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Chapter 1

“I want.” Olivia paused. “That is, it’s possible,” she clarified for accuracy, before taking a deep breath. “I want to get married.”

She stood in the middle of the Covered Market, astonished at herself. Her stomach fluttered in somersaults, because this was something they’d tacitly agreed not to raise.

She swallowed and looked Zoe in the eye, difficult to avoid with her face a few centimetres away. Zoe stared back at her, incredulous too. Beautiful brown eyes wide, soft black hair poking from beneath a white cotton hat, waiting for Olivia to say more.

Then Zoe's head wobbled, a tiny string of drool descended into Olivia’s cleavage, and the moment moved on for Zoe, who gazed up at the enormous lantern in the rafters.

Well, what could you expect from a baby. And announcing to a 5-month-old that she wanted to marry Kate was less than ideal.

Olivia put her arm around the baby’s bum in the front carrier strapped to her chest, more for her own comfort than Zoe’s, then pulled her smart black woollen coat over them both in case Zoe was cold this early-December day.

What was she doing? What was she thinking?

It had come out of the blue this morning. They were on a mini adventure, avoiding a baby group that best-friend Charlotte had suggested. The class with clapping and a cacophony of instruments shaken by toddlers had made Zoe cry last time, and Olivia wasn’t that far from tears either.

Kate, lovely Kate, had reassured her there wasn’t one way to be a mother, or a baby. And they’d do different activities with their daughter too. Feeling supported, Olivia had wandered around a festive Oxford instead, more suitable for their sensory sensibilities.

Olivia pointed out everything, in that way that babies liked, her voice a constant reassurance for Zoe.

“Look at the enormous redwood tree,” as they passed the Natural History Museum.

“And the neo-Gothic architecture of Keble College.”

Zoe dutifully looked up.

“Ooo, red apples,” on the fruit stall, as they entered the Covered Market, and Zoe’s eyes grew large at the bright spheres of fruit.

The man on the stall passed Zoe one, insisting they take it for free. You often saw people at their best with babies, she conceded, which was a pleasant contrast to her three days in the office – as Olivia Sachdeva, sought-after divorce lawyer to high-value clients – where she often saw people at their worst.

She rinsed and wiped the apple and passed Zoe the fruit, which she held between two small hands, but mainly the phenomenal suction power of her mouth. She had no teeth to even break the skin of the apple yet, but Kate said Zoe's interest in bright fruit might be a sign she’d be ready for weaning in a couple of weeks. That and how Zoe stared at everyone's mouth at dinnertime.

Olivia had wandered the narrow avenue further into the market, with glowing Christmas lights overhead and the scent of pine in the air. She hummed the Carol of the Bells as she walked. When they stepped into the small square in front of the bookshop, empty in the early morning, she swayed as she hummed, then swirled around in a one, two, three, almost a waltz with Zoe in the carrier.

Her baby smiled at her. Heaven. Then a musical giggle erupted with a wave of little arms. Happiness burst inside Olivia.

How did a single second of Zoe’s laugh produce instant euphoria? She would never have believed this magic before, but Zoe’s giggle stopped her in her tracks and made her beam like nothing else.

A couple approached the small square, and Olivia smoothly transitioned a spin into a saunter.

“These are Christmas trees,” she’d continued, as they passed the garden shop in the middle of the ancient market, covered in garlands and the scent of pine and wreaths mingling with coffees and spices from other stalls.

“And this is a gift and jewellery shop.”

It blazed with light twinkling on trinkets and Zoe’s eyes went wide.

“And these shiny circles...” Olivia paused.

She looked at Zoe. Zoe looked at her.

“They’re rings.”

They stared at each other.

“You wear them on your fingers.”

Except she didn't, because they were as aggravating as rough seams on dresses.

But this morning, that wasn't what popped into her head.

Kate wore rings. Olivia liked her partner wearing rings. Particularly the one on her little finger that glowed a different colour depending on her mood, according to the description. The temperature of her body, Olivia thought more likely. The effect fascinated her, and Olivia could stare at the banded gem, fluctuating in tone, while appreciating Kate’s soft, pale fingers too.

“People wear them and...”

Strange, the need to elaborate on this out loud.

“They’re what you give to someone when you get married...”

And a funny sensation zipped through her stomach.

“...Or want to get married.”

And the funny feeling leaped into her throat and made her heart skip ten times.

She moved on, breathing hard, determined to show Zoe more food. She circled again. To enjoy the Covered Market at its best at Christmas, of course. No other reason she lingered.

She breathed in the smell of hot chocolate from cafes. Smiled and chatted about every detail for Zoe’s benefit. The aroma was replaced with baking pies and the lure of gravy from the pie and mash place. Then she strolled beneath the knitted pride flag hanging above the wool stall.

And they came to the jewellery shop. Again.

She stared at the rings.

Not because they were sparkly and eye-catching. But because, every time she looked at them, she pictured holding Kate’s pale hand and offering a golden band. She imagined it so intensely, she could almost feel Kate’s fingers, a little shorter and stronger than her own, and so sure when they held hands. So vividly, she feared looking up and seeing Kate's reaction, if Olivia did propose to slip the ring on her finger.

“Oh,” she said.

Then she covered her mouth.

Must she say everything out loud these days. She was getting as bad as her friend Charlotte, with this practice of saying every single obvious thing for Zoe’s benefit.

Zoe stared, long eyelashes blinking.

This feeling had been swirling underneath for months. In fact, ever since giving birth to their daughter, and a hormone-fuelled tsunami of emotions bonded her and Kate tighter.

But Olivia had never let herself articulate it.

She took a deep breath.

“I want...” She paused. “That is, it’s possible I want to get married.”

Lips in a tiny ‘o’. Big beautiful eyes. No comprehension whatsoever.

“I want to marry Mummy Kate,” Olivia clarified.

And Zoe beamed and kicked her little legs and waved her little arms.

Ah, that soppy burst of magic hit again.

“Yes, I do,” Olivia beamed back. “Yes, I do.”

Then slowly Olivia’s smile faded, and Zoe’s attention wandered. The reality of it sank in. And despite Zoe’s enthusiastic response at hearing Kate’s name, no doubt, Olivia’s stomach tied in knots.

At saying the thing, which had been bubbling under for months, that shouldn’t be said out loud.


Chapter 2

Unsettled deep inside, she wandered home across the University Parks, Zoe asleep and Olivia no longer babbling to comfort her.

The early December sun cast long shadows behind trees, even at noon, and lit up shining bronze leaves beneath the beech at the side gate. It was a beautiful day, and a beautiful walk through the wide avenues of Victorian houses of North Oxford, home to the woman who was everything and a spouse to her, except in name.

Because they’d met in the middle of Kate’s divorce to her ex-wife, and with Olivia as Kate’s lawyer, this had meant all kinds of trouble for them both. With Kate being a movie star, it hit the media publicly. After that, it didn’t need saying that marriage wasn’t on the cards.

Olivia passed beneath the arch in the stone crescent into Park Town, and through a sliver of bushes towards the grand, curving stone terraces. A sprinkle of golden leaves still clung like decorations to the trees and carpeted the central garden enclosed by black railings.

She paused at the bottom of the steps to her tall mid-terrace dream home with a dream woman.

Should she? Should she ask Kate her thoughts about marriage, now time had passed? Now they lived together and had a child together. Zoe Sachdeva-Woodhouse.

Her throat closed against practicing the words.

This wasn't a fully formed thing yet. She’d not let herself shape it. And Olivia liked to understand her own feelings before voicing them to someone else. Even Kate at times.

Nothing like, what do you fancy for dinner. But, shall I mention the thing that you’ve done twice, and ended up hating both times, almost torpedoed Olivia’s career and have never mentioned again. Yes, that kind of thing, she liked to consider carefully.

Inside their home, careful not to wake Zoe, she padded down to the lower ground floor – a long single room of kitchen cabinets on the left, a large central dining table, and double doors which opened into the garden at the back. The tapping of fingers on a keyboard gave away that Kate was down here.

Not the extraordinary actor Kate Laurence, of the comfort films that Olivia had rewatched over the years. But Kate Woodhouse who’d walked into her office, with her ordinary walk, and her down-to-earth appeal, and whose geeky, black-rimmed glasses made Olivia soft inside, that were all Woodhouse, and not red-carpet Laurence.

She’d never wanted to know her – never meet your heroes – but had found someone she respected more than she ever imagined. Then she’d tripped up and fallen deeply in love.

Kate sat at the table looking serious, honey hair long and loose around her shoulders, black-rimmed glasses on, puzzling at something on her laptop. Elbow propped on the table, fingers resting on her chin and lovely full lips. Padam, went Olivia’s heart. She breathed in. Admiration never waned, and her heart never stopped beating harder when she saw Kate.

