave me again. I can’t rely on you.”
 
   Ashley leant off the car. “I thought I couldn’t rely on you, but you proved me wrong. Let me do the same. No sex, if you don’t want it. I mean, I know it was presumptuous, but I thought this weekend could be a snapshot of what a relationship between us might look like. That included sex, but we can hang out without that.”
 
   Jeanie fired at her. “And do what? Play Scrabble?”
 
   Ashley sighed. “Pessimistic brat. Go for walks, sleep in, maybe go to the movies, watch a sunset. Read a book – I’m not going to hang off you all weekend. I just want you near me.”
 
   It was hard to tell what Jeanie was thinking, with her eyes obscured by sunnies. She eventually said, “We’d better check in.”
 
   They unloaded the car. Their wheeled suitcases made crackling sounds as they pulled them along the white gravel carpark. Ashley was glum. She’d packed sex-toys – a strap-on, handcuffs, lube, a blindfold – and it sounded like she wasn’t going to get to use any of them. Chantelle’s idea of fucking Jeanie into submission was clearly off the cards. 
 
   The house was run by a couple in their forties, who met Ashley and Jeanie at the desk. The man was Scottish and handsome, with a cragged face and dark hair; his wife was mousier and kind-looking.
 
   “Welcome. I’m Grant and this is Anne.”
 
   “Hi.” Ashley signed papers while Jeanie hung back.
 
   Anne led them up a grand flight of stairs, relaying meal times. The ceilings were high and intricately carved. Ashley and Jeanie’s room was painted dark blue, a four-poster bed dominating it. Anne handed Ashley the keys and left.
 
   As soon as the door closed, Jeanie spoke angrily. “We’re sharing a bed?”
 
   Ashley made her voice soothing. “It’s just for sleeping, Jeanie.” The test would be if they could sleep in the same bed and keep their hands off each other. Ashley was hoping they couldn’t.
 
   At the same time, she didn’t want it to happen if Jeanie was drunk, either. If Jeanie could make love to Ashley sober – that was when Ashley would know her ex was healed. Alcohol had played a big part in their lovemaking in the more immediate past. When they were out-of-control, their inhibitions buried by wine, spirits and beer, they’d fucked. 
 
   Neither had demonstrated they had the courage to touch each other sexually when they were a hundred percent themselves, unhindered by substances, and that was the sign Ashley was looking for. Judging by Jeanie’s statements in the carpark however, it wouldn’t be happening between them, drunk or sober – but if they got through the entire weekend without sex, Ashley had a bigger problem on her hands than she’d realised. 
 
   She decided to verbalise it. “My work’s cut out for me, isn’t it sweetheart?” 
 
   Jeanie wheeled her bag over to the bed. “What do you want me to say, Ash?”
 
   Ashley followed. “Nothing. Do you want to go downstairs for dinner?”
 
   Jeanie peered out a window into the setting sky, then tossed her sunglasses on a pillow. “I guess it’s that time.” She looked up. 
 
   Things became quiet as Ashley was allowed to stare into her eyes for the first time all day. They were a chocolate storm, glittering with intelligence like diamonds. 
 
   Ashley’s lips parted. “Can I have a kiss before we go downstairs?”
 
   Jeanie screwed her face up. “Again?”
 
   Ashley massaged her temples. “Are you not attracted to me anymore?”
 
   “I think you’re gorgeous.”
 
   “That’s not what I asked.”
 
   “You… eurgh.” Jeanie glared. “Of course I am, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t scare me badly. I lost control of my feelings with you once, and paid for it dearly when I fucked it up and you broke up me. Like, it fucking hurt. You don’t understand. I was heartbroken for over two years.”
 
   Ashley approached her. “I felt the same way, but for different reasons. Why can’t you trust me now?”
 
   Jeanie looked down. “I do trust you now.”
 
   Ashley begged. “Then let me kiss you.” 
 
   “Fine.” Jeanie lifted her chin. “One kiss.”
 
   Ashley got close to her. “You’re the one who doesn’t understand. You’re the only one I want.”
 
   Jeanie replied. “I want you too, Ashie. But I…”
 
   “I know.” Ashley stroked her face. “I’m not going to rush you.”
 
   She wanted Jeanie to reach for her, but the brunette stayed still. So Ashley gently kissed her once, and reached for her hand. “Come on.” 
 
   Downstairs, the main lounge had striking dark beams crisscrossing the ceiling and a roaring fireplace against a wall. Jeanie let go of Ashley’s hand as Grant approached them with wineglasses. 
 
   “Welcome Ashley and…?”
 
   Ashley accepted a glass. “This is Jeanie.” 
 
   Jeanie took a wine in turn, and Grant steered them to the fire. “Let me introduce you to some of the others. This is my brother Colin, and my mother visiting from Scotland, Gertrude.”
 
   The white-haired woman had a cane, large blue eyes and milky skin. Colin was tall with oiled brown hair and a glorious fluffy beard. 
 
   Ashley nodded. “Nice to meet you.”
 
   “Charmed.” Gertrude had a broad smile. “What’s your name?”
 
   “I’m Ashley and this is Jeanie.”
 
   Jeanie forced a smile. At Gertrude’s request, the girls sat on the antique couch opposite. 
 
   She queried. “What do you think of the house?” 
 
   Ashley crossed her legs. “It’s gorgeous.” 
 
   Grant and Anne brought around cheese and biscuits. Jeanie looked bored. 
 
   Gertrude held court in a scuffed armchair. “Do you ladies have boyfriends?”
 
   Ashley returned pleasantly. “No.” Jeanie shook her head.
 
   Gertrude looked excited. “Colin’s single too.”
 
   Colin beamed under his long beard. 
 
   Jeanie looked like she’d swallowed a lemon. “Excuse me. I’m expecting a business call.”
 
   Gertrude finished a mouthful of cheese. “What do you do for work, love?”
 
   Jeanie tossed her head as she rose to her feet. “I’m the Communications Director for Vivienne Fox.” 
 
   Gertrude looked bewildered. “Who?” 
 
   Ashley piped up. “Gertrude’s from Scotland, Jeans. Viv Fox is a big deal in this country, Gertrude, she’s one of our television and lifestyle celebrities.”
 
   “Excuse me.” Jeanie turned to go.
 
   Ashley followed with a, “Won’t be a moment.” In the darkened lobby, she took her arm. “I thought you were taking the weekend off, Jeanie.”
 
   Jeanie had stiffened. “That doesn’t mean I don’t have emails that need answering. In a twenty-four hour news cycle, PR never sleeps.”
 
   “Jeanie.” Ashley looked at her accusingly. “I don’t want your face buried in your phone all night.”
 
   Jeanie folded her arms. “It’s preferable to being set up with Gimli Son of Gloin by grandma in the common room.”
 
   Ashley burst out laughing. When she looked up, she saw Jeanie smiling in the dim light. 
 
   The brunette commented. “I haven’t heard you laugh properly for a long time, Ashie.”
 
   Ashley spoke shrewdly. “I haven’t been happy for a long time.”
 
   Jeanie considered her. “Shall we go back in?”
 
   Ashley grinned. “You don’t want your phone anymore?”
 
   Jeanie shook her head.
 
   Ashley took her hand. “I’d prefer it if you didn’t work this weekend, sweetheart. Please. Give this your full attention. And you deserve a break.”
 
   Jeanie consented. “Alright, Ashie. If Viv or Jonah call though, I have to take it. They’d only do it if they needed me.”
 
   Ashley said quietly, “I need you.” 
 
   Jeanie’s eyes dropped to the floor. Faint voices and tinkles of glass could be heard coming from the next room.
 
   Ashley thought the time was right to pull Jeanie to her and kiss her. Jeanie’s mouth opened and Ashley’s tongue curled into it. They made out in the darkened hall. 
 
   There was just one problem. Ashley cupped her neck. Jeanie’s hands stayed down like a puppet without a master. 
 
   Ashley nicked her ex’s upper lip with a sigh. “Shall we go back in?”
 
   Jeanie nodded. They returned to the lounge room just in time for the announcement: “Dinner is served.”
 
   Out the back doors, on the lawn, there was a long timber table covered with flickering candles and vases of fresh flowers; pinks, oranges and reds, petals glimmering. Ashley and Jeanie found their place-cards next to each other. 
 
   Ashley was also beside Gertrude and opposite Colin. In the candlelight, she could see drops of moisture glistening in Colin’s beard after he gulped his wine, tiny beads in a matted dark mass. 
 
   She quickly reached for her own crystal glass and drank to stifle the giggle that wanted to rip out of her at Jeanie’s ‘Gimli’ remark. In the background, Grant did a toast as waiters brought out a savoury crepe entrée. 
 
   Jeanie slapped her shoulder. “Goddamn it. Mozzies freaking love me.”
 
   Ashley sipped her wine. “That must be because you taste nice.”
 
   Jeanie looked at her. Ashley kept an innocent expression on her face. Meanwhile, Grant was telling everyone the history of the house. 
 
   His mother chimed in. “The second floor’s haunted.”
 
   One of the other guests enquired. “By who?”
 
   Grant wiped his mouth. “Her name was Harriet. She was a maid who lived in the servant’s quarters in 1918. One night, she was coming downstairs holding a candle – and fell with an incredible scream.”
 
   A waiter came around to top up everyone’s glasses.
 
   Grant continued. “The candle spilled out of her hands and set nearby curtains alight. Harriet, in a broken bundle at the foot of the stairs, couldn’t move as fire spread and was burned to death.”
 
   Jeanie stopped chewing with a queasy look. Ashley was inclined to agree; it wasn’t exactly a dinner story, especially when the next course was steak. Ashley and Jeanie had ordered theirs medium rare; their seared meat sat in bloody juices.
 
   Grant had no trouble tucking into his meal. “The fire burnt itself out after the family escaped. They found Harriet’s twisted body the next day. The second floor was rebuilt in 1935. Mysterious accidents happened during the restoration, culminating in one of the painters breaking his leg after his ladder strangely toppled.”
 
   Gertrude built on the narrative. “Guests have said they can hear Harriet pacing upstairs in bare feet at midnight.” She turned to Ashley. “That’s the floor you’re on, isn’t it dear? Do you believe in ghosts?”
 
   Ashley opted for a piece of potato. “No.”
 
   Jeanie shook salt onto her meal. “Neither.” She mentioned in an undertone to Ashley. “We should have got the vegetarian option.”
 
   Ashley grinned, timidly pleased. Jeanie was getting back to her smart-alecky self. Ashley thought it meant – hoped it meant – she was relaxing. “You’re funny.” 
 
   Jeanie finished a mouthful. “I’m glad you’re enjoying this break from reality.”
 
   Ashley twisted in her seat, putting her back to Gertrude. “This could be our reality, Jeanie, that’s the point.”
 
   Jeanie used her fork to skate a piece of steak through gravy. “Apart from everything else, we live in different states. It’s not practical.”
 
   Ashley argued. “I can make it practical.”
 
   Jeanie put her fork in her mouth. “Right.”
 
   They were speaking in hushed undertones. Ashley said earnestly, “I’d apply for a transfer with work. Put my apartment up for rent.”
 
   Jeanie laughed. “So you’d just move right in, would you? You love your apartment.”
 
   Ashley’s knee brushed Jeanie’s. “Firstly, I love you more. Secondly, I have unpleasant memories attached to it now, after Vow. Thirdly, my bank has branches in your city and approves staff transfers all the time. I’ve worked there for ten years. I’m high enough, and high-performing enough, to be able to have that kind of request agreed to immediately.”
 
   Jeanie just chewed. 
 
   Ashley continued. “I’m one of their star employees. The results of my personal appraisals are exemplary. I hit all my targets and performance indicators. They’d transfer me in a heartbeat, if I applied for it.”
 
   Jeanie queried. “What about your friends and family?”
 
   Ashley’s voice remained steady. “I can visit them. A move excites me Jeanie, I like a professional challenge and I’m not afraid of changing my home.”
 
   Jeanie transferred another forkful into her mouth. “Let me tell you how that will play out: you’ll resent me for making you move, and…”
 
   Ashley cut her off. “I won’t. It’s my decision. You are my decision. I want to be with you, and I’m willing to do whatever it takes to make it happen.” Her tones were definite. “You can be a grumpy brat to me – you’re worth it. Sulk and be stand-offish all you want. I’m here for you now, no matter what, like you were there for me.”
 
   Gertrude’s annoyingly friendly voice slotted in. “Can I jump in, ladies? What are you talking about?”
 
   Ashley bit her tongue. 
 
   “Just work,” said Jeanie. 
 
   Gertrude’s loud voice was magnanimous. “Colin’s a shelf-stacker at a supermarket.” 
 
   Jeanie disinterestedly turned back to her steak. “Thumbs up, Colin.” 
 
   Ashley’s mouth puckered in awkwardness; to her, it was obvious Jeanie was being condescending – although Gertrude and Colin didn’t seem to notice. 
 
   “Yes,” Gertrude was saying cheerfully, “you have to be a big strong man to handle heavy merchandise. He’s the supervisor too, so he manages the other shelf-stackers.”
 
   Jeanie looked up, suddenly all sharpness, as it became heart-warmingly clear to Ashley that she was just as annoyed at Gertrude’s intrusion into their intimate conversation, as Ashley was. “Isn’t shelf-stacking boring, Colin? Like, after work, instead of ‘did you have a good day’, I’d be inclined to ask ‘how did you like them apples’?”
 
   Ashley inwardly groaned. She didn’t approve of Jeanie’s snobbery – although Jeanie disguised it in a joke and movie reference. Gertrude and Colin chortled. But then, boring conversation about managing used-by dates ensued, as Colin tried to make it seem as though it was an incredibly complicated enterprise.
 