Then Olivia sensed her own expression evaporate into a smile when Kate looked up and caught them.

“Hey,” Kate murmured, quietly getting to her feet and padding across the parquet floor, so as not to disturb Zoe. Crisp white shirt unbuttoned low, necklace resting on the rise of her breasts. Full hips and thighs curving under loose, pale jeans. Padam, padam, padam.

Olivia had a silly smile on her face. No matter. She was alone with Kate and a sleeping baby. She could indulge.

Warmth enveloped her with Kate standing close to peep over the edge of the carrier.

“Aww,” Kate breathed. “Still in her routine.”

Olivia nodded and realised she looked at Kate with the gooiest ever expression. There was something about Kate being soft and glowing and taking care of Zoe, like a bubble of love surrounded them.

Then Kate kissed Olivia, with a mellow seduction that made her head light and her body glow with a different need.

“How are you?” Kate murmured, her eyes dropping to Olivia’s lips, which prickled with the attention.

“Nyum.”

“Hmm?” Kate smiled. “What was that?”

“I’m...”

Then she groaned because Kate slid her arm around her back and pulled her close into her side, warm and giving.

“Nyum,” she breathed.

“Yes, I thought that’s what you said.” Kate’s smile grew, and her eyes brightened with affection.

They looked at each other with the same desire, then Kate’s brow rose with regret.

“She’ll wake up as soon as we put her down in her cot.”

“I know.”

They rested together, forehead gently to forehead, in intimate understanding, and the acknowledgement that by the time everyone settled in the evening they’d likely be so tired they’d sleep as soon as their heads hit the pillow.

The realisation hung with regret in their expressions as they pulled apart. There was never enough time for everything. And time for things like a wedding would be impossible.

There it was again. The subject that Olivia had tried to keep from bubbling over. That desire to put a band of gold around this.

“Let me take her,” Kate smiled.

And they unhooked the side of the carrier and carefully passed the bundle of sleeping baby between them.

There was a shuffle, and a num num num of mashing lips, then Zoe sank into Kate’s cradling arms, resting her tiny, light brown fingers on Kate’s white chest.

Sigh. How much could you love two people.

“Marry me.”

It almost shot out of her lips, and Olivia clutched her chest in panic.

“Do you want to marry me?”

The thought was clear in her mind.

Kate rocked her hips from side to side, gazing down at Zoe, oblivious to the turmoil.

Olivia swallowed. What if she did ask this woman who she admired, trusted and deeply loved. Who was solid in this relationship and communicated with her through thick and thin.

They had dancing planned at a salsa club, a rare night out with Kate’s children, Bea and Ralph, with their father, and Olivia’s mother offering to look after Zoe for a few hours.

Maybe when they were out and relaxed, with a glass of Christmas Champagne, the subject might come up? Didn't they have a wedding to attend in January, so the issue could arise naturally? This was a plan.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Kate said.

What?

“And what you’re going to ask.”

What?!

It was rare, but both Olivia’s eyebrows shot up in alarm.

"Hmm?” she said, more nonchalantly than her internal thoughts. She knew she looked calm to others, even when she panicked.

“We should pay your mother for looking after the kids, she does it so often.”

“Oh.”

Thank god. Her heart rate descended again. Because talking about it right now was not part of the plan. She wanted at least some preparation.

“She’ll try to say no,” Kate continued, “but there are expenses at least. And I don’t want to take her for granted. She’s incredible with Zoe. With them all. And I know she’s keeping a part-time job rather than job hunting to make more time for the kids.”

“All true.”

Then a gentle smile from Kate at their agreement.

Padam, padam, padam. Always when Kate looked at her like that.

“Good,” Kate whispered, “because I want a night with you.” Kate cupped her cheek again.

“I love you so much,” Olivia gasped, docile and comforted by Kate's hand on her face.

“I adore you.”

And another dreamy kiss, which made frosty Olivia Sachdeva, detached and perfectionist lawyer to A-listers, high.

“Marry me,” whispered in her head again.

It would be so natural to ask, with Kate close and reassuring, melting away all her worries. But as soon as Olivia walked upstairs with Zoe, leaving Kate to finish her work, a shiver of worry penetrated inside and anxiety recrystallised.

Kate had been married twice, to people she never wanted to see again. Olivia could forgive her not being enthusiastic about the institution. Olivia saw the bitterness of divorce every workday. Marriage was almost synonymous with breaking up in both their lives.

What if she asked her? Kate, who said she adored and felt stronger with her than any other. What if Olivia asked? And Kate said no.

She put a hand to her heart. It didn't matter how rational and understanding she might be. It made perfect sense for Kate to say no, after all.

But it would still hurt.


Chapter 3

Something bothered Olivia. Kate had wondered earlier, then dismissed it as the childcare arrangements with Geeta. But as they got ready for the evening, a tightness lingered.

Olivia was considered, and her few words reflected a deep well of thought – exactly what Kate loved about her. After too many rash people in her life, Olivia was her steady centre now. Her heart flipped over in appreciation as she watched Olivia sort the change bag at the long kitchen table, ready for Geeta to take Zoe for the evening.

There was definitely something up, a reticence beyond Olivia's usual pause for consideration. A shift in tension, without an obvious source. Maybe as an actress and an acute studier of people, maybe because they were so strongly attuned to each other, but Kate seemed to read Olivia better than most.

Zoe tugged at toys on a mat on the floor, happy. Kate's seven-year-old, Bea, and fourteen-year-old, Ralph, had already left with their father, Harry, for the weekend and the house was calm. Olivia’s work was going smoothly. So what might it be?

Olivia paused, dissatisfied. She swooped her shining black hair behind her ear and plucked out the contents of the change bag one by one. Nappies, wipes, bottles, cream, mat, change of clothes. Then, one by one, repacked them neatly in the compartments. She zipped up the black bag and rested her light-brown fingers, rigid, on the top.

Kate knew what would happen next. Those contents were coming right back out again.

“Hey,” she whispered.

She stepped closer and swept her arm around Olivia’s waist.

“Would you like me to double-check the bag?”

She could almost see Olivia's thoughts whizzing around in distress. Olivia relaxed in her embrace and softened into Kate.

“Thank you,” Olivia murmured, and a serenity overcame Olivia’s beautiful features.

“Go get changed,” Kate gently suggested – from the comfortable, elegant black dress Olivia had worn in the day, into another dark dress for the evening. Always stylish, always sexy to Kate.

Olivia nodded, a subtle smile lifting her cheeks, and Kate reading the appreciation, relief and love there.

But a pause. Again. What was it?

Kate opened her mouth to ask, but, “My mother will be here in a minute,” Olivia said.

“OK.” Kate nodded, and the moment and Olivia slipped from her arms.

She watched her walk towards the stairs, the saunter as smooth as ever. One more look over her shoulder, then Olivia disappeared, apparently not ready to say what was on her mind.

That was OK. Kate would wait longer, before trying to coax what preyed on her.

Like when they decided Olivia should move in, a gentle suggestion from Kate after Olivia stayed more often.

And the quiet realisation that Olivia was thoughtful after best-friend Charlotte announced she and partner Millie were going to have a baby. Kate had held her, before asking, “Did you ever think about having kids?”

A rigidity had crept over Olivia, and Kate waited, until Olivia breathed out, and the tension collapsed, and she said, “I’ve started to panic about it,” all in one breath.

An admission followed in a torrent, about how she’d changed her mind about kids and wanted a baby. Just the one.

Kate looked down at Zoe in her spotless white onesie. And here she was. One perfect baby. She bent down on her knees.

“Hello baby girl,” she said in a light voice. “Are you ready for an evening with Nani Geeta?” and she reached out for her daughter. Tiny fingers immediately curled around hers accompanied by a gummy smile.

“You are going to have so much fun with your nani,” Kate cooed.

Kate really was lucky, with the best mother-in-law in the world. Well, not in-law, she supposed. Kate and Olivia weren’t married. But that position.

Funny. Lately, whenever she thought of not being married to Olivia, regret sank in her chest. She’d made so many mistakes before, she didn’t even think about the option. Not that she regretted every ex. She hadn’t married Harry, and their relationship was short, but they had two children, and co-parenting with him had been one of the best things in her life. But her marriages? She regretted those.

She smiled down at Zoe, to shift herself out of the past, into her happy present.

“Who’s the cutest baby?” Kate said, adoring her. “It’s you.”

She gently bopped the little button nose, to a gurgle from Zoe.

“Yes, it is,” she said indulgently, to more gummy smiles and elation for Kate.

Apparently, Olivia had been almost identical, going from a photo Geeta passed around the family once.

“Bloody hell, Olivia. Did you clone yourself or something?” Millie had said, looking at the picture. “Is that the only way you could guarantee perfection?”