   Gertrude looked straight past Ashley. “Isn’t he impressive?” 
 
   Ashley sat back in her chair amusedly so Gertrude could get a better look at her ex. Why wasn’t she, Ashley, Gertrude’s first choice when it came to her precious Colin? The blonde smirked into her wine glass. She guessed it was because Jeanie was under thirty, and therefore better able to give Gertrude grandbabies.
 
   Jeanie turned to Ashley. “Ashie, can you get me another drink? I can’t reach.” Her dark eyes flashed her message to Ashley; she wasn’t happy. 
 
   Although her look softened when she saw the joke in Ashley’s. She nudged her leg as a silent, physical, “Screw you for laughing.”
 
   Ashley’s smile widened and she hooked Jeanie’s ankle with hers where nobody could see. Jeanie initially tensed but then, for the first time, her brown eyes sparked with warmth. Ashley wasn’t sure if it was alcohol – Jeanie had had quite a few wines by now. The blonde was more inclined to believe it was due to the amusement they were sharing. 
 
   When she thought about it, despite Gertrude and Colin, she and Jeanie had been having their own private conversation all night. Nudges of the knee, innuendo-laden sentences that only the other got, meaningful looks – it was fun. 
 
   Their gaze lingered. Jeanie’s eyes began to have that hungry look Ashley had burnt into her brain. The brunette’s full lips were wet with gravy and wine. They parted as the peak of her tongue crept out to lick them. 
 
   Ashley’s stomach rolled with arousal. She felt her breathing get heavier as she pushed her plate away. Jeanie dragged her eyes from Ashley’s, and reached for her wine. Ashley did the same. She was flushed, and the chilled alcohol provided some relief.
 
   Now, the waiters replacing empty plates with dessert – bowls of ice-cream. Ashley’s was chocolate with shaved white-chocolate flakes. Jeanie’s was strawberry, coated with fresh berries. 
 
   Their legs were still entwined under the table. Ashley impulsively leant over and whispered behind the curtain of Jeanie’s hair. “Do you want to eat this in our room?”
 
   Jeanie was midway through placing a spoonful into her mouth. She swallowed. “Yes. I’m done hearing about how to unpack dairy products.”
 
   Ashley stood. “We’re going to eat this upstairs guys.”
 
   Jeanie got to her feet too, at a protest from Gertrude, which Jeanie handled with a, “I’ve got a conference call for work in ten minutes.”
 
   Ashley waved cheerfully with her free hand. “Bye.”
 
   They padded across the lawn to the house, past the crackling fireplace, through the darkened hall to the stairs. By the time they’d climbed them, they were breathless. 
 
   Jeanie remarked sarcastically. “Great choice of venue, Ashley.”
 
   “Hey.” Ashley took the room key from her pocket. 
 
   Jeanie held their bowls. “That woman is annoying.”
 
   Ashley shoved their door open. “Jeanie, she’s nice.”
 
   Jeanie followed her inside. “She wants to set one of us up with her lumberjack son, and that’s not okay with me.”
 
   Ashley located a small fridge, hidden in a cupboard to maintain the rustic look of the room, and pulled out a bottle of wine. Her lips pursed. “No glasses.”
 
   Jeanie sat on the bed, licking her spoon. “Just drink it from the bottle.”
 
   “That’s not very classy, Jeanie.”
 
   “Who cares? There’s no one here to see us.”              
 
   Ashley cracked the seal and sat beside Jeanie. Jeanie set their bowls on the nightstand, before Ashley offered her the bottle. She took a liberal swig and passed it back.
 
   Ashley drank as well, then put it with their bowls. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and turned to Jeanie.
 
   Jeanie was staring squarely at her. Ashley reached for her cheek and started kissing her, over and over. Jeanie tasted like sugar and wine. They fell together on the bed, side-by-side. 
 
   Jeanie’s tongue left her jaw, catching on the inside of Ashley’s top lip and flicking it up with a tiny toss of her chin. Ashley’s tongue slid messily over Jeanie’s face, then back into her mouth with a gasp. 
 
   Jeanie’s hands were hesitantly around Ashley’s waist. Ashley seized the bottom of Jeanie’s shirt, tugged it over her head and, eyes closed, tossed it somewhere behind them.
 
   Their bodies slid all over the silky bed cover. Ashley’s tongue slid in and out of Jeanie’s mouth in a fucking motion. The brunette’s lower lip caught between Ashley’s teeth, and the older woman teased the tender flesh, causing the pink lip to turn red.
 
   Jeanie’s breathing deepened. Ashley’s body was buzzing already, and she only had Jeanie’s top off. The brunette’s skin was soft. She was slim with a flat stomach, only a little flesh to grab on the hips. Ashley’s fingers dug into it and dragged Jeanie’s pelvis against her own aggressively. 
 
   She bit the side of Jeanie’s mouth, then her neck. She wanted to rip Jeanie’s jeans off. The thought of Jeanie’s velvety pussy against her tongue, dripping juice into her mouth, drove her breathing into a heightened crescendo. Her fingers went to Jeanie’s fly and unzipped it, and tore at the brass button. 
 
   She wanted to feel how wet Jeanie was, or to help that wetness along if Jeanie wasn’t ready for intercourse yet – but Jeanie’s hand locked around Ashley’s wrist and held her at bay.
 
   “Eurgh.” Disappointment cleaved Ashley’s chest. She moaned. “Why?” 
 
   Jeanie rolled Ashley onto her back, and quickly kissed down her body. Ashley’s green eyes stared frustratedly at the ceiling. She hadn’t touched Jeanie’s pussy since the Awards Night. She remembered fondling the brunette’s silky, secret spot in the elevator. It had felt so good, smooth and wet. 
 
   She closed her eyes again and groaned. Jeanie kissed the material sheathing her stomach, as she undid Ashley’s jeans and dragged them from her legs.
 
   Ashley sat up to meet her, catching her face between her hands and whispering. “Let me go down on you.”
 
   Jeanie nipped her cheek. “No.”
 
   Ashley whined in arousal. “Why?”
 
   Jeanie’s long body in opened black jeans and a bra was sexy as hell. Ashley gripped the brunette’s ass, moaning again. “I want to go down on you.” 
 
   “No.” 
 
   Distress and passion clashed in Ashley’s brain. “Then let me get my strap-on.” 
 
   Jeanie’s hips were moving against Ashley’s, helped along by Ashley’s hands. “You’re not topping me in any way.”
 
   Ashley pressed her face into Jeanie’s neck. The skin there was clammy and smelt like perfume. “How come?”
 
   “Just no.” Jeanie licked the top of her ear. “You brought a strap-on? Where is it?”
 
   Ashley’s fingers ran up Jeanie’s toned stomach and cupped her bra-covered breasts. She squeezed them hard. “Let me touch you between your legs.”
 
   “No.” This time, Jeanie snapped. “You either do this my way, or we don’t do it at all.”
 
   Ashley managed a breathless laugh. “As if you want to stop.”
 
   “Fine.” Jeanie went to pull away.
 
   Ashley’s arms locked. “No, don’t. You can have me whatever way you want.” Their stomachs were pressed together, one naked, the other clothed. “Please, just… I want you.”
 
   Jeanie’s voice was unaffectionate. “Get your strap-on then.” 
 
   Ashley frowned slightly. Where was her hot young lover who gave herself completely to Ashley during sex – the one who lost control at Ashley’s touch? Jeanie was being tightly controlled, no passiveness in her at all. Not that Ashley wanted Jeanie to be totally submissive. She wanted their love-making to be fifty-fifty; that was when it was the most fun and varied.
 
   She slid to the edge of the bed, with a hooded look at the younger woman. Jeanie turned away, reaching for the wine. 
 
   Ashley tried to catch her breath as she drew her bag to her knees and unzipped it. Her veins were throbbing; a combination of alcohol and Jeanie. Her fingers groped through her luggage for her fake cock. She pulled it out with another questioning look at her partner.
 
   Jeanie had finished with the wine and was eating ice-cream. She licked the spoon with her long pink tongue, eyes landing on the strap-on in Ashley’s hand. “It’d better be big.”
 
   Ashley replied. “Fourteen inches. But I… why are you…?”
 
   “Good.” Jeanie abandoned the spoon with a clink, and held out her hand.
 
   Ashley slapped the dildo into her outstretched palm. “I want to touch you so badly.”
 
   Jeanie stood and slid her jeans down. “You have been touching me.”
 
   Ashley took her shirt off, then pulled her bra-straps from her shoulders and unclipped it. She didn’t want to sweat all over her clothes. She wanted to sweat against Jeanie’s skin. “Not the way I want to. I want to touch your pussy.”
 
   Jeanie just shook her head, as she dragged lacy panties from her long legs. As her pussy came into sight, Ashley couldn’t help a low moan. It was a perfectly-structured little triangle of sex, just the smallest trace of wisp at the top and bare pinkness everywhere else. The slit was a smooth, tiny door Ashley wanted to open with her tongue. 
 
   She stared at it wantonly, before it was cut off by Jeanie stepping into the harness. It took all Ashley’s self-control to stay sitting on the edge of the bed. All she wanted to do was grab Jeanie’s ass, yank her over and bury her face in that pussy. 
 
   Jeanie was pulling at straps and leather pieces. “What the fuck?”
 
   Ashley cocked her head. “You’ve never done this before?”
 
   Jeanie yanked a cord. “Ow!”
 
   Ashley laughed softly. “Come here, darling.”
 
   Jeanie had frozen threateningly.
 
   Ashley raised her eyebrows. “Wipe that look off your face. I’m not going to do anything you don’t want me to do.” She approached her. 
 
   Jeanie let her. Ashley was dying to reach underneath the large sex toy and cup Jeanie’s sex, or fondle her honeyed puss from behind. But she restrained herself and went about adjusting the strap-on, attaching it firmly to Jeanie’s slim frame. 
 
   “This goes like this, and then this buckle goes through here, see? And then you tighten the other leg…” She looked up into Jeanie’s eyes as her fingers continued their work. “Are you going to fuck me deeply with this, sweetheart?”
 
   She saw Jeanie lick her lips. 
 
   Ashley whispered huskily. “Are you going to shove this huge cock into my body? And your ass is going to clench as you thrust it in and out of me, isn’t it? Are you going to fuck me really hard, darling?”
 
   Jeanie’s breathing accelerated. “Yes.”
 
   Ashley gave her ass a little pat. “You’re ready, beautiful.”
 
   Jeanie’s face didn’t move. “Are those handcuffs?”
 
   Ashley looked over her shoulder. She’d dislodged them when she was going for her strap-on, and they were dangling from the bag.
 
   Jeanie pulled Ashley’s face back to hers. “You had a slutty weekend planned for your slutty ex, huh?”
 
   Ashley paused. There was something wrong with Jeanie’s voice; it was bitter.
 
   She said slowly, “I don’t think you’re a slut, but I’m dying to do dirty, kinky things with you. I won’t deny that.” 
 
   She could see a vein throbbing quickly in Jeanie’s throat. The brunette’s eyes were a mixture of accusation and anger. 
 
   Ashley’s forehead furrowed. She reached for Jeanie’s cheek. Jeanie jerked her head away.
 
   Ashley grit her teeth. “I don’t think you’re a slut, baby, is that what you’re worried about?”
 
   Jeanie’s eyes narrowed. She took hold of Ashley’s forearms, twisted her, then shoved her. Ashley landed on her back on the bedspread. She leaned up on her elbows and smiled. 
 
   Jeanie had her hands on her hips, tall and mostly nude except for her black bra. Her fit body was miles of skin, the fake dick jutting proudly under her abdomen. 
 
   Ashley checked her out. “Fuck you’re hot.”
 
   Jeanie picked up the handcuffs, twirling them around a finger. “Get up against the headboard.”
 
   Excitement coiled in Ashley’s belly. This sex was going to be crazy; she could feel it. She did as Jeanie said, obediently raising her hands. Jeanie clambered on the bed, knees going to either side of Ashley’s stomach, and leant over her, tits in her face.
 
   Ashley wished they were bare. Her tongue swiped at the beautiful breasts, tasting rough material. Jeanie’s D-cup was the final touch on a mouth-watering package. Ashley panted. “I’m dying to suck your nipples. Get them out for me, please.”
 
   Jeanie was threading the chain of the handcuffs through the wooden headboard. “No.” She closed a ring of steel around one of Ashley’s wrists, followed by the other. “I’m fucking you with my bra on.”
 
   Ashley hissed in frustration. “You don’t play fair, Jeanie.”
 
   Jeanie tossed her head as she dismounted and had another sip of wine. 
 
   Ashley watched her. “Taking your time, are you?” 
 
   Half a smile snaked across Jeanie’s face. “Comfortable?” 
 
   Ashley tugged her handcuffs and shifted. She could feel the wetness of her naked pussy catch on the bedspread. “Not really.”
 
   “Good.” Jeanie had some more ice-cream.
 
   Ashley screwed up her face. “Damn you. Hurry up and fuck me already.”
 
   Jeanie licked a chocolate stain from the corner of her mouth. “You’re in no position to order me around, Ash.”
 
   Ashley moaned. “Please?”
 
   “That’s more like it.” Jeanie climbed astride Ashley again, then slid downwards. Her thumbs caressed Ashley’s nipples and her dark head pressed kisses into Ashley’s stomach. 
 
   Ashley’s breathing quickened again as she arched her chest eagerly into Jeanie’s touch. Jeanie spent a couple of seconds at Ashley’s belly; then she was between her legs, tongue out.
 