Olivia had given her a look and raised an eyebrow. “Nice of you to acknowledge my perfection, Millie,” she’d said evenly, to the woman Olivia often found a bit much.

And Millie had laughed, and Kate smiled, loving that dry sense of humour of Olivia’s when it surfaced.

Was it all a bit much, Kate wondered.

Because things had happened so quickly. A visit to her GP and a private referral to an Oxford clinic, and a donor arranged. Pregnancy and birth followed swiftly.

And these were huge changes.

Olivia’s steadiness and conviction came with a difficulty handling change sometimes.

Was that it?

Kate, fame, kids. It was a lot for Olivia. Anyone. And Kate did everything to keep their lives private, especially after that god-awful start in the public eye.

Was it all too much, too soon, for Olivia?

Kate picked up Zoe, her tiny head nestling warm in the crook of her neck. And she swayed her hips, as much for her own comfort as Zoe’s.


Chapter 4

Tonight, Kate decided. They should talk tonight. Whatever bothered Olivia, needed to come out.

A car door clunked shut in the crescent below. Olivia must have already handed Zoe over to Geeta.

Kate breathed out long and hard while staring into the ensuite mirror. She recognised that look on herself – mouth in a straight line and not a single muscle relaxed.

Anxiety wasn’t something she often felt with Olivia. They talked to each other with loving respect, a novelty in her relationships, and god it was refreshing. Olivia’s strengths were so different from her own that she admired her without reservation. And, she believed Olivia did the same, watching her enthralled when transforming for a role.

But, things fell through the cracks. Especially now that they had a baby. Zoe brought them even closer, but their time was spread thinner and things went unnoticed.

But they had tonight.

She heard movement in the bedroom and she breathed out, properly nervous now.

“I’m nearly ready,” Kate called.

She swept her hair into a messy bun and hooked on her favourite necklace.

“I’ve just got to find...” she projected as she wandered into the bedroom. “Oh.”

She’d automatically smiled knowing Olivia was there, then faltered seeing stress radiate from her partner. Hands clasped, eyes down, silky black hair falling in a curtain across her cheek.

Yes, there were things to talk about.

Goodness, Olivia looked beautiful though. Light brown arms bare in a sleeveless black dress, more toned and stronger than when they first met, with weight from pregnancy and strength from carrying Zoe constantly. Tall, with a slightly fuller figure now, which lent a curve to her elegant black dresses.

Kate wanted to luxuriate in appreciating her partner, but the flutter of anxiety in her belly wouldn't let her.

Olivia approached, eyes seeking the floor, then the lamp-lit garden in the night outside, and back again, thoughts preparing to come out.

That flutter inside Kate jumped higher.

Olivia paused within touching distance, eyebrows pinched in concern. Kate wanted to soothe their worry with a kiss. But she waited. Olivia clearly wanted to say something.

“I...”

The moment tightened.

Kate closed her eyes, not wanting to see what was coming. This might not be good.

Then a touch at her hand and softest fingertips slipped into her palm. It was like Kate had hardly noticed her own arm before, and now it seemed light and sensitive. It floated higher, and tender lips kissed between her fingers.

“Oh,” she gasped.

Another kiss thrilled the delicate dip between her knuckles. The intimate contact elicited a shiver through her body that swooped low, almost as intense as the relief that the kiss was delivered with loving care.

She opened her eyes to find Olivia cradling her hand to her lips, and when she looked at Kate, the longing in her eyes was painful to see.

“Hi,” Kate gasped, overcome with this one touch.

The lovely eyebrows raised in poignant distress, and eyes searched around her face, everywhere but meet Kate’s gaze for long.

“Hi,” Olivia whispered, clearly wanting to say something very different.

Olivia tentatively stroked a ribbon of Kate's hair that had escaped. The finger tickled around her ear and made a heavenly trail across her cheek. Olivia’s eyes locked on where she explored, the sensation heated, until touch and sight lingered on Kate's lips, and the glow spread everywhere.

Kate swallowed.

“I erm...”

Olivia stepped closer, stopping that sentence in another gulp.

“I’m sorry,” Kate wanted to say at her obvious stirring.

It was rare they had the house to themselves. There hadn’t been enough time for intimacy lately. And her cheeks flushed and lips swelled, her body aching for Olivia, and her heart needing her as much. She knew Olivia had to talk, but tension and abstinence had her succumbing quickly.

She heard, “I love you,” whispered, then it disappeared like a ghost with Olivia’s lips taking hers.

“Ohhh,” Kate groaned out loud.

Arousal shot down her neck, filling her chest and pinching her breasts into exquisite alertness.

“I love you,” Olivia said, louder this time, between deepening kisses.

Anxiety flared into urgency, and she pulled Olivia closer.

“I don't want to go dancing,” Kate slurred, already drunk.

“Let’s stay home,” Olivia murmured. “Please.” As if desperate as Kate to close the distance between them.

Fingers swept into Kate’s hair, loosening the pins and casting them into the bedside drawer. Lips trailed down her neck, and all of her craved those caresses lower.

“Come to bed.” And a hand took hers with gentle insistence and pulled her to the foot of the bed.

They swept into each other’s arms immediately, pressing together while tugging off their clothes. Olivia’s dress discarded. Kate’s shirt pulled apart. Together again, hands stroking around naked backs, pulling at bras, seeking the closeness and tenderness of their breasts together.

“I need this,” Kate whispered.

In more ways than one. For reassurance that Olivia was happy with them even if something else troubled. And her body starving for sensual attention.

Olivia cupped her cheeks and kissed her hard.

Kate slipped her hands around Olivia's behind. She tugged her underwear away, and Olivia pushed herself into Kate’s thigh, slick and hot.

“Oh, I need this,” Kate growled low this time.

They eased onto the bed, Kate lowering Olivia down, while Olivia clung to her, their lips locked.

Then Olivia pulled closer and whispered in Kate’s ear.

“Fuck me,” she breathed.

And Kate caved with a groan at words Olivia only said at her most passionate.

Shaking, she trailed her fingers low, greedily taking in her smooth curves, enjoying the suppleness at the join of her thigh and the heat of her lips. Moaning in appreciation at the tantalising beginnings of moisture on her fingertips, before pausing in anticipation and gently slipping her fingers inside.

For a moment, Kate was weightless and timeless, with the most delicate and private sense of being surrounded by her. The intimate warmth. Her wetness on her skin. The powerful togetherness after their distance.

Then the deep moan from Olivia plunged Kate into searing eroticism.

“Oh fuck.”

She might come with just that. Absence tripped into desperate need, and urgency surged high. Olivia slipped her hand between them, and the sweep around Kate’s clit had her beyond her own control.

Every stroke from Olivia, every synchronous thrust from Kate, hit deeper, as if she felt it in both of them, and it gripped harder until she didn’t think she could take anymore. Cheek to cheek. Breast to breast. Olivia clung rigid, her orgasm intoxicatingly beautiful as she came in a silent cry. Nothing more erotic for Kate.

And the rush burst the tension in sensational release.

***

Breath humid against Olivia’s cheek. Naked softness beneath hers. Breathing as one entwined shape. Smiling on a happy high of hormones.

Kate rolled them onto their sides and clasped Olivia to her chest. Satiated and dozy brown eyes looked at her.

“We need to do this more often,” Kate murmured.

An Olivia Sachdeva smile, with pearly white teeth and shapely lips. Kate was besotted.

“I would like that,” Olivia replied.

“And next time, we could maybe take it slowly.”

Kate blushed at how fast and heated she’d been. But Olivia only smiled wider.

“In fact,” Kate added. “That was so quick we could still go dancing.”

And Olivia laughed, that rare, quiet sound that took Kate higher than anything on Earth.

“I’m very happy here,” Olivia said, mouth still plump, skin dark in the soft light of the bedroom.

Kate kissed her lips, then her cheeks, and down her neck, wanting to appreciate all the parts of her they’d skipped in their hurry to come together.

“Much more often,” Kate said, kissing down her chest as Olivia rolled lazily onto her back, arms spread languid across the white sheets. Kate gently teased her tongue at Olivia’s nipple, which pearled at her touch.

“Mmmmm,” Kate said, slipping it into her mouth. And “mmmmm” again to feel the sound resonate on Olivia’s pert tip. Arousal shivered through Olivia's body.

Kate pulled back slightly, not wanting to be too rough on a tender post-orgasm Olivia. Except she couldn't keep her hands to herself. She moved on top of her and kissed her, appreciative, with a hint of eroticism without demanding it.

“You are so beautiful,” she murmured through her smile. “I don’t get to admire you often enough.”

Was this what they’d needed? A chance to reconnect and feel whole again. Work and family demanded a lot of them both, and they needed to rebuild themselves as a couple once in a while.

She swept her hand lower over the cushion of Olivia’s belly, traced a finger down the light stretch marks below her stomach, then kissed them in a loving trail. The lines would fade one day, but were Olivia right now, fascinating and a sign of their life and family together.