   The first touch to Ashley’s pussy was icy cold. Ashley shrieked straight at the ceiling. Between the handcuffs and Jeanie’s body pinning her down, she could barely move. 
 
   Jeanie’s tongue squirmed, transferring remnants of freezing ice-cream onto the blonde’s delicious genitals. The jagged shock it sent shooting to every part of Ashley’s body was intense.
 
   After a few exquisite, torturous moments, Jeanie sat up and reached for the bowl again. She casually heaped a loaded spoon of pink dessert into her mouth. 
 
   Ashley’s eyes were wide. “Jeanie, fuck.” Her pulse raced, as Jeanie lowered her face again.
 
   This time, without any playing or warning, Jeanie thrust her tongue straight into Ashley’s opening. Ashley shrilled. The chilled tongue felt like an iced, wet harpoon spearing her cunt. Jeanie pumped her tongue in and out. Ashley’s temperature and the warmth of Jeanie’s mouth eventually offset the chill, but the blonde’s teeth came down on her lip to stop a scream that wanted to tear out of her.
 
   It didn’t hurt. It was a cross between discomfort, pleasure, stimulation and exhilaration. She was ridiculously turned on; dying to cum. Her skin was singing with unbridled need. 
 
   Jeanie paused and reached for the wine. At this point, it was almost gone. Jeanie had been taking larger chugs from it than Ashley realised – which unfortunately meant she was probably drunk. This was not to be the sober sex Ashley wanted. 
 
   She looked up at Jeanie. She had no choice but to let her drive – not just because she was the one tied to a headboard. She had to let Jeanie do what she needed to feel comfortable, and if that meant drunk sex to start off with…
 
   She murmured. “My Cowardly Lion.”
 
   Jeanie replaced the empty bottle on the nightstand, lips glistening. “What?”
 
   Ashley nodded at it. “You need that kind of courage to make love to me.”
 
   “Making love?” Jeanie’s ice-cream bowl was full of melted sugary goo, which she stirred slowly with a silver spoon, astride Ashley. “Is that what we’re calling it?”
 
   Ashley watched her. “Sure. I love you.”
 
   Jeanie sneered. “You don’t. You’ll change your mind again.”
 
   Ashley glared. “I won’t.”
 
   Jeanie hovered a spoon over her. “You will.”
 
   “No I won’t – ai!” Ashley cried out, as Jeanie tipped frosty liquid on Ashley’s belly. Even melted, it was cold enough to make her squeal. 
 
   Jeanie scooped some more. “If you didn’t like me enough to forgive or fight for me years ago, then you don’t like me now. You’re just using me because I’m pretty and weak, and because you’re grieving for Vow.”
 
   Ashley snapped. “Don’t say that name to me right now, Jeanie.”
 
   Jeanie unloaded the spoon onto Ashley’s left breast, causing her to yelp. “I’ll say whatever the fuck I want.”
 
   Ashley writhed. She could feel thick cream dribbling over her erect nipple. “Look, I don’t think you’re weak and I…”
 
   Jeanie interrupted. “You do. I’m an easy lay for you. You feel like rebound sex and here I am, giving you what you want because I’m a slut. Right?”
 
   Ashley yanked at her handcuffs. She wanted to put her arms around Jeanie and reassure her, but couldn’t. She growled in frustration. “I don’t think that.”
 
   Jeanie ran the oval of the spoon over Ashley’s other nipple, back and forth. The hard steel against flesh made Ashley shiver. 
 
   She shifted her hips. Jeanie had a leg on either side of her. The fake cock flopped against Ashley’s stomach, waiting like a sniper rifle.
 
   Jeanie’s pupils were bloodshot, and a look of tenderness crossed her face. She sat the bowl on Ashley’s abdomen next to the strap-on, reached out and softly stroked Ashley’s cheek – just once.
 
   She said, “It’s not like I can say no to you if you tell me you want or need something. I shouldn’t be your meaningless sex toy whenever you feel like it, or be at your beck and call in general, but I… well, what harm is there? You already think I’m pathetic and have for years. One more night of sex won’t change that.”
 
   Ashley stared. “What? Jeanie, undo me.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “No, I’m serious. Undo me right now.”
 
   Jeanie picked up the bowl again. “I said no.” She dripped runny cream onto Ashley’s naked chest. 
 
   Ashley snarled and jerked. “You changed your attitude about us, didn’t you? I was just going to be a meaningless ‘experience' you had while you were at uni, right? I know you don’t think that anymore. Why can’t you fucking believe me when I say I don’t think the way I used to, either?”
 
   Jeanie was reloading the spoon with strawberry puree. 
 
   Ashley ranted with her arms over her head. “It’s disrespectful. You think I’m lying straight to your face. One rule for me and one rule for you: you can change and grow-up, and I’ll always stay the same. It isn’t fair – isssssss!” Her body bucked as Jeanie dribbled freezing fluid onto her skin. Now, she had veins of strawberry and chocolate all over her. The trickles lost traction as they travelled over her skin; Jeanie hadn’t got much on the covers. 
 
   The brunette lowered her head and licked sticky sugar from the underside of Ashley’s breast, tongue sliding over the coated nipple.
 
   The hotness of her mouth after the petrifying coldness was heaven. Ashley murmured. “Mmm, keep going.”
 
   Jeanie sucked on it briefly, put the bowl away and grabbed a pillow from beside Ashley’s head. “Ass up.”
 
   Ashley fixed Jeanie with lusty green eyes and obeyed. Jeanie slid the pillow beneath her hips, elevating them, then positioned her body between Ashley’s legs.
 
   The blonde licked her lips. Jeanie’s hair was out. Her body was lithe and strong, lids of her beautiful eyes half down as she gazed between Ashley’s legs. She began rubbing the head of the cock against Ashley’s slit, up and down between her lips.
 
   Ashley gave a guttural groan. She needed it. Jeanie put the head in position against Ashley’s opening and pushed. 
 
   Ashley could feel her pussy lips part eagerly at the intrusion. Jeanie moved slowly. Ashley could feel herself get full, then wonderfully fuller, as Jeanie pressed deep inside.
 
   She held her breath. Jeanie was almost all the way in. They both stared at the last of the thickness as it sank home with a gentle thrust of Jeanie’s ass.
 
   Ashley’s eyes closed. “Urgh. That’s perfect baby.”
 
   Jeanie pulled out a little, the friction sending delicious prickles through Ashley’s body. Ashley sucked air in. Jeanie looked up. 
 
   Ashley encouraged her. “Perfect speed, perfect pressure. Mmm, you’re good at this already, my love.”
 
   Jeanie pushed the dildo back in, at a loud gasp from Ashley. The brunette rocked on her haunches, getting used to feeling the base stimulating her pussy too.
 
   Ashley looked at their bodies joined together, at the juncture between her thighs. Her heart was firing blood through her body in anticipation. “Oh my god, Jeanie. Fuck me hard and fast.”
 
   “I’ll fuck you nice and slowly.” Jeanie twisted her pelvis, causing the enormous tool in Ashley’s body to rotate.
 
   Ashley actually whimpered. The handcuffs over her head rattled. She felt like she was poised to cum already. A single brush of her clit might do it. Jeanie was driving her wild.
 
   Jeanie tried a couple of gentle jabs between Ashley’s legs, then decided she wanted to do it differently. She slid her hand under Ashley’s milky thigh, straightening the leg and supporting it with the front of her shoulder.
 
   She did the same with Ashley’s other leg. Ashley, blinded by the need for sex, was like rubber. Now, both her legs were straight up in the air against Jeanie’s shoulders, her ass elevated by the plush pillow and Jeanie on her knees in front of her, inside her. 
 
   Ashley moaned like a harlot. She’d never been so horny in her life. Her pussy was tingling with liquid heat.
 
   Jeanie put her hands on the fronts of Ashley’s thighs and started fucking her. They weren’t long thrusts to start off with; short ones as she felt her way. Ashley closed her eyes. Her body was a long, hot jet-plane and Jeanie was her pilot, taking her sky-high.
 
   Jeanie’s strokes got longer. From her new position with Ashley’s legs in the air, she was hitting the deepest parts of Ashley’s body. The fake penis was so long, brushing unexplored crannies in Ashley’s pussy. Ashley cried out.
 
   Jeanie was really banging Ashley now. Her hips knew what they were doing; the girl had great depth perception. Ashley shrieked. Jeanie wasn’t rushing. She’d kept her word; her steady one-two, one-two beat was timed and weighted; leisurely without being unsatisfying. 
 
   “Mmmmm.” Ashley’s naked body was sliding sensually along the bedclothes. Her pink nipples were aching, straining at the hotel ceiling.
 
   Jeanie’s breathing was high and heavy. Ashley stared at her naked flesh with glazed eyes. The brunette’s sculpted curves were covered with a film of sweat. 
 
   Jeanie spread her knees wider, so she could get lower and plunge higher, as though she knew how good it would feel. The change in angle from in-out to up-down in Ashley’s cunt was explosive. Jeanie was hitting her G-spot – slamming against it, more like. Ashley screeched. Then screamed.
 
   Jeanie watched Ashley’s every move with alcohol-laced eyes. Her white teeth were visible, mouth open to suck the air her body needed to power it. Her hands slid up to Ashley’s ankles, and she fucked her from there.
 
   Ashley’s head whipped and she wasn’t quiet. She groaned and gasped; then her voice went high and she shrilly bellowed her sexy enjoyment. Jeanie leant her hot, sweaty forehead against Ashley’s ankle, and continued to stare at Ashley enjoying herself on the end of her strokes. Ashley could feel the younger girl’s searing breath on the skin at the end of her leg.
 
   The blonde was panting like a dog. Jeanie was hammering her unhurriedly, but Ashley detected the speed increasing. She knew the other side of the dildo, which had been in contact with Jeanie’s clit for ages now, was bringing Jeanie closer to orgasm too.
 
   She needed Jeanie to fuck her faster to make her cum. The depth was perfect – Jeanie was so deep. The firmness was perfect – Jeanie was fucking her hard, thrusting the cock all the way into her with wonderful, salivating precision. But the speed… 
 
   She begged Jeanie to bang her quicker. She pleaded, as Jeanie humped her casually. Ashley was so close, so desperate to cum, she was almost in tears. 
 
   Jeanie sped up involuntarily, gasps flying out of her. Her cheeks were flushed. Ashley saw a rivulet of sweat coursing down the side of her face. 
 
   Still with her hands on Ashley’s ankles, Jeanie doubled her power, and the blonde choked. She could feel the fake cock so far up her channel, thick and demanding, stretching her. Igniting her in the deepest, most secret part of her body. 
 
   Her heart was going at a mile a minute. She was shrieking without any control, yanking at the handcuffs blindly as Jeanie finally, after what seemed like forever, started fucking her really fast. 
 
   Ashley’s throat hurt from screaming but she didn’t notice. It felt like a thousand fire-ants were scurrying inside her stomach before they exploded outwards into the farthest corners of her body. Jeanie must have been cumming, or had already cum and had kept going, because she was muffling her scream into Ashley’s ankle. Then she bit it.
 
   Ashley’s shudder when she did was so violent, she felt something snap. Her arms came down from over her head as her body bucked madly against Jeanie’s. 
 
   Jeanie continued to plough her, as Ashley spasmed. The blonde kicked her legs out of Jeanie’s slippery fingers and lurched into an upright position, hands sliding around Jeanie’s waist. She put her forehead between Jeanie’s breasts and yowled, explosions of pleasure mushrooming through her body from her crotch. Then she dug her nails into Jeanie’s skin to stop her – it hurt. 
 
   Maybe she’d had several orgasms masquerading as one long one? Ashley didn’t know. She couldn’t think. She was senseless. 
 
   Jeanie stopped moving. Ashley’s forehead was still on her chest. Her tongue slipped out and gently licked a drop of sweat from between Jeanie’s breasts, saltiness tickling her tongue. Her eyes were closed. She could feel Jeanie’s warm breath on her crown. 
 
   She slid her hands luxuriously through the moisture that had pooled on Jeanie’s back. “Mmm.”
 
   Jeanie spoke hoarsely. “You broke your handcuffs.”
 
   Ashley chuckled. “They were only cheap sex-shop ones.”
 
   “Still.” Jeanie shifted her hips, preparing to withdraw. 
 
   Ashley flinched, then gave a small cry when Jeanie prised the lower half of her body out of her lover’s. Jeanie had fucked the bejesus out of her, and there were no longer any sex-chemicals to mask the pain. 
 
   Jeanie crawled off the bed, leaving her ex on her knees on the bedspread. In the lamplight, Ashley winced and slowly moved after her. She felt amazing, but her pussy was tender from the solid pounding it had received. She felt a pulsing ache, all the way along her tunnel, high in her belly. 
 
   She put a hand on her stomach and moistened her lips with a rough tongue. Half her body was rewarding her. The other half was going to be reminding her about the deep fuck she’d had for at least twenty-four hours. 
 
   Jeanie was trying to get out of the strap-on. Ashley limped over to help her.
 
   “Thanks,” said Jeanie.
 
   Ashley joked. “No, thank you.”
 
   Jeanie dropped the harness, once Ashley loosened it, stepped free and stretched, painfully herself. Some of her muscles had to be on fire. Ashley was glad she wasn’t the only one with war-wounds.
 
   She sat back on the bed with a hiss. The metal cuffs still dangled, forgotten, around her wrists like cheap Gothic bracelets. She asked. “Did you cum?”
 
   Jeanie was reaching into her bag for clean underwear. “Of course I did.” 
 
   Ashley leant back. She tilted her head lazily and watched Jeanie’s sexy ass as the girl bent over. “Yum.”
 