She intended it as admiration only. But Olivia shifted beneath her, agitated, needing more, and Kate’s lips buzzed heightened with the urge to fulfil that need.

Her scent drew Kate in quickly, the prospect of tasting her irresistible.

“You said something about doing this more often...” came strangled from Olivia, as Kate kissed lower into the triangle of trimmed hair.

“How about right now?” Kate replied, her voice low, a dead giveaway of how much she wanted this. And she dipped her tongue between Olivia's lips.

The groan from Olivia rippled exquisitely along Kate’s spine.

She sighed, feeling her roused already on her tongue. She dipped lower to taste her.

Yes, it had been far too long, but she didn’t pause to say that. Encouraging Olivia's legs wider, so she could enjoy her more, Kate took her time. Slow licks of her clit. Deep pressure and achingly slow. Then gently sucking on her, firmer and firmer, until Olivia’s legs shook.

She held Olivia tight through her waves of release, enraptured by Olivia coming at her mouth. And murmuring words of love, they fell into ecstatic embraces.

Smiling, they both realised they had intense munchies for food then, and they sneaked downstairs in their knickers, laughing at their needless surreptitious behaviour, because there was no-one else in the house anyway. They pulled two kitchen chairs around the Christmas tree in front of the doors to the garden, and ate warm chocolate puddings with dark melted sauce in the middle.

Olivia looked astonishing in the glow of Christmas tree lights, her long elegant legs crossed while she neatly ate the dessert, skin glowing golden, her larger breasts curving and beautiful.

And the look on her face? Relaxed, with no worries to be found. Whatever had troubled her before no longer did. And admiration and happiness glowed inside Kate. And admiration and licking of chocolate sauce led to a dash upstairs for a third time.

They must have fallen asleep after that, because Kate snapped open her eyes to pitch black and a knock on the front door.

“Oh...sh...” She sat bolt upright. “I think that’s your mother back with Zoe.”

“Mmm?” a sleepy Olivia said.

It was almost enough for Kate to forget everything in the world and slip into her arms again. But the door rattled with a firm knock downstairs, and she leapt out of bed into the ensuite to quickly wash her hands and throw on a dressing gown.

“It’s nearly midnight,” she said, tying up the belt, and pulling the side across her naked chest. “It’ll definitely be Geeta or Nicola.”

Olivia must have been deeply asleep before, because she hardly stirred.

Kate thundered down the stairs, not a light saunter like Olivia’s, and hurtled down the hallway.

She wrenched open the front door to a sleeping baby and smiling grandmother.

“I hope you had a...” Geeta started, and also stopped as her eyes took in Kate’s state.

It was clear Geeta had been about to say a ‘good time out dancing’. But it was also clear they’d not left the house the entire evening.

A taller figure stepped up behind Geeta. “A wonderful time?” Nicola suggested with an eyebrow raised.

Don't say anything, Kate willed. Don't say a bloody word.

Because Kate would die.

“Err...yes? We had a nice time.”

“Is she asleep?” came from behind her.

Olivia with mussed up hair, a black dressing gown on, and an obvious, dozy, hormone-filled smile, reached out and took Zoe from Geeta’s arms. Then spun around smoothly before gliding back into the house, leaving Kate at the doorstep to face the music.

“Thank you,” Kate said, apparently all her actress sangfroid leaving her. “Erm...very much appreciated.”

The two older women lifted their eyebrows in unison, both nonchalant as if there was nothing to be seen here, except they totally knew there was.

Nicola’s icy blue, amused eyes focussed on Kate’s face, however.

“What?” Kate dared ask.

“You’ve got a bit of chocolate...” Nicola tapped her own chin, with a long red polished nail, “right there.”

Fuck.

She hastily scrubbed at her chin with the back of her hand.

“Bit like the one Olivia had,” Nicola added.

Oh god no.

“Just a snack. Honestly...”

You know what, she’d better just cut the conversation there.

“Goodnight,” Kate raised a hand, aware that karma was giving her a nip.

“Goodnight,” the two outside chorused lightly.

“I mean, I really do appreciate it,” she added, aware that she was guiltily shuffling off, when they were being super helpful.

Nicola lifted another eyebrow to say that Kate didn't need to say another word.

“Right,” Kate said.

“Right,” the wives replied, with Nicola smiling far too much.

And she shut the door.


Chapter 5

Sometimes, not often, but sometimes, plans went awry in a wonderful way.

Olivia smiled in bed, early morning, Kate curled up naked with all her softness squished against her. Yum.

Last night had been one such occasion, with very nice sex. She grinned, because it had been a lot of very nice sex. Later, when Zoe was back, they’d all fallen straight to sleep and Zoe had barely moved, clearly tired after a full evening with the grandmums.

Yes, she’d intended tentatively starting a conversation with Kate, and it had gone deliciously off track, Kate responding to her touch and murmuring to stay home in bed.

Olivia was only human. She smiled some more. And also not so rigid that she came undone when plans didn’t go perfectly.

Like at work, for example. Her carefully controlled, tranquil office hosted divorce clients, an arena where they unloaded their messy problems. Poof. Like an explosion. But within the confines of their booked slot and that room. Then Olivia tidied up their lives for them.

And she managed family life as organised chaos. Take now, for instance, later in the morning, often her time with Bea when Harry dropped off the kids. Who knew what they’d want, when they arrived home. But that was Olivia's plan – do whatever Bea wished.

Today Bea wanted to rearrange the Christmas tree in the kitchen. Because apparently it didn't look like last year’s. Bea grabbed Kate’s phone, scrolled to a picture, terrifying adept with phones already, and showed Olivia the evidence.

Last year’s did indeed look a neater, more balanced arrangement.

Kate gazed at Bea with incomprehension, then at Olivia, pleading for understanding.

Olivia shrugged and said, “That’s a perfectly reasonable request.”

And, to Kate’s obvious relief, Olivia and Bea set about carefully removing the decorations, unravelling the Christmas lights, then redecorating the entire Christmas tree. Bea was particularly good at handling the baubles and kept them organised.

They stepped back to assess their progress, a tiny frown between Bea’s blonde eyebrows. Blue eyes scanned the tree, then a small smile replaced the frown. Her hand took Olivia’s and they gazed some more at the tree.

Bea was right, this would be an altogether more pleasing arrangement. And Olivia felt that satisfying glow when things slotted together and became more harmonious.

Changes and not going to plan was a part of life, people said. True. But that's when Olivia replanned.

She had a clearer vision in mind now and would start work on it on Monday.

She held Bea’s hand and looked over her shoulder, seeking Kate and wanting to gaze at her.

Oh, Kate smiled at her, sitting at the kitchen table with Harry. She felt a little embarrassed. Perhaps because she still had this secret. But she looked back again, because she loved Kate gazing at her like that.

***

Sigh.

How beautiful was Olivia. Kate tried not to appreciate her audibly.

Harry sipped coffee around the corner of the kitchen table, part of their usual handover and notes-swap about the kids.

They watched Olivia and Bea, whose heads tilted to the same side, assessing the tree.

Harry smiled and shook his head. “I swear our Bumble Bea is more like Olivia than either of us.”

Kate sniffed out a laugh. It was true.

Cool, chic, Oxford-educated lawyers would never have been top of Kate's list if she’d been told to describe a partner who’d fit in with her complicated life and complicated kids. But here they were. Kate hopelessly in love. And Bea with a very understanding role model who intuitively understood her.

Kate leant on the table as she watched the pair, spinning the colourful mood ring on her little finger. How the hell did she get so lucky, after making a phenomenal mess of her personal life, to land on her feet and be happy like this?

This life was nothing like the marriages she’d had. This life had a solid foundation. A partner she adored with full trust and without reservation. A partner who was a human being with her own particular needs, and who Kate wanted to support forever. She fiddled with that ring on her finger, round and round.

She felt watched.

Kate cast her eye to the side and caught Harry smirking over the edge of his coffee cup, the froth clinging to the auburn moustache he’d grown for a theatre role. His blue eyes twinkled, and she recognised mischief when she saw it.

“What?” she growled.

Eyebrows up, silly bottom lip curved down. Shrugging his broad shoulders. Full of something. Bloody actors knew how to ham these things up. She did exactly the same.

“So,” he started. “Are you going to propose?”

Shit.

“God no. What? No.” Fuck. “Why would you ask that?!”

But was she subconsciously mulling it over? Twirling her pinky ring and thinking of one for another finger. Damn him for spotting it.

She wanted Olivia to be the first to know if she ever considered it.

Harry sat up straighter and raised an eyebrow – remarkably like his impression of Olivia.

She kicked him under the table.

“What?!” he cried out. “The one person you should marry, you don't?!”

“Harry!” she whispered harshly.

But a glance down the long kitchen confirmed his words hadn’t carried and Olivia and Bea were hanging baubles with precision.

He crossed his arms and grinned. “Why though?”

“I’ve just got out of a terrible marriage, with Olivia representing me, which ended in the most catastrophic mess. It could have ended her career, and I could have lost the chance to be with the love of my life.”

Harry’s eyebrows shot high.

“She's the love of your life, you say?” reinforcing his point.

“Oh, shut up.” She nudged his shoulder.

She had good reasons. And Olivia would know that too. Marriage was so obviously off the cards, it went unsaid. Except now that Kate explicitly rejected it out loud...

“Look,” Kate said, deflecting her own thoughts. “Olivia sees the arse end of marriage every day at work with divorce cases. It’s not exactly conducive to wanting your own.”

“Does she say that?”

No. But...

“You should hear the stories and mess people get into. That’s the last thing she’d want for herself.”

He crossed his arms and considered her, without mocking this time.

“And yet, here she is, with you.”

That made Kate pause.

Because Olivia, knowing everything about Kate’s history, seeing it firsthand in the divorce case, had agreed to this messy, real life with Kate.

“Come on,” she said curtly, and stood up, uncomfortable at the conversation. “Shoo. Be gone.”

Harry laughed.

He got to his feet and strode over to give Bea a hug goodbye.

“Olivia.” Harry beamed, damn him.

“Mr Shaw,” Olivia responded in her precise RP, together with a neat nod.

Harry opened his mouth and cast a naughty look back at Kate. He better not play with titles and surnames in a riposte, because Kate saw the wheels turning in his head.

She dragged him away and tugged him up the stairs. He outright laughed by the time she showed him the front door.

“Seriously though,” he said, turning back to her at the bottom of the front steps. “I always said she’s perfect for you.”

He had, damn him. He saw right through Kate when it came to Olivia.

“Bugger off,” she said. And she closed the door on his stupid laugh.

Kate padded down the stairs into the kitchen and stopped at the sight of the Christmas tree, now perfect and balanced. And something else that undeniably worked – Bea holding Olivia’s hand while they checked over their work.

A feeling bloomed in her chest. A longing.

The silly thing was, now that they were together, and despite all the chaos and bad experience in the past, maybe she did want to marry Olivia.


Chapter 6

Kate was being silly. Romantic. Conformist. Carried away by social pressure and appearance. That was too easy as a movie star, even with her feet kept on the ground by the kids and Olivia.

They didn’t need to get married. She and Olivia had committed to each other with more maturity, truth and conviction than any of Kate’s previous partners, without even talking about marriage.

Kate had to swallow at the recollection, past relationships scarring her there. Olivia had restored her faith in people, so much she seemed to have a halo to Kate.

They’d promised to be together, all in, balancing Kate’s complex life as an actor, and mum to two kids, and co-parenting with Harry. And that worked so well, with Olivia home so often, they decided they should live together. Then Olivia wanted a baby, and it seemed a natural step, already blending into a family.

They’d managed every wonderful step in gentle conversations, Olivia approaching property arrangements with her practical lawyer head. Olivia kept her house to rent out as something of her own. She always considered Kate’s kids and now their baby. And Kate would gaze at her with adoration for being so fair and sensible.

And when necessary, Olivia always did that, taking a careful moment to consider everyone, no matter how delicate the topic.

For everything but this.

They never mentioned marriage.

Not when Olivia’s mother married Charlotte’s mother. Not when best-friend, Charlotte laughed with her partner, Millie, at their fantasy wedding plans they couldn’t afford. Not when they attended the ceremony of Kate’s co-star from her last film.

It had never been awkward. There wasn’t any knowing avoidance. Just acceptance, given the catastrophe of Kate’s divorce.

Except...was it something to consider now? After a little time?

And was it only Kate who’d been ignoring it?

It bothered her as she stepped into Quod on the High Street late Monday afternoon. She pulled off her woolly hat and puffy coat and warm, humid restaurant air steamed her cheeks, cold from the icy day outside.

She immediately spotted an old friend at a table and waved to the fellow actor, now turned executive producer on a joint project. He stood up as she joined him, leaning down to kiss her cheek, and fondly squeezed her hands.

“Sorry I’m running late,” she said. “It’s Olivia’s day at the office and I had to drop Zoe at the nursery. She wouldn’t settle for ages and I’ve been playing catch-up since.”

“How are they?” Tom asked with an indulgent smile, knowing she was besotted with both.

He pulled out a chair for her, just as she noticed a guy standing by the central bar taking a photo.

Her heart sank. She usually passed through the streets of Oxford unrecognised, her makeup-free face, standard mum gear and stompy walk nothing like what people expected from a glossy actress who graced red carpets around the world.

She could imagine exactly the photo he’d taken. A kiss from a tall, handsome guy. Him pulling out the chair, as Tom would for a man as well, including his boyfriend. She could imagine the headlines just as clearly. Kate’s new man? Is it lover number whatever for Laurence. It was all so predictable, like they had a headline generator for her name.

“What’s up?” Tom asked.

“Oh, just a pap,” she waved away the concern.

Tom rolled his eyes before glancing over his shoulder.

“It’s all right. He’s going.”

“You can guess the shot though?” she said.

“Course.” He grinned. “Are we engaged?”

She sat down and ordered a coffee.

“So how are the fam and Olivia?”

“OK.” She nodded, distracted with her earlier thoughts. She picked up on his silence and caught a serious expression on Tom’s face.

“I mean, yes,” she said more enthusiastically. “Like really good.”

Because a weekend of sex and loving Olivia cast a glow over everything.

He smiled, pouring milk into his coffee and stirring it with great deliberation. “You’re not thinking of getting married again, are you?”

“What? How did you–”

“You are so predictably heteronormative, darling,” he grinned, camping up the line.

To be fair, she’d wondered at the pressure too.

She sighed. “Don’t you ever want to throw ‘my husband’ at them though?” She gestured to where the photographer had been. “When they’re hurling insinuating comments at you about every woman co-star and taking pictures like that.”

He shrugged.

“Doesn’t it bother you?”

“I can live with it.”

She shook her head.

It was worse on premiere nights, people shouting out how friendly she and her leading man were. Every time.

“Sometimes,” she breathed out, “I want to turn around and say no, I’m not with that guy. Because I’m going home to my kids and my wife.”

She stressed the word ‘wife’ – short and sweet with a whole social weight and significance. And for Kate, saying wife as a woman had a rebellious power, gay marriage still contentious for some and a right that she didn’t take for granted.

“I gave up caring what people say,” Tom replied. “Seriously, the more they fabricate the better, then I can dismiss the truth as rubbish too when I want.”

Kate felt differently though, wanting to protect her family and keep them out of the media. Mentions of her too if possible, so that gossip wasn’t thrown at her kids in the playground. It had been quiet lately, after filming and a premiere, then moving into the background work of an exec while Zoe was tiny. But it would escalate as soon as she took roles again.

They moved on.

She pushed away the thoughts over coffee, but it still bothered her as she parted from Tom outside in the dusk and he left for the town centre.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

The same guy stood along the pavement, clearly swiping through some photos, and she imagined the hug goodbye was one of them.

“Got a new man, Kate?” he yelled.

She rolled her eyes. The body language between her and Tom wasn’t the least bit romantic. And most people would know that he had zero interest in women.

The guy lifted his chin, aggrieved she’d not taken the bait.

“Nah. Forgot you were into women as well, with your wife.”

She stared at him, an iciness filling her chest. The freezing cold realisation crept into her jaw and arms.

Natalie. He meant her ex-wife, Natalie.

He grinned, clearly satisfied with how the word landed, and took a photo of her standing there stricken. Bastard.

She sniffed and covered her face and slipped down narrow Magpie Lane. She took out her phone to record if the guy followed, and lunged through the darkness, breathing hard. She broke out into Merton Street, alone in the dusk, and bent over to catch her breath and swipe at tears.

That desperate, short marriage was going to follow her the rest of her life. One big mistake that would overshadow the woman who had her whole heart and the love of her family. It was grotesque.

There wasn’t the language to describe Olivia and everything she meant in a single term, and that felt inadequate.

Sometimes there were no terms for the people who meant the most – dismissed as friends, acquaintances, colleagues, when they were integral to your life and happiness, and whose support you couldn’t survive without.

“Please no,” she gasped into the quiet of the ancient street.

Natalie would forever be her wife. And that made her feel sick. Then her stomach turned over again at another realisation.

What if Olivia had avoided saying this? What if clever Olivia, often two steps ahead of clients and friends and Kate, had already realised that ‘Kate’s wife’ would forever mean Natalie?

And tears flooded her eyes and chilled in the cold evening air.


Chapter 7

So, plan number two.