   Jeanie straightened and turned, catching Ashley blatantly checking her out. She stepped into a brief pair of panties and ran her fingers through her tumbled hair. 
 
   Ashley’s breathing had slowed, her sweat was drying, and her body was in a stupor. She wanted a glass of water to rehydrate herself. She supposed she should’ve had a shower, but her eyes were slits wanting to close. 
 
   Jeanie seized the edge of the bedspread. “Ashie, up.”
 
   Ashley blinked. “Why?”
 
   Jeanie tugged it impatiently. “We got ice-cream all over it, remember?”
 
   Ashley sluggishly stood, a hand on one of the posts for balance. “‘We’, Jeanie?”
 
   Jeanie yanked the cover free. “You were involved.”
 
   There was a thick, coarse blanket underneath the discarded quilt, and a clean sheet. Ashley’s legs were wobbly, so she quickly slid beneath them, nude. Jeanie got in and perched on the other side, making it clear there was to be no cuddling.
 
   Ashley pouted. She wanted to roll over and touch Jeanie – but simply didn’t have the energy. Ecstasy was still doing the breaststroke through her bloodstream. She was so satisfied. Jeanie had fucked every single inch of her pussy, including a couple Ashley didn’t know she had. She whispered, on the edge of sleep. “Mmm, Jeanie.”
 
   And that was it – she was out like a light. 
 
   ***
 
   Ashley nestled her face into her pillow, warm and content. Her eyes opened. 
 
   The other side of the bed was empty. Ashley’s mouth curved down at the corners as she turned. 
 
   Jeanie was sitting, fully-dressed, on a padded chair, table in front of her containing her laptop. Ashley smiled sleepily. She went to get up, before realising she was still naked; the morning air wasn’t pleasant on her shoulders. She grabbed handfuls of the crumpled bedsheet and pulled it from the mattress, around her body like a cape, and stood.
 
   Jeanie was hammering her laptop. Ashley floated up to her, and she glanced up. 
 
   “Hi.”
 
   Ashley was sill deliciously droopy. She sat on Jeanie’s lap, wrapping the sheet around her too via the back of the chair, and pressed warm kisses into her temple. “Good morning.”
 
   Jeanie’s body was stiff. Her arms came around Ashley’s waist automatically to stop her sliding off but apart from that, she was a statue. 
 
   Ashley murmured into the side of her face. “My beautiful Jeanie. My darling brat.” She felt Jeanie’s chest rise and fall quite rapidly, and examined her. “Are you okay?”
 
   Jeanie wasn’t making eye-contact. “I’m fine.”
 
   Ashley accused her. “It’s work, isn’t it? I thought we agreed you were going to take this weekend off.”
 
   Jeanie replied edgily. “I’m just catching up on emails because I couldn’t sleep.”
 
   Ashley took Jeanie’s chin and tried to look into her bloodshot eyes, but Jeanie turned them elsewhere. 
 
   Ashley crooned. “Baby, what’s wrong? Is everything alright at home?”
 
   Jeanie answered. “Nothing’s wrong, I’m good.” 
 
   Ashley frowned. If Jeanie hadn’t had any bad news from home or work, it had to be something to do with Ashley that was bugging her. It was the only logical conclusion – but Ashley didn’t get it. All she’d done was go to sleep, after having amazing sex. 
 
   Her mind raced. The last two times they’d had sex, Ashley had been the one who’d freaked out afterwards, and now it was Jeanie. Why…?
 
   Ashley’s brow cleared. She, Ashley, didn’t have a very good recent post-coital record when it came to Jeanie; that’s what it was. After the Awards Night she’d called Jeanie a slut, whilst yelling at her. Then as soon as they’d finished hooking up at the Regal, Ashley had bragged about wanting another girl – as though Jeanie wasn’t enough to keep her attention for longer than a quick fuck. 
 
   Ashley had chased a light in her eyes away, the night she’d done that. The blonde grimly thought she was finally seeing real evidence of the damage she’d done.
 
   Because now, it was obvious Jeanie had been bracing herself all night for Ashley to have a post-sex meltdown. Her body beneath Ashley’s was rigid and her heart was slamming – Ashley could feel it against her shoulder. 
 
   She cradled her dark head. “My beautiful darling.”
 
   Jeanie’s voice was cold. “I’m not yours.”
 
   Ashley retorted. “Fine. Beautiful darling.”
 
   Jeanie was silent. It was warm under the sheet. Ashley kissed Jeanie’s cheek. Jeanie turned her face away. Ashley caught it with her fingers, and turned it back. She kissed Jeanie on the lips, once, twice, gently knocking for entry.
 
   Eventually Jeanie’s lips parted and Ashley gave her a long, soft kiss. She murmured. “Want to have sex again?”
 
   Jeanie responded complainingly. “No, I’m tired.”
 
   “But baby.” Ashley whined. “I’m all warm and naked on your lap. I want to fuck you. I could give you head all morning, and you can fall asleep in my arms afterwards – please? You don’t need energy for that.”
 
   Jeanie was adamant. “No, and last night shouldn’t have happened either.”
 
   Ashley sighed. “Last night was amazing.” She paused. “It could be like that all the time, you know.”
 
   Jeanie shifted her knees, trying to dislodge Ashley. “Until you change your mind.”
 
   “I’m not…”
 
   “Ash, off.”
 
   “Eurgh.” Ashley shielded the front of her body with the sheet before standing exasperatedly. “You’re so damn stubborn. I’ve told you I’m not going to do that. My headspace is completely different to what it was. You think the absolute worst of me and it’s so unfair.”
 
   Jeanie raised her eyebrows. “What have you been thinking of me the last four years, hypocrite?”
 
   Ashley pursed her lips.
 
   “Exactly.” Jeanie stood. “Are we going downstairs? I need a coffee.”
 
   In the lounge room, breakfast was laid out in a buffet. Jeanie streaked past the dead fireplace straight for the coffee jug. 
 
   Guests littered the room. The only couch which had space for two people was opposite Gertrude. Ashley, wielding a bowl of cereal, shot Jeanie an apologetic grin. Jeanie covertly rolled her eyes, nursing her coffee, and followed Ashley across the room.
 
   Gertrude moved her cane out of the way as a waiter snuck by, collecting plates. “Good morning girls. How did you sleep?”
 
   Ashley stirred her cereal. “I slept well. The room is lovely.”
 
   Gertrude nodded. “It is, isn’t it? You’re doing the wine tour today, aren’t you?”
 
   Ashley looked at Jeanie again. “It’s something I’d be interested in going on. What do you think, Jeanie?”
 
   Jeanie shrugged. “I’ll go if you go.”
 
   Gertrude abandoned a half-eaten piece of toast. “We were discussing the ghost of the house earlier. At least three people said they could hear moaning on your floor last night.”
 
   Jeanie choked into her cup. 
 
   Ashley felt her own face drain, as she realised the ‘ghost’ had probably been her, shrieking while Jeanie fucked her. “We didn’t hear anything, did we Jeanie?”
 
   Jeanie swallowed a mouthful of coffee. “No.”
 
   Gertrude responded. “The other guests are swearing by it. Maybe you’ll hear it tonight. It might make another appearance.”
 
   Jeanie’s voice was toneless. “I doubt it. It’s probably worn out.”
 
   Ashley smiled sweetly at Gertrude. “Don’t be close-minded, Jeanie. Maybe it’s a young ghost with good stamina.”
 
   Jeanie grumpily finished her coffee. “If it was up all night, it’s a sleep-deprived spirit today.”
 
   Gertrude joined their banter merrily. “Ghosts rest during the day so they can be fresh to haunt at night.”
 
   Ashley smiled widely at the Scottish lady. “Maybe it’s signed up to do the wine tour.”
 
   Gertrude nodded slowly. “Well, there’re no reports of the wine tour being haunted, just the house. But you can keep an eye out for ghostly activity while you’re on the grounds.”
 
   Ashley replied politely. “I always have my eye out for activity when I’m with Jeanie.”
 
   Jeanie coughed.
 
   ***
 
   They were sitting on a bus, trundling through the beautiful fields. Jeanie had the window seat, sunnies on, arms folded. When she uncrossed them, Ashley slipped fingers into her hand. Jeanie tugged sullenly, but Ashley just squeezed her with a playful grin, and Jeanie let it slide. 
 
   Ashley was content. It was nice holding Jeanie’s hand. It felt unnatural to have to let go, to stand in the aisle of the bus when they reached their destination. Jeanie filed out behind Ashley and jumped down, as Grant led the way.
 
   They took a wander through the sunny vineyard, then moved into the shade of an enormous barn which housed wooden barrels the size of rooms, full of wine. Grant explained the process of making wine, combining it with a tasting of various vinos.
 
   Jeanie looked excruciatingly bored throughout, eyes hollow. Ashley shot her an anxious look. She wanted Jeanie to have a good time, and felt like she was failing to facilitate it. The brunette was downing wine quite fast again too, and Ashley felt prickles behind her eyes. Was this what they had disintegrated into? Now, Jeanie had to be drunk to be in Ashley’s company?
 
   She swore under her breath. They were standing at the back of the group. Jeanie looked like her legs were aching – Ashley could tell by the slight slouch of her shoulders and hips, the tiny tremble in her knees. 
 
   Grant was a fount of knowledge on wine-making. Ashley would have been mildly interested in what he was saying, if her attention hadn’t been dominated by the sour brunette to her left. 
 
   She breathed gently into Jeanie’s small ear. “Want to sneak off, darling?” Her hand slid to her ass.
 
   Jeanie flinched as Grant’s eyes drifted over them. He couldn’t see what Ashley was doing – there were twelve enthusiastic tourists between them. An mischievous grin found its way to Ashley’s lips. 
 
   Jeanie went to take a step forward. Ashley seized the back of her jeans, and Jeanie shot her an infuriated stare. Ashley smirked, fingers gripping the waistband and holding fast. 
 
   She watched Jeanie suck in a harsh breath, and quickly said, “Don’t get mad, missy, I’m just playing.” But she didn’t let go of Jeanie’s jeans. “You don’t wanna fool around with me?”
 
   Jeanie spoke from the corner of her mouth. “We’re around people.”
 
   Ashley’s thumb slipped under Jeanie’s shirt and brushed the small of her back. “We can sneak off. We’ll be quick.” She let her hand wander to Jeanie’s ass again, and stroked it like a cat. “You’re so sexy.”
 
   Jeanie fired a whisper at her. “Ashie.”
 
   Ashley gave a low growl. “Because you look like you’re having the time of your life. Are you telling me you’d rather learn about aging grapes than fuck me?”
 
   Jeanie’s eyes widened into fierce circles. Her teeth clamped down on her bottom lip. Ashley didn’t break eye-contact with her; she simply took her hand and pulled her.
 
   Jeanie let it happen. Her footsteps were heavy. Ashley was more buzzed from arousal than she was from wine-tasting – but she’d eaten breakfast. Jeanie had nothing in her stomach but black coffee and wine. 
 
   Ashley checked to make sure they weren’t being watched, then shoved Jeanie into the narrow, shadowy gap between two barrels. She followed Jeanie into the hidden space, grabbing her face and kissing her into the curved edge. 
 
   Jeanie’s hands rose to Ashley’s cheeks. They were devouring each other. Jeanie tasted, predictably, like alcohol. Ashley drank her sweet saliva. She couldn’t get enough. 
 
   When Ashley’s teeth cleaved the inside of Jeanie’s lower lip, the brunette gave a high gasp. Ashley hurriedly shushed her. 
 
   Then began a wrestle to see who could get to the others fly. Jeanie twisted her hips left and right, away from Ashley’s fingers. The dark-haired girl’s teeth fastened on the corner of Ashley’s mouth. Hot, sharp pain knifed across Ashley’s face. The little brat was getting her back for hushing her. 
 
   It was all Ashley could do to stop squealing. Jeanie bit her hard while her fingers took advantage of Ashley’s stunned state and unzipped her fly, popping the brass button with two strong fingers. 
 
   Balls of blackness blazed behind Ashley’s eyelids as she braced against the pain. Jeanie was grinding her teeth, Ashley’s silky white skin between them, and Ashley made a noise that was a cross between a stifled moan and wounded hiss.
 
   She seized Jeanie, gripping her ass in heated aggression, and dragged their jean-covered pussies together. She started grinding against the younger woman as hard as she could. 
 
   The stimulation on her genitals propelled electrical currents through her stomach. Jeanie threw Ashley’s shirt up at the front and slid her hands beneath it. She took hold of Ashley’s peach-sized tits and squeezed them like they were stress-balls. Soreness arched Ashley’s chest and her nipples hardened into pebbles.
 
   Leaving one hand on Ashley’s breast, Jeanie jammed her against a wooden barrel. She drove her other hand straight into the blonde’s opened jeans and impatiently under the elastic of her underwear.
 
   She wasn’t gentle as she fingered Ashley’s opening and slid into her. Ashley coughed into her mouth as she was filled. Jeanie was using two fingers, and she shoved them as far into Ashley’s vagina as she could. 
 
   Ashley clawed Jeanie’s chest, fingernails scraping covered breasts and flesh. She lunged with her body. They were battling for who’d be pressed against a barrel. The entire time, Jeanie’s fingers were fucking her. 
 
   Ashley came quickly. It was a fiery, intense, quick fuck. She couldn’t hold off. Her ass humped Jeanie’s fingers in a frenzy, and she felt like she was swallowing acid as she forced the excited scream back into her lungs. 
 
   Jeanie’s tongue lapped Ashley’s, and Ashley whimpered. “Stop.”
 