Olivia thrived on preparation, not winging it, shudder. She sat in her high-ceilinged office in Beaumont Street, her lawyer perspective firmly engaged to consider all the outcomes, rather than worrying about just one.

That was part of her job as a conscientious solicitor. And personally, it comforted her to know the worst-case scenario. It felt less out of control knowing the boundaries, as long as she didn’t hyperfocus on the worst, but still... Most of the time it worked.

Now to plan for the best-case scenario.

She wanted to marry Kate. There was no hiding that. And although Kate was level-headed and loving, with her feet on the ground, her family and past were complicated.

So, two things to consider:

First, a draft prenuptial agreement, a starting point to hand over to another lawyer, that considered Kate’s two children and their child together. She worked on that until dusk when she packed her briefcase and slipped into neat black trainers and a smart woollen coat and tied her scarf in a perfect knot.

And second...

Olivia smiled, softening as she padded down the stairs away from her office. That she wanted to give Kate a ring.

She slowed her pace as she stepped into lamp-lit Beaumont Street.

The enormous Christmas tree beside the columned entrance of the Ashmolean Museum scattered icy white light over the building as if covered in frost. Warmer lamps glowed from inside the Randolph Hotel on the opposite side of the street. The awning entrance to the grand hotel was threaded in wreaths, baubles and fairy lights and people laughed inside the cosy, low-lit restaurant and bar, sitting at tables beneath sparkling candelabras.

One week to Christmas and the whole city had a magic about it.

Sometimes she wondered if she was becoming as sentimental as her mother. This is what having young children and babies did to you. Not even an entire day as a detached and calculating lawyer seemed to erase it.

Going soft, Millie had accused her. And she’d cast Millie a withering glance, which received a laugh and a, “That’s the Olivia I know and love,” which earned another.

She had time to spare before picking up Zoe, and she turned right into the town centre, cutting past the Oxford Union building towards the high arcade entrance of the large shopping centre.

Oh god.

She hesitated. Bright and busy and noisy with Christmas shoppers with just a week to go. Rammed with them. Carollers too.

This was the trouble with Christmas. People.

She remained very much herself regarding this matter.

There was a lot to be said for buying a pile of books, late November, and not coming out again until January. She’d overheard a retired woman planning this at the counter of Blackwells, while handing over a beautiful stack to the bookseller. And everyone in the shop had looked toward her with a kind of longing.

With Kate’s kids as big readers, she could imagine all four of them and Zoe hibernating with books.

But she needed to push on. She wanted this more than she abhorred a crowd.

She stopped at the first glistening shop she found, the whole window shining with lights, gems and gold. She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment to recover from the glare.

Rings. Where were rings?

She’d never looked for an engagement ring before. People cooed and aahed over them, flashing a diamond ring when getting engaged to a man, but she didn’t particularly like diamonds. Or men. Not romantically. Men didn’t make much of an impression on her often. And diamonds may as well have been broken glass. Honestly, she had no idea why either were prized.

Here. Gold bands of wedding rings. Oh this glare gave her a headache. And next to them, a cushion of rows and rows of sparkling...well diamonds she supposed.

She stood up straight. How was she meant to choose, when every single arrangement was as unappealing as the next. Would Kate like any of these? Kate would be the one wearing it, so it was imperative she did.

Then, a display behind the rings pulled her attention, and she caught her breath in shock. Kate stared at her, unimpressed and moody in black and white, remote and larger than life. The movie star that Olivia had admired.

Olivia stepped back, before fully comprehending it as a promotional photo of Kate advertising a chunky watch. Her confidence drained, with a cool distance introduced between them. Her world spun and the worst-case scenario loomed large.

What was she doing?

She turned on her heel and headed towards the exit.

What on earth had she been thinking, asking Kate to marry her. She put her head down to hide her shame and overwhelm.

The enormity of Kate rejecting her proposal would be too huge to bear. Olivia rationally understood the many reasons, and the desire to avoid another ended marriage. But she’d never cope with being the partner Kate said no to.

She pushed towards the road again, and began to breathe, mist clouding above her head in the streetlight. She couldn’t go back in there. Too much. And she kept walking, calmed by the promise she’d be home with Kate after picking up their daughter.

The further she wandered from the crowds, the quieter her mind became, filling with perspective and reality again.

What if there was a sliver of a chance that Kate said yes?

In fact, what if she waited for Olivia to mention it?

What if Kate assumed Olivia saw too much of divorce and was too cynical to tie the knot?

Olivia slowed as she reached Carfax and the High Street, the ancient road quieter away from the new shopping centre. She hesitated by a tiny jeweller’s shop with old-fashioned windows on either side of a central door. The displays were uncluttered and gently lit, with silverware and jewellery, new and old. And there, in a miscellaneous case, lay a silver ring with a green gemstone, the colour of Kate’s eyes.

She stared at the metal, soft and worn. At the complex and swirling gemstone, as fascinating as the pattern of Kate’s iris. She leant down and gazed at it, a serenity flooding over her at finding something perfect, like everything aligned and the world was harmonious again.

If she was going to ask Kate if she’d like to get married. Some place. Sometime. To her. This was the ring she’d like to offer.

She pushed at the old door, and a bell rang as it swung above her head.

“Can I help?” a middle-aged man behind the counter said.

She cleared her throat. “I’m interested in one of the rings.”

He unlocked the screen and brought out the cushion of rings, Olivia pointing to the one that had caught her eye.

“Would you like to try it on?”

“It's not for me.”

Oh. How excruciatingly. She wanted to flee. A girl wanting to propose, likely to another girl. She didn’t hide being gay often, but she flinched, vulnerable right now, not knowing how Kate would react.

But that ring... It was perfect.

The man peered over his glasses and gave an indulgent smile, the hint of acceptance that she needed.

“I could try it on as a guide, perhaps,” she suggested.

And he nodded with a broader smile and handed her the ring.

She carefully slid it onto her ring finger. Loose. But hers were more slender than Kate’s. She tried her index finger at his knowing suggestion. Apparently she'd said Kate had larger fingers out loud, as if everyone in the universe wanted a running commentary like Zoe.

And there. It wouldn’t go over her knuckle, which might be exactly the right size for Kate.

“I’ll take it.”

Then she nearly had a breakdown at the price.

“It’s an appealing antique,” the man said. “We’ll buy it back if you need to sell.”

“Right,” she said.

So transparent, it was unbearable.

She tucked the blue-velvet box into her coat pocket, and the doorbell jingled overhead as she stepped outside.

“Good luck,” the man said, with another smile over his glasses.

“Thank you,” she managed.

And ran straight into Kate coming from the Wheatsheaf alleyway. Her Kate. The Kate she woke up to every morning, and wanted to for the rest of her life.


Chapter 8

“Olivia!” Kate cried.

She threw her arms around Olivia's shoulders and hugged her tight. Comfort enveloped her back and held stronger than usual. Right now, Kate needed that urgent pressure. She clung to Olivia, and the reassuring sensation of her silky hair against her cheek, inhaling the familiar scent, and everything soothed in her chest.

Kate sniffed, then registered that Olivia had initially stepped back in surprise.

“Sorry, I surprised you.”

Olivia hated surprises.

But confusion dominated Olivia’s face, her shapely eyebrows furrowing.

“What’s wrong?” Olivia asked gently.

Kate breathed out a laugh. “I missed you.”

Then she did a gargantuan snuffle, which was clearly more than missing Olivia for the eight hours they’d spent apart.

“I just...”

Realised how significant Olivia was, and how unrecognised her position remained, and felt a fool.

Somewhere along the line of falling in love, wanting to be together, Olivia moving in, and having a baby, Olivia had become central to more than just Kate’s life. Every step such a natural progression, they’d become wives in everything but legality long ago, and perhaps only Kate had been reticent to consider that because of her past.

“It’s all been a lot today.”

Because that was true.

Olivia tilted her head, eyebrows peaking concerned.

“I’m OK,” Kate tried to reassure her. “And so much better now I’ve found you.”

And she meant that several times over, with several layers of meaning.

A hand, surprisingly warm in the icy evening, cupped her cheek, and she almost sobbed at the intimate concern and loving touch.

Why the hell hadn’t she thought this through before now.

“Sorry, it must be time to pick up Zoe,” Kate said, not wanting to worry Olivia.

Olivia nodded, eyebrows still furrowed. “Soon.”

“Can I come with you?”

Olivia’s expression flickered with a subtlety others wouldn’t have noticed. Amused at the question, because why wouldn’t she accompany Olivia? Still the concern, and the serene patience Olivia had for her. Waiting. Observing. Being there. Then offering her arm to Kate.

She looped her hand through, grateful, and pulled Olivia close, cosy in her smart woollen coat, the love in her eyes warming Kate further. She clung to this woman and this moment, still a mess of emotions inside.

They cut through the Covered Market to heavenly scents of pine, dried citrus decorations and spices, Olivia by her side, in a city Kate had come to love. And everything felt so overwhelmingly good, she wanted to cry.

When they headed out onto Broad Street, stone colleges on one side, and tall, colourful Georgian shops on the other, a light snow sparkled in the air, and without saying a word they both smiled at each other then looked up at the night sky. Snowflakes tickled as they landed on her cheeks and melted to blend with her tears.

How did she get so lucky? Coming to this city for a minor role, to settle her kids and hide away from the world awhile. And somehow she’d found this woman and a new life.

They called in at Blackwell’s bookshop, the lure of books strong for them both, and picked up a new picture and texture book for Zoe, an extra present for her stocking, and ones for Bea and Ralph too.

When they wandered past the golden Sheldonian Theatre, orchestral notes and choir voices wafted into the night, and Kate beamed at just how fortunate she was. Walking out one snowy evening, with a woman she adored, and hearing this, as a part of her everyday life.

Olivia gazed at her as they walked down the quiet Parks Road, along stone walls, beneath glowing streetlamps and dancing snowflakes, the concern receding.

“Tell me about your day.” Kate smiled, wishing to wipe her worry away completely.

“Actually,” Olivia's eyebrows shot up in surprise, “very pleasant.”

“Yeah?”

“My last clients were a husband and wife who wanted to separate after ten years.”

“Oh?” Kate prompted her to continue.

“Both very nice individuals determined to split up fairly. Both wanted to part ways, and were cordial about it, although sad too.”

“Does...” Kate gulped. This wasn’t subtle. “Does it ever make you jaded about relationships?”

Olivia looked at her carefully.

“You know,” Kate quickly added, “not us, but everyone. Do you roll your eyes when people talk about getting married, because you see the end so often?”

“Only when Millie talks about it.”

Kate grinned. “Because why miss an opportunity to roll your eyes at Millie.”

“Precisely.”

Kate's smile faded as they strolled. She wanted to know more, but couldn’t think how to take the conversation further, and a silence fell heavily in the enveloping night, the light snow quietening the world.

“Divorce isn’t always awful.”

Olivia said it. Quietly. And Kate’s heart tripped.

More steps. More silence.

“Sometimes,” Olivia started, staring ahead. “I see couples part as good friends for life.”

Did she mean them? Kate didn’t ever want to part from Olivia. But wasn’t that possible outcome positive too?

Kate blushed, hope coursing through her veins, and a lump blocking her throat.

“A divorce doesn't mean it was wrong to marry,” Olivia said.

A jolt through her heart.

“Some relationships run their course. People change together as well as grow apart. Doesn’t mean it was wrong to spend time with that person.”

Olivia continued in Kate’s silence.

“If I’d drifted apart from Charlotte, would that mean I should never have been friends with her. That would be silly.”

Kate nodded. Like her friend Maria, who didn’t regret being married, and still loved her ex, but was happier divorced.

“And otherwise how else would you know,” Olivia added.

“What?”

“If marriage worked long term, if you didn’t try.”

And the look on Olivia's face took her breath away. Her beauty. Her quiet understanding. The willingness to consider the best for her clients. But most of all, the hint that perhaps she wanted to try.

It wanted to burst out of Kate's chest – What about us? Do you think about marrying me? Marry me.

All those things.

She held Olivia tighter.

“And erm...do you have clients who vow never to get married again?”

“Of course,” Olivia said matter of fact. “And, of course, they’re usually wrong, and I see them again to arrange a prenup for the next marriage.”

Kate grinned, heart bursting, and words leaping at her throat.

The temptation to stop right there, on a beautiful snowy night, and beg Olivia to marry her was huge.

Kate kept walking, legs jellying and feet numb in the cold night. She needed a ring if she was going to do this properly. No mistakes with this one. If she talked marriage, she wanted Olivia to know it wasn’t idle discussion, or to just spring it on her. And if Olivia turned to her, and wanted to get married all along, Kate would be there with conviction and solidity, and a token to seal it. No reservations.

If only she had a ring handy.

She kept walking, stealing glances at Olivia who must be cold, hand buried deep and stiff in her coat pocket.

They continued past the Gothic Natural History Museum. And a more comfortable silence settled as they fell into step and gazed at Oxford softening under snow, and turned to each other with gentle smiles and reassurance. They picked up Zoe, and the comfort between them grew another level.

They arrived home to the lights shining from the lower ground floor, Ralph already back from school, but Bea on a playdate.

Ralph stood up from the kitchen table when they came downstairs, towering above Kate. He’d grown wide rather than up more recently, shoulders broadening especially with working out.

“Can you help with my quadratics?” he said, deep voice booming around the room, and skipping anything like ‘hi, Mum’ as usual.

“Hmm?” Kate said. “Quadratics?”

Was that an exercise for a muscle group?

“Of course,” Olivia replied, stepping forward before Kate realised Ralph hadn’t addressed her anyway.

Olivia sat down next to him at the kitchen table with a spread of exercise books and laptop screen filled with numbers.

Oh. Maths. That would make more sense. So not her subject. She took Zoe from Olivia.

“And I need a form signing for a field trip,” Ralph said to Olivia.

“Kate will have to do that, or Harry.”

“Oh yeah. Sorry.”

And they turned to the symbols on the screen.

Kate stared at them. Because that floored her again. That Ralph forgot Olivia didn’t have parental responsibility, but was the one he turned to automatically for more than just maths.

That Bea did even more. Her seven-year-old hardly remembered a time before Olivia. And Olivia couldn’t apply for parental responsibility unless they married first, and with Bea this was becoming more and more appropriate.

Oh, these conversations were well overdue.

It struck her that Ralph and Bea and Zoe could be at their wedding. And weirdly that felt more appropriate than already being married. That the kids got to see them making a commitment as part of their memories as a family.

She stepped forward, tears brimming again.

“Mum?”

Olivia and Ralph stared at her.

“Yes, darling?”

“You’re being weird.”

Shit.

“Oh. Sorry.”

Olivia tilted her head.

“I’m fine. Really.”

And she wished she could smile at Olivia, without tears, but that was the best she could do right now.

Because she’d never wanted anything more, than to go down on one knee and ask Olivia, that if she wanted to, then Kate would love to be wives together.


Chapter 9

This might be the perfect ring, as perfect as Kate could choose.

Olivia had particular tastes, and Kate always understood the appeal when she explained. But she wanted to give Olivia at least an imperfect offering to show her commitment.

A slender band of rose gold, smooth and comfortable, that would glow with Olivia’s light brown skin. And most of all the dark sapphire, almost black with a purple undertone, to complement everything she wore.

“We have a range of bright blue sapphire, admittedly at a higher price?”

Kate looked up at the woman behind the counter. Thirties, dressed in an expensive suit, curly black hair tied back tight, hands professionally and lightly clasped. But eyes wide, giving away she recognised Kate, despite her no-makeup mum-mode. And even though the shop might have famous customers, maybe not as well-known as Kate. And, that she was surprised Kate chose this apparently cheaper option.

“No, thank you.” Kate smiled, and she turned back to the ring, drawn by how appropriate this might be for Olivia. “It’s the black sapphire that I want.”

She pushed it gently onto her ring finger. It tightened above her knuckle, but not too much, a good guide to Olivia’s.

“This design is easily resized if you need it.”

Kate nodded, unable to take her eyes off the band of gold and the warm feeling it gave her.

This is what she wanted. With all her heart. Every day she considered it, she became more sure of its rightness. Although...

“Please,” she looked up. “Don’t tell anyone I’ve been here.”

Olivia might not want to get married. And if she did, Kate wanted her to know the plans first.

The woman gave her an indulgent smile. “We’re used to discretion with our clients.”

Of course. “Sorry,” Kate said. “Many aren’t.”

“Understandable,” the woman replied.

Perhaps she’d seen enough of Kate in the media to comprehend.

Kate stood up straight. “I want this one, please.”

And the woman nodded, taking the ring away to polish and box.

Kate breathed out and stared idly at the mirrored back wall, jewels and watches and necklaces threaded in a blur across her view.

She was nervous. There’d been barriers against getting married, but her biggest concern now was that Olivia might say no. She had to be prepared for that. It might throw them off for a while and bring in a bit of weirdness. She nodded, steeling herself. That was understandable and had to be OK too.

She nodded to herself some more, until her eyes focussed on a face reflected in the back wall. A familiar face. One with large, surprised brown eyes and curtains of black hair.

“Oh my god, Geeta.”

Kate spun round and slapped a hand over her heart that wanted to leap from her chest and leg it out the arcade. The familiar face tilted with a generous smile. Although Olivia strongly resembled her father, there was enough similarity here to give Kate a minor cardio incident.