   Jeanie smoothly withdrew. Ashley opened her eyes in time to see Jeanie slide her fingers into her mouth and suck them clean. 
 
   She gaped at her ex. Her pussy was still clenching with pleasure. She shakily reached for her, but Jeanie dodged her. Ashley had no choice but to follow as Jeanie moved from between the barrels.
 
   The barn was deserted. Ashley re-zipped her jeans, stumbling into the light. Jeanie strode quickly for the exit. When Ashley reached her, she whirled, hands on her hips.
 
   “We’ve missed the fucking bus.”
 
   Ashley wiped sweat from her brow. “Ah. I see.”
 
   Jeanie groaned furiously. There was a half-empty bottle of wine on a table behind them, around the empty tasting glasses. Jeanie seized it, sliding sunglasses from her hair to her eyes.
 
   She said shortly, “Let’s go.”
 
   Ashley’s mouth creased with guilt and amusement. “It’ll be a nice walk.”
 
   “No it won’t.”
 
   Ashley chuckled. “Jeanie don’t be grumpy. Mmm, that was hot.”
 
   They started up the driveway. The sun was warm and pleasant. Greenery surrounded them.
 
   Jeanie swigged from the bottle. “This fucking sucks.”
 
   It took them almost two hours to reach their destination. Jeanie complained the entire time. Her breathing was laboured in the hot sunlight. She was drunk, and by the time they walked up the steps of the homestead, staggered; Ashley caught her.
 
   Jeanie shook her off. In their hotel room, she collapsed on the bed. “Everything hurts. I’m so tired. This sucks.”
 
   Ashley hovered over her. “Do you want me to bring you something to eat?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “But you haven’t eaten anything.”
 
   “I just want to sleep, Ashley.”
 
   Ashley reached for her. “Take your shoes off.”
 
   Jeanie made a half-hearted attempt to move her legs away, but sagged. Ashley undid her sandals for her and sat them neatly on the floor. Then she sat on the bed and gently held one of Jeanie’s feet.
 
   Jeanie moaned, face buried in her pillow. “Get off me.”
 
   Ashley’s thumbs started kneading. “You said you’re sore.”
 
   “Eurgh.” Jeanie’s voice was cranky. “I hate people touching my feet.”
 
   Ashley rolled her eyes. “That’s because no one’s done it right.”
 
   “I’m not having sex with you.”
 
   Ashley spoke curtly. “This isn’t about sex, Jeanie. Just relax. I’m not going to violate you while you’re passed out.”
 
   Jeanie made an unimpressed sound – but succumbed to Ashley’s caress. Ashley softly rubbed the brunette’s toes and soles. The girl had small feet for her height. Like the rest of her body, they were smooth and warm.
 
   Jeanie must have thought it felt nice; she was out cold in under five minutes. Ashley massaged her ankles and watched her sleep, a small smile on her face as she relived their encounter in the barn. It had been fun, rough and hot. She couldn’t wait to do it again.
 
   ***
 
   Ashley let Jeanie sleep through the afternoon, but woke her for dinner. Jeanie mumbled inarticulately when Ashley shook her shoulder. 
 
   Ashley stroked her forehead. “How was your sleep?”
 
   Jeanie screwed her face up. “I have a headache. I hate my life.”
 
   Ashley sighed knowingly. “You’re hungover.”
 
   Jeanie snivelled, drowsy and dishevelled. 
 
   Ashley urged her. “Come on sweetie, up.”
 
   Jeanie pulled the blanket over her shoulder. “Five more minutes.”
 
   Ashley laughed. “No minutes. We need to make dinner. You can’t go an entire day without eating.”
 
   “Yes I can. I’m not hungry, I feel sick.”
 
   Ashley leant over and gently bit the side of her face. 
 
   Jeanie squealed. “Ow!”
 
   Ashley tore the cover from her. “Up!”
 
   Jeanie sat swiftly. “You’re so annoying, Ashley.”
 
   Ashley took a handful of her hair. “No I’m not.”
 
   She kissed her. Jeanie’s lips softened as Ashley’s tongue gently explored the warmth of her mouth. Then she twisted away. “I don’t taste nice.”
 
   Ashley pulled her off the bed. “You always taste nice.”
 
   “I need to get changed.” Jeanie hobbled to her bag. 
 
   Ashley watched her darkly. “Get changed in front of me. Strip.”
 
   Jeanie put her back to her. “Ashie, I’m hungover to hell. My legs hate me because I had to walk through ten hundred paddocks. I don’t feel like titillating you with a striptease.” She drew her shirt over her head, and her sexy back came into view. 
 
   Ashley smiled, as Jeanie undid her jeans and drew them down her legs. “Yum. Can you stay bent over? Just for a couple of seconds? You’re so hot.”
 
   Jeanie was wearing lacy black hip-hugging underwear. “Maybe later.”
 
   Ashley’s pulse quickened. “I don’t mind watching you unchange from behind. Your ass and your legs, shoulders and back. So sexy.”
 
   Jeanie exclaimed. “My makeup is probably halfway down my face. I’ve been sweating all day. I don’t look good, Ash.”
 
   Ashley replied quietly. “Yes you do. You don’t need makeup.”
 
   Jeanie drew a fresh shirt over her head and turned. Their eyes met. 
 
   Ashley raised her hands. “Don’t give me that look. I’m trying to be disciplined here.”
 
   Jeanie broke their gaze and selected a pair of pants. “I need a shower – I suppose we don’t have time?”
 
   Ashley shook her head. Jeanie quickly rubbed lotion on her long legs, and on the bare parts of her arms. 
 
   Ashley groaned. “Can I do that for you? Why do you tease me?”
 
   Jeanie pulled her pants on and did them up. “I’m not teasing you.” 
 
   Ashley bit her lip. “You have no idea how badly I want to touch you. No idea.”
 
   Jeanie raked her fingers through her hair. Her eyes met Ashley’s again, tentatively. “I…” She trailed off. 
 
   Ashley’s heartbeat increased as her gut told her Jeanie had been about to say “I love you”. 
 
   There was silence. Jeanie broke it. “We’d better go.”
 
   Ashley pulled the door open as Jeanie slipped into her sandals. “Ladies first.”
 
   Jeanie massaged her temples as they walked down the hallway. “This headache is terrible.”
 
   “You’re dehydrated.” Ashley slid her fingers along the bannister of the stairs. She’d barely been allowed to touch Jeanie all weekend, and all she wanted to do was fill her hands with the brunette. Her ass or her tits; hips, hair and throat. Controlling her desire was starting to drive her out of her mind. Yes she’d groped Jeanie while they’d been fucking, but she’d also been forced to hold back. As they walked into the lounge room, Ashley was almost sizzling with sexual frustration. 
 
   Grant informed them dinner was finger-food platters; they were eating in front of the fire. A group of happy-looking people, approximately thirty in number, were standing at the back of the room. All couches had been set up facing them. Jeanie sank gratefully onto one. 
 
   Gertrude and Colin were on the other side of the room talking to others – Ashley suspected her ex had selected her couch deliberately. She sat beside her with an affectionate smile. 
 
   There were mics set up, one dude at the back with a drum kit, the rest wielding ukuleles. Another man pulled a mic toward him. 
 
   “Hi there, ladies and gentlemen. We’re the Ukulele Cover Babies, here to entertain you with some familiar tunes. A one, two, a one-two-three.”
 
   They launched into it, cranking out a Beatles cover, strumming their ukuleles in time with the drumbeat and howling.
 
   Jeanie’s eyes widened and she lifted her head. Only a couple were in tune. It was very cheerful. The other guests loved it, joining in and clapping.
 
   Jeanie growled. “What the fuck is this?”
 
   Ashley pressed her lips together to keep from laughing. She conceded that the harsh beat of the ukulele-strumming must be bad for Jeanie’s hangover. 
 
   After thunderous applause, the ukuleles jumped straight into the next song. 
 
   Jeanie’s jaw clenched. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
 
   Ashley giggled. “Jeanie, it’s quaint and cute.”
 
   Jeanie rounded on her. “It’s annoying and grating. My head feels like it’s going to explode. I’m leaving.”
 
   Ashley said sternly, “Not until you’ve eaten something.”
 
   Jeanie glared at her, rage starting to pour out of her. “This fucking bites.” She twisted her neck to look for the exit.
 
   Gertrude and Colin were blocking it, stamping their feet merrily. Ashley watched Colin’s eyes land on her ex-girlfriend. As a couple started dancing, Ashley could practically see cogs whirring behind his bearded face. 
 
   Flickers of alarm set it. If Colin asked Jeanie to dance, the brunette would lose her temper. Ashley knew her well enough, and could read her well enough, to put that circumstantial eventuality down to fact. 
 
   She prayed the food would come out. A waiter came around with a tray of wine glasses. Jeanie looked green at the mere sight. 
 
   Ashley waved it away. “Can we get some water?”
 
   He returned with two glasses and Jeanie downed hers as the ukuleles began a noisy rendition of Fat Bottomed Girls. 
 
   The next waiter toured the room with a tray of chicken, cashew and mint rice paper rolls. Ashley didn’t care what she’d look like to other guests; she used her fingers to trap three in each hand, emptying half the tray, and transferred them straight to Jeanie. “Eat.”
 
   Jeanie sank her teeth into one acidly. When she finished, Ashley forced a second, and a third on her.
 
   Jeanie protested. “Ashie, I don’t feel well.”
 
   Ashley responded firmly. “You will if you eat all of these. Have my glass of water too, go on. Here.” She held it under Jeanie’s chin. 
 
   Jeanie looked affronted – then gave up, taking the glass and sipping. Meanwhile, Ashley ate one rice paper roll, surreptitiously peeking at Colin. Jeanie having food in her lap, on a serviette, had postponed him. Ashley anxiously checked for another tray as Jeanie kept whining about the ukuleles. 
 
   “I’m seriously going to fucking scream in a minute.”
 
   Ashley looked at her concernedly. “I don’t have any painkillers on me.”
 
   Jeanie scowled. “The only way painkillers would make this okay is if I was ODing on them, Ashley. At this point, I’d prefer fingernails scratching a chalkboard.” 
 
   Ashley sniggered. “You’re so dramatic, Jeanie. I admit, it’s not my thing either, but it’s upbeat and they have character.”
 
   Jeanie looked like she was going to detonate. 
 
   Ashley swallowed. “Okay. Want to get out of here?”
 
   Jeanie snarled. “Our escape route is blocked. I can’t deal with those two tonight either.” 
 
   Ashley scouted the room. “We could leave through the kitchen door.”
 
   A waiter brought around some chicken chilli skewers. They looked succulent and tender. Ashley picked up four to Jeanie’s one, then funnelled three to her.
 
   There were large chilli flakes on the chicken, causing a serious kick in Ashley’s mouth. Jeanie started coughing. Both went for the half-depleted water glass and looked at each other, eyes watering.
 
   Jeanie was wheezing. “Share?” 
 
   Ashley nodded and drank half, then gave the rest to Jeanie, who finished it with a, “Jesus.”
 
   Ashley began nibbling on her skewer. “Just avoid the chilli, sweetheart.” 
 
   “Okay.” A throat on fire seemed to have taken the wind out of Jeanie’s rage-sails, but Ashley knew they were on borrowed time unless she escorted her ex from the room, pronto. 
 
   She asked her. “Are you done?”
 
   Jeanie lined bare skewers on a napkin on the table. “If I eat any more, I’ll throw up.” She looked haggard. Ashley wanted to make her feel better, and she knew how – if Jeanie let her. 
 
   “Let’s go. Side door, come on.”
 
   They got to their feet, dodging guests. Ashley banged through it first, walking down a short hall to the bustling kitchen, Jeanie right behind her. 
 
   The staff were shouting orders at each other and setting up dishes on an island bar, or sliding in and out of a cool room. Ashley took Jeanie’s arm and dragged her through another door to their left just as a waiter turned, missing them by milliseconds. 
 
   They were in the storeroom containing dry goods. Bags of flour, salt, pasta and other cooking essentials lined three rows of shelves. Ashley pulled Jeanie for the back of the room.
 
   “Ashie.” Jeanie sounded confused and frustrated. “This looks like a dead-end. How are we supposed to get to our room? If you think I’m standing on a box of baking soda to launch myself through that tiny window, you’ve got…”
 
   Ashley started kissing her. Jeanie’s hand rose to the back of Ashley’s neck in shock, but she was kissing back. Her mouth was still hot from chilli. She tasted like juicy meat. 
 
   Ashley propelled her into the wall with her body, hands in Jeanie’s hair, sucking her ex’s sexy mouth. Jeanie blindly went with it, and Ashley scraped her nails down Jeanie’s stomach as she got on her knees in front of her. She lifted the front of Jeanie’s shirt and began softly biting her abdomen. 
 
   “Ashie.” Jeanie sounded scandalised. “We could get walked in on any minute.”
 
   Ashley’s breathing deepened. “They’ve made all the shit. They’ll only be using the cool-room and the island bar to put it together.”
 
   “Ash!” Jeanie was breathing hard too, as Ashley unzipped her fly and flicked her top button clear of the hole. “I need a shower, you can’t…”
 
   Ashley murmured lustily. “You’ll taste even better because you’ve been sweating all day. Yum.”
 
   Jeanie’s palms were pressed to the wall behind her. “This isn’t – we shouldn’t…”
 
   Ashley seized her waistband and yanked. “You’ve barely cum all weekend. I want to give you head.”
 
   Jeanie’s pants and underwear were around her ankles. Ashley drew her tongue down Jeanie’s stomach. “I can tell you’re horny, baby. You’re sore, hungover and irritated. Let me make you feel good.”
 
   Jeanie’s toned belly was rising and falling quickly. Ashley kissed the inside of one thigh, tongue skating over the top of Jeanie’s naked pussy to the other and kissing it wetly. 
 
   Apart from excited breathing, Jeanie had stilled. Ashley could feel the hesitation in the tense muscles of her legs, as she slid her fingers adoringly up the backs of her thighs to Jeanie’s ass. 
 
   Jeanie’s limbs broke into goosebumps at the gentleness of Ashley’s caress. Ashley started rubbing her soft, full lips on her pussy. The brunette was still flat against the wall like a pancake, but when Ashley gently licked her vagina, her fingers coiled in Ashley’s hair with a moan. 
 
   Ashley slowly sensed with her tongue. It had been so long since she’d tasted Jeanie’s cunt. She was in heaven. It was sweetly salty, as addictive as she remembered. The second Ashley had a trace in her mouth, she wanted more. She was drooling into it, her tongue wetter than ever as she tasted dew between the small pink lips. 
 
   She felt rather than saw Jeanie tip her head against the wall. Ashley’s hands were full as she cupped and massaged Jeanie’s beautiful bare ass while she ate her out. She curled her tongue and stroked Jeanie’s clit – not directly; massaging the sides. Jeanie cried out.
 
   “Shhh.” Ashley’s head was moving up and down as she looked after Jeanie’s clit and licked her pussy.
 
   Jeanie was gripping her hair tightly. “Ohhhh…”
 
   Ashley’s lips wandered luxuriously through Jeanie’s folds, stimulating them. She located Jeanie’s opening and pressed upwards with her saliva-coated tongue.
 
   Jeanie was dripping. When Ashley was actually inside her, her tongue was flooded with lubrication. Ashley sucked it up. 
 
   She murmured inarticulately between Jeanie’s legs. She would have moaned louder. Everything faded around her except for Jeanie’s sweet wet cunt in her mouth. 
 
   She used her hands on Jeanie’s ass to encourage her ex to sit more fully on her face – to put more bodyweight on Ashley’s jaw. The blonde used her arms and neck to hold Jeanie up, and began devouring her pussy. As much as she was getting, she wanted more. 
 
   She broke briefly to whisper. “I want to do this for hours. I want to make you cum, and cum, and cum.”
 
   She heard Jeanie give a low gasp.
 
   She lapped the middle of Jeanie’s pussy like a dog. Jeanie gave a low squeal. “Ohhh my god, Ash…”
 
   Ashley breathed between Jeanie’s lips. “You’re so fucking sexy, Jeanie. You’re dripping all over me. Keep producing more for me to eat, sweetheart. I need it.” She kinked her tongue and began caressing Jeanie’s clit, sliding it smoothly and repeatedly along the engorged nub. 
 
   Jeanie was gripping the back of Ashley’s head now, fistfuls of long hair inadvertently causing Ashley’s cranium to ache. The blonde didn’t care. Pain added to the pleasure of what she was doing. She felt as though her own pussy might soak straight through her jeans.
 
   Her knees hurt on the cold floor too, but she barely registered it. All her focus was on the number she was doing between Jeanie’s legs. She was going to bring Jeanie to orgasm, hard, on her chin.
 
   She hissed. “Cum all over my face, baby, I need you to.”
 
   Jeanie made a choking sound above her. Her hips started moving like an oiled machine, rubbing her pussy all over Ashley’s lower face. Ashley’s tongue sank back inside her, and Jeanie almost shrieked. 
 
   “Ah!”
 
   “Jeanie shhhh.” Ashley could barely speak – didn’t want to take her tongue from Jeanie’s slit to speak. She suckled on it, nectar sliding down her throat and into her stomach, thinking lazily that she was getting a far better dinner than any of the other guests.
 
   The thrusts of Jeanie’s waist became quicker. The noises she was making, tiny ahs and ohs, and whispered fucks, were making Ashley even crazier. She was savouring every moment, looking after every inch of Jeanie’s perfect pussy. The shake in Jeanie’s stomach told her that her ex was just about to cum. 
 
   And then someone opened the door, the shouts and clangs from the kitchen shrilling through the dry store and causing Ashley and Jeanie to lock up. 
 
   Jeanie’s grip in Ashley’s hair became vice-like. Ashley winced fiercely. She pushed Jeanie’s hands away and quickly stood, clamping her fingers over the brunette’s mouth to stop her high, loud breathing. 
 
   There was a cry coming from the kitchen. “…icing sugar? We’ve gotta get these out!”
 
   Ashley peered through the shelves, Jeanie’s trembling body against hers. She could see the waiter approaching, flickers of the black-and-white uniform appearing through the lines of ingredients. She was deathly quiet but her heart, in her ears, was booming. 
 
   The waiter was getting closer, obviously in a rush. Ashley ran her tongue over her teeth, still tasting Jeanie’s juices. She needed to get Jeanie’s pants on, but knew if they so much as twitched, the waiter could catch a glimpse of them through the shelves. If the icing sugar was in their aisle, they were fucked.
 
   He was one aisle up. He seized a bag. His face came into view for a split second, but he was already turning. He made for the exit and elbowed the door shut behind him.
 
   Ashley took her hand from Jeanie’s mouth, and the brunette exploded into gasping pants. Ashley started licking her ear, reaching down and sliding two quick fingers straight into her. 
 
   She fucked her hard and fast against the wall and brought her off. Jeanie shuddered, violently. There were subdued cries in Ashley’s ear. “Ah, ah, ah, ah, urgh!” Her long body on the end of Ashley’s hand was shaking wildly.
 
   Ashley fucked her through it, feeling Jeanie’s pussy muscles undulate on the sides and tips of her fingers. It was a long orgasm. Jeanie eventually gripped Ashley’s wrist, and Ashley withdrew.
 
   She sucked her fingers, eyes closed, forehead against her partner’s sweaty one. Jeanie took several seconds to calm. Then she bent to her ankles and hauled her pants up in one movement, hands fumbling as she resealed them. 
 
   There was panic and pleasure, excitement and disbelief in her dark eyes. Her shiny lips parted. Ashley stared back, winded. Her orgasm had blown both their heads off.
 
   She seized Jeanie’s cheek and made out with her passionately. They were sucking on each other’s tongues, teeth biting the other’s lips as though they wanted to physically eat each other. 
 
   Jeanie’s voice was hoarse. “We’ve got to get out of here.” 
 
   “I know, but I want to make you cum again.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Please.”
 
   “In our room.”
 
   Ashley glared. “Promise me.”
 
   “I promise, Ashie.”
 
   “I’m taking you upstairs and fucking you all night.” Ashley kissed her fiercely once more, then took her hand and pulled her for the door. 
 
   They arrived in the nucleus of the kitchen. Three different waiters turned to stare at them.
 
   Ashley handled it, while Jeanie collected herself behind her. “We were looking for the downstairs bathroom – wrong turn? That’s some kind of storeroom.”
 
   A female waiter indicated the lounge room. “Kitchen to the left, bathroom to the right. No drama.” She smiled politely. 
 
   Ashley nodded. “Thank you.”
 
   Then they fled, this time into the bustling lounge room. The ukuleles were still in full swing, pumping out Suspicious Minds. Ashley put her head down so she wouldn’t make eye-contact with anyone, hauling Jeanie around dancing couples. 
 
   They made it to the darkened lobby and clambered up the stairs. Ashley took the room key from her pocket, laughing. “My heart was in my throat.”
 
   Jeanie caught her breath. “Those fucking ukuleles were shocking. Your venue choice blows. How about you let me choose where we go next time?”
 
   Ashley forced open the door. “Deal.” She kicked it shut behind them and shoved Jeanie for the bed, then jumped on top of her, kissing her into the pillows. “I need to feel you cum in my mouth.”
 
   “Ashie I need a shower…”
 
   “Fuck the shower. I’ll lick you clean. I want lick every inch of your skin.” One hand was already undoing Jeanie’s pants for her. “I’m going to fuck you all night.”
 
   Jeanie’s tongue slithered over her lips. “Not if I do first.”
 
   Ashley chuckled huskily as she slid her hand down the front of Jeanie’s pants, fingering her sticky wet opening. “It takes two to fuck, darling.” She penetrated Jeanie with two fingers. 
 
   Jeanie spread her knees with a helpless groan, and Ashley added. “You’ve been doing too much of the fucking this weekend. We need to make you up for that.”
 
   Jeanie started pumping her hips to meet Ashley’s finger-thrusts. “It won’t take you long, I’m about to cum again already.”
 
   “No-no-no honey.” Ashley licked the tip of her nose. “I need it in my mouth.”
 
   Jeanie moaned. “Then you’d better stop doing that with your fingers, Ash. I can’t hold off.” Even as she spoke, her hands came to the front of her body and fastened around Ashley’s wrist, keeping it in place as her body did what came naturally and started to fuck back.
 
   Ashley couldn’t pull away. Jeanie’s ass was moving so perfectly against her hand. She gently bathed Jeanie’s jaw with warm breath. “If I let you cum now, you have to let me clean you with my mouth until you cum again.”
 
   Jeanie’s tongue swiped Ashley’s lips. “Okay, Ashie. I can be your fuck-toy tonight.”
 
   Ashley’s fingers slid neatly in and out of Jeanie’s tight snatch without missing a beat. “I want you to be my fuck-toy every night. Every night, I want to make you cum. Your body needs it. Your body needs me. Like my body needs you.”
 
   Jeanie’s breathing accelerated. She watched Ashley with passion-fuelled eyes while the blonde fucked her through the opening in her pants. For long gasp-riddled minutes, they didn’t break eye-contact. 
 
   Then Jeanie’s eyes closed. Her head fell onto the pillow, and she came all over Ashley’s hand – so forcefully, Ashley could feel a thick drop of moisture flow down the inside of her wrist. She smiled. 
 
   Jeanie’s fingers moved from Ashley’s biceps to scrunch in her hair. Then her body stopped tensing and she gasped. “Fuck.”
 
   Ashley extracted her fingers, licking them and kissing Jeanie again. Jeanie languidly let Ashley undress her after that. Ashley stripped her pants off, then moved to her stomach. 
 
   She raised Jeanie’s shirt and started lapping her belly. “Baby, sit up. I want you naked.”
 
   Jeanie pulled her shirt over her head. Ashley’s expert fingers went straight for her bra and snapped it off, watching it fall from the front of Jeanie’s chest with hungry eyes. The brunette’s tits were big, smooth and juicy-looking, and her nipples were erect. Ashley took one straight into her mouth, sucking hard.
 
   Jeanie fell back onto the mattress with a hiss. “That feels good.”
 
   Ashley started flapping her tongue against Jeanie’s pink, distended nipple, green eyes darting up. Jeanie was staring at Ashley’s tongue as it played wet tennis with her tit, and a sound escaped her lips. “Urrrgh.”
 
   Ashley watched her duskily. “I’m going to do this to your clit, baby.”
 
   Jeanie was panting. Her body started moving against Ashley’s again in need. Ashley smiled and gently bit her breast. Jeanie’s eyes closed in pleasure, as Ashley drew her tongue over Jeanie’s salted skin, down the flat plane of her stomach.
 
   She loved its smoothness, softness and firmness, and faint muscle lines around the sides. Her tongue dipped into Jeanie’s belly-button and covered the skin underneath with saliva, which glistened in the low light of the hotel room. Then she attached her mouth to Jeanie’s pussy and slurped.
 
   The next groan from Jeanie was deeper. “Fucking hell, that feels so good.”
 
   Ashley smirked from between Jeanie’s legs. She knew she was making her mouth feel like velvet against Jeanie’s slit. Her tongue and lips moved together to create a warm, pulsing wet vacuum in the centre of Jeanie’s snatch. Jeanie’s voice cracked.
 
   Ashley was just tantalising her. She knew if she performed the same move half an inch upwards, on Jeanie’s clit, she’d have the girl cumming in seconds – but she wanted to draw this orgasm out. She hadn’t felt Jeanie cum on her face in years. She wanted to remember every lick and moan, each drop of sweat – everything.
 
   One of Jeanie’s hands tangled in Ashley’s hair again while Ashley ate her out. “Eurgh, fucking – ah!”
 
   Ashley’s eyes closed relaxedly as she turned her head this way and that, licking Jeanie’s sweet syrup and swallowing hungrily. She was in the zone, fucking Jeanie with her hot tongue to the beat of the brunette’s shakes and sharp intakes of breath.
 
   She loved that pussy – soft, silky and tasty and everything she’d ever wanted in a lover. She moved her vacuum lower, to Jeanie’s opening, and suckled. Jeanie’s cries became higher, and her hips began to thrust.
 
   Ashley whispered encouragement. “That’s it sweetheart, fuck my face.”
 
   Jeanie’s pelvis moved faster as she drove it into Ashley’s mouth. Ashley flattened her tongue, wriggling it against Jeanie’s clit. The friction of Jeanie’s cunt moving on her jaw was making it hot and red. Her chin was tingling.
 
   Jeanie gave a broken cry, hips rising off the bed and staying attached to Ashley’s face, trembling. Ashley didn’t move, didn’t let off the pressure, kept eating Jeanie’s pussy ravenously, and Jeanie started cumming. Her body pumped, fingers tightening into a death-grip on Ashley’s scalp, and this time she did scream, lungs ejecting it at the ceiling. 
 
   Jeanie’s shivering skin was in Ashley’s ears; her clenching pussy on her tongue. Ashley was drifting on a cloud of triumph. Even though it was her third orgasm of the night, Jeanie’s peak was lasting, and lasting.
 
   Then she inhaled harshly and her ass dropped to the bed. Ashley’s mouth popped free of her pussy with a satisfied sigh, and she opened her eyes. 
 
   Jeanie’s naked body was a sweaty, quivering beauty. Her dark hair was all over the pillow, lips apart, chest heaving. Ashley smiled with aching lips, cheek resting on the inside of Jeanie’s thigh. The brunette’s fingers loosened in her hair, but her palm remained on Ashley’s crown. 
 
   Ashley blew gently on the pussy in front of her face. Its pink had turned red from all the stimulation. Ashley wanted to soothe it. 
 
   Jeanie’s aftershocks subsided. Ashley kept blowing on Jeanie’s slit until she felt her relax. As she climbed Jeanie’s body, she thought to herself that it had been one of the most intimate experiences of her life. Making Jeanie cum so hard, for such a long time – she felt like a boss. She was good at what she did, and she knew it. 
 
   She came up behind her ex-girlfriend and rolled her over, taking her in her arms.
 
   Jeanie was deadweight. “I can’t move.”
 
   Ashley watched her lovingly. Jeanie’s naked body fit against her clothed one perfectly, and she snuggled her, pressing her nose into Jeanie’s cheek and murmuring. “You have ten minutes.”
 
   Jeanie laughed weakly. “Ashie, you’ve made me cum three times in an hour, in two different rooms. I don’t think my body is capable.”
 
   Ashley started kissing her cheek. “Yes you are.”
 
   Jeanie closed her eyes. “You…” Their noses were together. She felt forwards with her lips, and Ashley, knowing immediately what she wanted, kissed them. 
 
   Jeanie’s tongue slipped into Ashley’s mouth. It was a slow kiss. Ashley’s mouth was a little sore, truth be told. Jeanie’s gentle tongue-strokes were restorative. 
 
   Then the brunette turned back to the pillow and stilled. 
 
   Ashley breathed hot air onto the back of Jeanie’s head. “Don’t get too comfortable, baby. You’ve got eight minutes left.”
 
   Jeanie giggled helplessly. 
 
   ***
 
   Ashley stirred. She was deliciously warm, her nude body covered with blankets. Her eyes opened and searched immediately for Jeanie, who was sitting in a chair again, dressed, computer on her knees.
 
   Ashley stared at her. “Please tell me you slept? You came seven times last night.”
 
   Jeanie looked up. “Hi. I did.”
 
   Ashley searched for a clock. “What time is it?”
 
   “Midday.”
 
   Ashley’s head fell back on the pillow. “Wow. What time did we go to sleep? I lost track of time.”
 
   Jeanie raised her eyebrows. “You’re asking me?”
 
   Ashley smiled sleepily, and Jeanie avoided her eye. 
 
   Ashley repositioned her body comfortably. “What’s wrong, sweetheart? Please tell me you’re not freaking out again. I thought last night moved us past that?”
 
   Jeanie cleared her throat. “Everything’s fine.”
 
   Ashley massaged her eyes with her fingers. “I just don’t know what you’re anxious about.”
 
   “I’m not anxious.”
 
   “You’re lying.”
 
   Jeanie put her computer on her bedside table. “I’m trying, Ash.”
 
   Ashley considered her. She felt, in her heart, that they’d gone leaps and bounds in the last two days – and they’d had beautiful sober sex for hours the night before. 
 
   However, the fact remained that Jeanie hadn’t initiated sex between them all weekend, and she hadn’t told Ashley she loved her. She’d participated in sex with Ashley. She’d fucked Ashley. But Ashley always started it. Jeanie was touching Ashley more freely during sex, but wasn’t reaching for Ashley when they weren’t having it. 
 
   Ashley slowly sat up. She’d thought sober-sex had been the final barrier they’d need to knock down, but that wasn’t proving to be the case. She still had work to do. 
 
   Her mouth was stale; she needed a glass of water. She had to admit to herself that she couldn’t be certain how long Jeanie would take to get over being dumped for Vow, nor the cold way Ashley had treated her afterwards. It could take months. It had taken Ashley years, to forgive and trust Jeanie again.
 
   Glumness crept into her, but she told herself to suck it up. She craved immediacy because she knew exactly what she wanted. She had to allow Jeanie time to be sure. 
 
   She stood, gathering the sheet around her naked body again, and journeyed to the mini fridge, where she removed a bottle of water and drained the entire thing. Then she strolled towards Jeanie and slid her arms around her, pressing their foreheads together. 
 
   “Good morning.”
 
   Jeanie smiled. “Good morning, Ashie.”
 
   When Ashley kissed her lips, she tasted toothpaste. Her cold tongue mixed with Jeanie’s warm one, the temperature of their mouths blending. 
 
   Ashley spoke into her chin. “Want to go into town today? We can eat out, maybe see a movie?”
 
   Jeanie replied. “Sure. We’ll have an early dinner? I want to get a good night’s sleep – we’ve got a long drive tomorrow.”
 
   Ashley’s eyes opened, distress gnawing her at the reminder. 
 
   Something of her fear must have shown on her face, when Jeanie looked at her. The younger girl slowly reached up and pressed soft fingers on Ashley’s cheek. 
 
   “It’s alright Ashie, don’t stress.”
 
   “I just…” Ashley suddenly couldn’t finish her sentence.
 
   Jeanie cocked her head. “Don’t worry.” 
 
   Ashley’s eyes fell to the floor. “I can’t lose you.” It was barely a murmur.
 
   Jeanie responded. “You haven’t lost me.”
 
   Ashley hid her face in Jeanie’s neck for a moment. Jeanie finally put her arms around Ashley, and held her. 
 
   It was the first (waking) hug she’d given her since the airport, which seemed like an age ago. Ashley couldn’t believe how eager she’d been to throw Jeanie’s affection away back then, now she knew how precious it was. 
 
   She tried to hold it together, but she emotional. She squeezed Jeanie hard, and left her face in her neck until she could control tears which threatened an unwelcome appearance.
 
   “Okay.” She kissed Jeanie’s throat. “I’m going to duck into the shower, then I’ll make arrangements for tonight. Which movie would you like to see?”
 
   Jeanie shrugged. “I don’t even know what’s on. I haven’t been to see a movie in years.”
 
   Ashley stroked her forehead. “You work too hard.”
 
   Jeanie countered. “I haven’t had anyone to go with.”
 
   Ashley made for the bathroom. “I’m sure you’ve had them lining up to take you, Jeanie.”
 
   Jeanie watched her knowingly. “Like I said; I haven’t had anyone to go with.”
 
   Ashley felt better as she closed the door.
 
   ***
 
   Jeanie drove them into town as the sun set, casting the greenery around them into pinks and golds.
 
   Ashley gazed out the window. “Isn’t it pretty, Jeanie?”
 
   Jeanie replied wryly. “I can barely see past the bugs on my windscreen, but yes.”
 
   Ashley smiled as they rode down the main street of the sleepy little village, then parked next to the pub they’d selected for dinner. They sat outside at a table for two. 
 
   Ashley drew the menu over in the dusk. “They have oysters. Yummy.”
 
   Jeanie shook her head. “I don’t trust seafood that’s more than three hours away from an ocean.”
 
   Ashley rolled her eyes good-naturedly. “Fair enough.”
 
   She ended up ordering a schnitzel. Jeanie took hold of her chicken burger, when it arrived, with two hands and sank her teeth into it like a lion. Ashley primly put of piece of schnitzel in her mouth with her fork, perving on Jeanie. It was hot to see a beautiful woman tucking in – although, Ashley supposed, she was whipped; she thought everything Jeanie did was hot. 
 
   She finished dinner with a self-deprecating sigh. “Okay baby, do we know what we want to see yet?”
 
   Jeanie drank some water. “There’s nothing I’ve been hanging out for. What about the action flick?”
 
   “That’ll do.” Ashley stood to pay. “Come on.”
 
   The cinema was a short walk from where they’d parked the car. It was a small, early-1900s building, faded carpet inside and an old brass booth from which they brought tickets. 
 
   Jeanie wandered off while Ashley paid, and reappeared with popcorn. When they made their way into the small theatre, there were only two other couples inside. Jeanie looked surprised.
 
   Ashley commented, as they took seats on the far left. “Got to love the peace and quiet of the country.”
 
   Jeanie plonked the large box of popcorn squarely on Ashley’s lap and grabbed a handful as the lights dimmed, pretty eyes glued to the screen. Ashley’s gaze lingered on her. Jeanie was as pretty as any actress. The blonde eventually turned as the credits started.
 
   It was a standard action movie. Guns, simplistic dialogue and over-the-top violence, containing a tedious straight love-scene in the middle. More shooting. Ashley slowly chewed popcorn, relaxed. The film wasn’t her cup of tea, but Jeanie looked like she was enjoying it.
 
   In the dark, the younger girl reached over. Touched, Ashley thought she wanted to hold her hand – but Jeanie pushed her fingers away, and slid her hand between Ashley’s legs instead, cupping her pussy.
 
   Ashley caught her breath. She was in jeans. Jeanie just left her hand there for a while, watching the movie and holding Ashley’s cunt gently. 
 
   Ashley started to get wet. The dude-bro main character managed to fall down a four storey building, then hop up like it hadn’t happened. She would’ve rolled her eyes, if she hadn’t been so sexily distracted.
 
   Jeanie eventually moved her fingers to the button on Ashley’s jeans, flicking it clear. Then she tugged the zipper down. Ashley spread her legs in anticipation, and Jeanie dipped her hand into the opened pants.
 
   She started softly stroking Ashley’s pussy on top of her underwear, fingers sliding up and down the silky material. Ashley’s low breaths in the dimly-lit cinema became deeper.
 
   Jeanie rubbed her pussy for a good ten minutes. It was heaven, and it was torture. She finally pushed below the elastic of Ashley’s underwear, and touched her bare slit. Her middle finger sank between the lips, into the lubricated opening, and gently petted her clit. 
 
   Ashley felt hot energy coursing down her thighs and coiling in her lower belly. She shot a look at Jeanie.
 
   Jeanie’s face was still and she was watching the movie like nothing was going on, as she fingered Ashley underneath the popcorn box. Ashley gasped, as Jeanie wriggled her finger maddeningly. 
 
   Jeanie shot a pointed look at her, and indicated the screen. Ashley turned to it; she couldn’t give any overt signs of her arousal. They weren’t alone, after all. She pressed her teeth together, hard, as Jeanie inserted a fingertip in her opening, and began slowly pumping it in and out of the small, tight space. 
 
   Ashley blinked at the film unfolding in front of her. Cars and buildings were exploding – which was precisely what she felt like doing. Jeanie was a cheeky little fox, finger-fucking her in a public place. They were sitting away from the other cinema-goers, but still. A risk was a risk, and it drove Ashley’s pulse into a crescendo. 
 
   She wanted to tip her head back. She wanted to let her breathing go. Instead, all she could do was close her eyes and quietly pant, as Jeanie diddled her clit. She couldn’t believe Jeanie was softly jerking her off in the cinema – as she got closer to cumming, it became harder to stifle the moans.
 
   Jeanie played with Ashley’s pussy for a good twenty minutes before making her cum. The orgasm flashed through Ashley’s brain. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head. She jerked, legs spread in the dark, using all her self-control to keep her pleasure to herself. 
 
   When her trembles subsided, Jeanie pulled her hand out, and contentedly sucked it clean – still watching the movie. She’d barely reacted. Smug brat. 
 
   Ashley leant over and bit her earlobe. “You fucking sexy little minx, I’m going to get you for that.”
 
   “Shhh.” Jeanie pointed to the film. “No one likes people who talk during movies, Ashie.”
 
   “Fuck you.” Ashley bit her harder. 
 
   Jeanie smiled and winced at the same time. She turned, and Ashley’s lips captured her mouth. She could taste a hint of herself on Jeanie’s tongue; not surprising. She’d been so wet; Jeanie would have had a lot of it on her fingers. 
 
   They kissed each other for the rest of the movie, in the darkness. It was naughty and hot. Ashley cupped one of Jeanie’s breasts and squeezed.
 
   Things progressed between them; their kisses got deeper, more passionate – still silent. Ashley slid her hand up Jeanie’s shirt and pulled the cup of her bra down so she could touch the bare tit. She massaged it until she’d coaxed the nipple to full attention, then flicked it, finger waggling back and forth under Jeanie’s shirt. 
 
   Jeanie gave the smallest of grunts into Ashley’s open mouth. Eroticism buzzed between them.
 
   When the lights finally went up, Ashley let go of Jeanie hurriedly, extracting her hand from her shirt. Jeanie clutched her chest to straighten her bra, mouth wet. 
 
   The other couples left the cinema, talking amongst themselves. Jeanie’s cheeks were flushed and Ashley knew hers were the same. She felt fourteen again, high on lust. She and Jeanie had been in a sexy trance, broken only by unkind light and lack of privacy. 
 
   Jeanie’s fingers were on her shoulder, pulling up her bra strap. “Great movie. Five stars.”
 
   Ashley laughed. “God help you if you had to review it.” 
 
   Jeanie returned heartily. “I could review fifty percent of it.”
 
   “You’re sooo naughty Jeanie.” Ashley eyed her lustily “You had me eating out of the palm of your hand.”
 
   Jeanie licked her lips. “That’s not all I want to eat.” 
 
   Ashley felt her jaw drop slightly, despite herself. “I need to get you back to our room. Now. It’ll be all I can do to stop myself fucking you in the car.”
 
   Jeanie stood, handbag on her arm. “We can fuck in my car.”
 
   Ashley marched her determinedly for the exit. They hurried down the street in the night air, Jeanie giggling. She took her keys out and beeped her Lexus open. Ashley pulled open the door, shunted Jeanie across the back seat, and practically swan-dived onto her.
 
   They didn’t even get the door closed before Ashley had her hand down her pants. She fucked her really hard, fast, their legs still dangling out of the car in the gravel carpark. The tendons in Jeanie’s neck went taught. Ashley felt her cum in minutes; the brunette humped Ashley’s hand uncontrollably, shivering all over. 
 
   Ashley pulled her hand free of Jeanie’s jeans with a satisfied smile and examined it. “Mmmm, you’re dripping. Look at all that cream on my fingers. Yum. I want to lick you.”
 
   Jeanie stared up at the roof of the car with wide brown eyes. “Wow. Christ, you make me crazy. I was ready to cum just from you touching my boobs in the cinema.”
 
   Ashley climbed off her, stretching in the cold carpark. “You’d better still be ready to cum when we get back to our room.”
 
   Jeanie climbed out after her, re-zipping her fly. “I always seem to be ready to cum when I’m around you.”
 
   They made out hungrily against the car. Ashley’s hands went down to grip Jeanie’s ass and kneaded it, grinding on her. Jeanie groaned, teeth moving blindly on Ashley’s lips. 
 
   “Eurgh.” Ashley forced herself to stop. “Come on, get in. Fucking drive.”
 
   They eventually made it back to their room – where they gave each other head for hours, for the rest of the night.
 
   ***
 
   This time, when Ashley woke, there was no sign of Jeanie. At all. Ashley raised her dishevelled head and glared around the room; nothing. 
 
   She reached for her unused pyjamas, stepping into black silk boxer-shorts and a singlet top, and checked the bathroom – not there either.
 
   Ashley’s throat started to burn as she sat, speechless, on the bed. She felt fear, followed by fury, before careening back to terror again in the space of minutes. Jeanie had freaked out and walked out on her. 
 
   How could she, after their night – their weekend – together? Betrayed didn’t even begin to cover it. Ashley was devastated. Hot, explosive tears bubbled inside her chest, ready to burst. She felt like she was going to throw up. Then she turned – and saw Jeanie’s bag beside the bedside table. 
 
   Air was forced harshly from her lungs as she registered it; Jeanie wasn’t in their room, but she hadn’t driven off. She was still there. 
 
   Ashley took long minutes to gather herself. She felt like she’d been struck in the stomach with a wrecking ball. She had a steaming hot shower to try to drive anxiety out of her system, and drank two bottles of water. 
 
   By the time she tied her hair up, she was calmer, but wiped. Her mini panic-attack had blinded her. She needed a coffee, and she needed to find Jeanie, stat. She pulled shoes on, in a blue maxi-dress, grabbed the key and left. 
 
   She arrived in the dining room, eyes scouring the space. She couldn’t see Jeanie. Her heart was beating hard again. She didn’t like being apart from her – not when things between them were unresolved. They’d basically ended up fucking all weekend, but there were questions that needed answering. Jeanie hadn’t said what Ashley needed her to say – what Ashley needed to hear.
 
   She peered at backs of heads, eliminating them from her search before arriving on the back deck.
 
   Jeanie was curled in a comfy-looking cane chair in the sun, newspaper against her knees, pen poised over it. She looked relaxed and fresh in jeans and a red top, coffee in her spare hand. 
 
   Ashley arrived in front of her, breathlessly. “Jeanie.”
 
   Jeanie raised her head. “Hola Ashie.”
 
   Ashley’s brow furrowed. “You… I thought… you didn’t sleep again?”
 
   Jeanie answered. “I slept. Jonah rang though, so I came downstairs to take the call so I wouldn’t wake you.” 
 
   Ashley felt like an idiot for flying off the handle in their room. She perched on the armrest, hand on the back of Jeanie’s chair. “What are you up to now? The crossword – how’re you going with it?” Her eyes landed on the newspaper. 
 
   Jeanie had been doodling in the margins whilst on the phone to Jonah. She’d jotted some notes: ‘cover shoot 22nd, book photog by 4pm weds’. Then Ashley saw ‘Ashie’ written about ten times around the page, surrounded by love-hearts. She melted completely.
 
   Meanwhile, Jeanie pouted. “I can’t get fourteen, down. Seven letter word beginning with P, with an S in it, for ‘thoughtful’?”
 
   “Can I have a sip of coffee?” Ashley was already reaching for it.
 
   “Go for it.”
 
   Ashley raised it to her lips. “Pensive, baby.”
 
   Jeanie counted it in. A smile shot up her face. “Thanks Ashie. You’re so smart.”
 
   Ashley was about to run her fingers through Jeanie’s hair, and maybe reach down to steal a kiss – but they were interrupted.
 
   “Girls!” Gertrude hollered, striding towards them forcefully, cane flying. “I found you! I checked with Grant – today is your last day, yes?”
 
   Ashley had had just about enough of Gertrude’s intrusions. The blonde’s nerves had suffered a massive hit earlier. All she wanted to do was recover from it with Jeanie – and once again they were being invaded. 
 
   She felt her jaw clench as she replaced Jeanie’s mug on a table, while Jeanie answered. 
 
   “Hi. Yeah. Checkout is midday, huh?”
 
   Gertrude waved it away. “You should get Colin’s number before you go.”
 
   Jeanie queried. “Why?” 
 
   Gertrude had a determined glint in her eye. “He lives here. I think you two would get on really well. You should definitely keep in touch, and then, who knows.” She beamed.
 
   Jeanie’s hand scrunched the newspaper slightly. “He and I barely spoke all weekend.”
 
   Gertrude replied merrily. “It’s just a feeling I have, pet. I’m never wrong about these things. I think you two would make a lovely couple.”
 
   Jeanie’s retorted. “I’m sorry – what on earth has given you that impression?”
 
   Gertrude finally caught the warning in her voice. “I’m not interfering, love, but I’d like the two of you to be friends.”
 
   Jeanie shook her head. “Let’s just be clear: this is inappropriate, and I’m never dating him. Ever.”
 
   Gertrude’s white lips immediately shifted into an indignant snarl. “Why?”
 
   Jeanie paused. Ashley waited – she wanted to step in, but wasn’t sure if she was allowed to act on Jeanie’s behalf. She began to feel stressed again as she watched the conversation unfold.
 
   Gertrude persisted, hostilely. “Why shouldn’t you? He’s a big strong handsome boy.”
 
   Jeanie finally answered. “I’m not single.”
 
   Gertrude returned, quick as a whip. “You told me you don’t have a boyfriend.”
 
   “I don’t.” Jeanie looked at her steadily. 
 
   There was a short silence. Ashley dropped her hand from the back of the chair to Jeanie’s shoulder, and raised her eyebrows at Gertrude. 
 
   It took her a minute. She opened her mouth, probably to demand something else. Her eyes landed on Ashley’s arm around the back of Jeanie’s chair, and the blonde’s hand dangling down Jeanie’s shoulder. 
 
   Jeanie’s voice was mocking. “What, do you want us to make out or something?” 
 
   Gertrude abruptly turned, without a word, and swept off down the balcony. Some of the tension Ashley had been holding in her stomach also departed. 
 
   Jeanie rolled her eyes. “Great choice of venue, Ashley. I don’t know what I enjoyed more: the bugs, the fucking ukuleles, or maternal sexual harassment. I’m choosing the next place we go – you’re fired.”
 
   Ashley looked at her. “Did you mean that?”
 
   Jeanie’s response was swift. “Yes.”
 
   Ashley closed her eyes for a second. “Not that I’m fired from trip-planning. I mean, do you think there’ll be another weekend away, for you and me?” She could hear the uncertainty, the nervousness in her voice. They were about to pack up and drive home. She had to know what their next step would be – if they had one. 
 
   Jeanie shrugged. “I’m sure there’ll be lots, Ashie.”
 
   Ashley inwardly groaned. Why was the girl being flippant? Then she caught a twinkle in Jeanie’s eyes. “Are you teasing me?”
 
   Jeanie laughed. “I love you, Ashie.”
 
   Ashley’s throat worked. “Do you?”
 
   Jeanie shrugged again. “Of course I do. I never stopped.”
 
   “But just as friends, or because I was a big part of your life, introducing you to a whole new part of yourself, or…”
 
   Jeanie took hold of the front of Ashley’s maxi-dress, pulling her down. She said against Ashley’s lips. “I mean I love you like this. Like, a sexual…” 
 
   Ashley could taste Jeanie’s sweet, coffee-tasting breath in her mouth. Her eyes closed. 
 
   Jeanie was still talking. “…romantic, wanna-be-with-you-always kind of love.” She brought their mouths together. 
 
   Their lips overlapped. Jeanie used the hand that wasn’t on the front of Ashley’s dress to cradle her face. Ashley felt her gentle touch, and fell even deeper into her kiss. 
 
   She broke away to timidly ask. “Do you mean it, darling? You’re mine?”
 
   Jeanie answered. “I’ve never been anyone else’s, Ashie. I’ve danced with ghosts of what I felt for you; nothing more. You’re the only one I’ve ever wanted. There were those who came before you, and those that came after. You’re my heart’s focal point. It’s always been you.” 
 
   “And you… you’ll be my girlfriend again?”
 
   Jeanie nodded. “I never thought this would happen in a million years. I’m scared it’s not… but I… you’re sure too? As long as you’re sure, I’m really happy.”
 
   Ashley tucked a piece of hair behind Jeanie’s ear. “I’ve never been more certain of anything.”
 
   Jeanie still looked worried. “It’s not going to be easy, living so far away.”
 
   Ashley countered her. “It’ll be very easy. I’ve already told you what I’m going to do – if you’ll have me. I promise I’m easier to live with than the car-wreck you had to put up with before.”
 
   “Me too.” Jeanie grinned, and Ashley smiled. 
 
   *******
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Epilogue
 
   ***
 
   Ashley slid her hands around Jeanie’s tight, flat stomach from behind in the kitchen, taking a moment to marvel at how different things were the second time around. 
 
   The issues of the past had simply gone. Jeanie still went out with her friends, but not to the unreasonable degree she had in her early-twenties. She was completely at ease with her sexuality – there was no hiding from anyone, she was proud Ashley was her girlfriend.
 
   They’d lived together now, in Jeanie’s apartment, for close to a year with barely a hiccup. Jeanie was kind, mature, considerate – still bratty sometimes. Having lost Ashley once, she treated her with the utmost adoration. She told Ashley every day she loved her, and went out of her way to make it clear she never wanted to lose her again.
 
   Ashley pressed her nose into her dark hair. Jeanie looked fierce – tonight included. There was something wild-looking about her, with her flashing eyes, dark mane of hair and toned body in a vibrant yellow dress. Ashley knew Jeanie could be cold and intimidating.
 
   And Ashley saw through that. Jeanie looked like a scary dragon, but she was so gentle – with people who deserved it, anyway. Ashley was counting her blessings. 
 
   Jeanie spilled some vodka and swore. Ashley chuckled, gently swaying her body into Jeanie’s in time with music that thrummed through their flat. “Am I distracting you, sweetheart?”
 
   Jeanie smiled. “I can feel your tits against my back – what do you think?”
 
   Ashley whispered in her ear. “I’ll fuck you when they’re gone.”
 
   Jeanie turned her neck, eyes smoky. “If it wasn’t our party, I’d go down on my knees for you quickly in the bathroom now. I’m tempted to do it anyway.”
 
   Ashley kissed her. Then kissed her harder. 
 
   A voice interrupted them. “Jesus. Can’t slide a piece of paper between you two, it’s revolting.”
 
   Ashley broke away from Jeanie. “It’s our engagement party, Chantelle. We’ll be gross if we want to.”
 
   Chantelle strode energetically into the room. “I came to see where the drinks were at. Now I know why they were taking so long.” She called through the door. “They’re too busy sexing to make us martinis, guys.”
 
   Jeanie complained. “Chantelle, shut up.”
 
   Chantelle arrived at their shoulders. “You wanna hand with those?”
 
   In the lounge room, Rebecca was chatting to Viv while Ed talked cars with Alexis and bounced Pyjama on the couch. Tansy and Claire were standing with Jonah and his date. Ashley’s family and Jeanie’s parent’s hadn’t made the trip across country, but they were all going to dinner next month. 
 
   Ashley, Jeanie and Chantelle handed drinks out, and the buzzer went. Jeanie opened the door.
 
   It was her old flatmate, Gertrude. “Hey Jeans, congratulations. I love your ring.” 
 
   She looked different to the last time Ashley had seen her – which was wasted in the gambling section of a club. She had a bob now, and had fleshed out. Her eyes landed on Ashley, warmly. “Hi, ‘uni-friend’.” 
 
   Ashley smiled guiltily. “Hi Gertie.” 
 
   Chantelle ambled over. “Starting the toasts? I’m gonna roast yas both.”
 
   Ashley groaned. “Get it out of the way tonight then, Chantelle. If you do it in front of my mother at the wedding, I’ll kill you.”
 
   Chantelle sniggered. “We can’t start without Mez anyhow – where the hell’d she get to?”
 
   Jeanie winked. “She’s on the balcony with Olivia.”
 
   Chantelle raised her eyebrows. “Still?”
 
   Jeanie smirked. Ashley squinted towards the glass doors. Meredith was out there with one of Jeanie’s PAs, and had been for over an hour. They were standing flirtily close together, and Olivia kept tossing her head back with laughter.
 
   Ashley relaxedly reached for Jeanie. “There’s no rush.”
 
   Jeanie allowed herself to be tugged to Ashley’s side, and Ashley engaged her in another long, happy kiss.
 
   This time, they both knew their future was set.
 
   *******
 
   The end.
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