Kate took in the shorter woman, curvier than Olivia, silver threading through her black hair with more wave than Olivia’s.

Another thing Geeta had in contrast to Olivia was a load of subtle, teasing sass.

The older woman casually leant on the counter.

“Shopping?” Geeta asked lightly.

Shit. There was so much knowing in that one-word question. Karma was biting her arse again. She considered her answer carefully. There was almost nothing that experienced eyes like Geeta’s missed. So, Kate offered the safest answer she could imagine.

“Yes.”

Then hazarded.

“And you?”

Geeta’s face beamed, her already generous smile widening.

“I am,” she replied. “Thank you so much for asking.”

Was there any chance, at all, that Geeta hadn’t guessed the purchase?

Olivia’s mother dropped her weight to one side.

“I was looking for a present for Nicola. I didn’t realise it was you until I saw your face in the reflection.”

“Right.” Kate nodded.

“Otherwise, I would have quietly left the shop,” Geeta said gently.

She so knew.

And if it hadn’t been obvious before, from Kate’s startled reaction and curt answers, when the assistant returned with a ‘here we are, madam’ and placed a small, blue, velvet-covered box on the counter, it was as clear as day now.

“Oh,” Kate said finally.

A silence followed. Kate looked at Geeta. Geeta looked at the box. Kate’s heart attempted another run for it. Then Geeta’s expression turned soppy. Tears sparkled in her eyes, and she bit her bottom lip to keep in the happy smile. Geeta wasn’t one to hide big, generous emotions.

Oh for goodness sake, there was no point keeping up this pretense.

“I bought a ring for Olivia,” Kate blurted. “I’m going to ask as soon as I can. Do you think she’ll like this.” And she snapped open the box to show Geeta.

There. All in the open.

Geeta gazed down at the jewel.

“Ethically sourced materials,” Kate said. “Rose gold. Black sapphire. Comfy finish.”

Kind eyes looked up at her. Geeta rested her fingers on Kate's outstretched hands and lightly squeezed her.

“I think it’s perfect.” She tilted her head. “But I haven’t dared choose anything for Olivia without consultation for years.”

Kate had to laugh at the mismatch between daughter and mother. Such different personalities, but so much love and increasing understanding recently.

“Olivia knows what she likes,” Geeta said with a grin.

“She does,” Kate agreed.

“And,” Geeta squeezed her again, a long, affectionate gesture. “She knows who she likes too.”

Kate might cry. In fact, her next breath caught, and she pursed her lips to keep down the sob.

She’d been so lucky to meet Olivia, and to have this gentle reassurance and support from this woman too.

“And,” Geeta lifted her gaze to Kate’s, “I happen to think she has great taste in people too.”

“OK. Stop it. Because I’m going to snotty sob if you carry on.”

Geeta beamed. “Come here.”

Kate dropped her arms and sank into a reassuring, big, big hug from Geeta. And when she pulled away, Geeta cupped her cheeks with fondness.

“I would very much like to be your mother-in-law,” she said.

And Kate only nodded, because otherwise snot and tears would definitely follow.


Chapter 10

Christmas Eve.

Everything was ready.

Olivia checked on Zoe in her cot. One happy, sleeping baby. And she switched on the baby monitor.

As she stepped onto the landing, Kate’s voice came from Bea’s room reading the Christmas story Bea chose for bedtime every single day of December, so that Olivia knew it by heart and that they nearly finished. Across the hallway, she heard Ralph’s deep laugh talking to a friend on the phone while playing an online game.

She smoothed down her soft, grey wool dress, out of nervous habit rather than any crease, clutched the velvet box in her hand and quietly padded down the stairs to the ground floor, while everyone was out of sight.

She’d carried the ring in her coat pocket all week, not wanting Bea to discover it in a drawer while she hunted around the house for Christmas presents.

She’d had a minor panic when Kate had lingered by the kitchen coat hooks one morning. She swore Kate studied something in her hand that, from a distance, looked remarkably like a blue ring box. But when she checked her coat later, the ring was safely there.

But her wait was over, for the perfect time to talk to Kate.

She breathed in, nervous, and waited for Kate in the large sitting room at the back of the house. Lights off. Curtains open onto a starry night. The decorated Christmas tree reached the top of the high ceiling, and its lights cast a gentle glow over the room, reflecting on the windows and adding to the stars.

She’d rehearsed what to say, whichever way this conversation headed. Reassurance that everything could stay the same, if that’s what Kate wanted. The financial repercussions if they married and making sure Kate’s two older children felt comfortable and supported. How to protect everyone.

She sat down and tucked the ring box beneath the sofa.

Another deep breath, and long exhale.

Ready.

***

This was it.

If Kate was ever going to get a quiet moment with Olivia this Christmas, it would be now.

Kate quietly closed Bea’s bedroom door behind her, Bea drifting off to sleep before the end of the book, at this late bedtime. She gently knocked on Ralph’s door and poked her head round.

Still on his computer.

“Bed!” she mouthed, not wanting to embarrass him on the phone to his friend.

“Gotta go,” he said, and tapped his mobile.

“Get to sleep, please,” Kate whispered.

“Mum,” Ralph moaned.

“I need you to have a good night’s rest.”

“Why?”

“Because...” Reasons. “Santa doesn’t deliver presents if you’re not in bed.”

“I’m a long way past believing in Santa, Mum,” he ridiculed.

She gave him a look. “I'm Santa. Now get to bed.”

And he laughed, diving onto the bed and switching off the light.

Tonight, with all the presents except Santa’s beneath the tree, and the kids guaranteed to stay in bed, this was her opportunity.

She found Olivia sitting on the sofa in the living room, subtly lit by the Christmas tree, feet tucked up on the sofa, elegant in a soft grey dress. She clearly mulled over something as she stroked her hair behind an ear.

Kate patted her hoodie pocket to check for the ring. There. And she entered the room.

Olivia immediately swung her feet to the floor and stood up. She smoothed down her dress and held out her hand towards Kate, and Kate automatically stepped forward, smiling wide.

“Hi,” Kate whispered, and they gazed at each other.

Kate sighed, the warmth of Olivia and the festive room working magic on her. Now. It had to be now. Surely there wouldn’t be a better moment.

She cupped Olivia’s cheek.

“I want to talk to you.”

“Me too,” Olivia whispered. “I’ve been putting it off, but I need to say something.”

“Let’s sit down.” And Kate guided her to the sofa and sat on the coffee table facing her.

She held Olivia’s hands, her slender fingers dark and resting in hers. Olivia smiled at her, almost shy, as if gathering her thoughts.

“Do you want to go first?” Kate murmured.

Although Olivia had incredible levels of patience at times, and also a significant lack of it with some people, something clearly defeated her right now.

“You were surprised at those clients I was telling you about? And Maria? How they were happy with their partners after divorce?”

“Yes?”

“Why?” Olivia asked simply.

“Oh.”

Kate stared at her, heart hammering.

She wasn't expecting to be dropped into the thick of it, the question putting her on the spot immediately.

Why was Olivia asking that? She held her hands tighter.

“Do you...worry that I don’t get on with my exes?”

Did Olivia think it was a red flag, when Olivia was cordial if remote from hers.

“No,” Olivia replied, her gaze kind. “But I did wonder why it surprised you?”

Olivia asked gently, but it had plunged Kate into the middle of the subject she wanted to talk about.

Kate paused in thought. “I wasn’t surprised Maria makes it work with her ex. I know I have a terrible record with mine.”

A squeeze back from Olivia. Reassurance and love.

“It was more...” Oh, she was deep into this already. “I wondered how you keep a positive outlook with people who get divorced and married, when you see so many acrimonious cases.”

Olivia lowered her gaze.

“I don’t always. Some seem intent on making the biggest mess of it possible. But, I have to be practical and open-minded to each new case and what my client needs. And...” Olivia looked up. “Sometimes they still surprise me.”

A burst of hope. Olivia meant like Kate. That she saw a reasonable, safe person in Kate. Dark brown eyes, pupils large in the low light, gazed at her, and Kate could have lost herself in them for hours.

“Does it still surprise you?” Olivia asked. “That I’m not completely disenchanted?”

“Yes,” Kate smiled a little. “But I’m glad, because...”

She swallowed.

Deep breaths.

“Because I want to marry you,” Kate said.

“Waaaaaaaaah.”

The noise was loud, the baby monitor crackling into a wail, just as she managed to say the words.

Olivia shot a glance towards the monitor, its lights flashing as frantic as Zoe’s cry. Olivia’s expression turned distraught.

“Sorry, it’s Zoe,” Olivia said. “What did you say?”

“Oh.” God. “It’s OK. It can wait.”

“Mummmmmyyyy!”

Shit. Now Bea was awake.

“Muuuum! Zoe’s crying!”

And now came Ralph’s baritone.

“Coming sweetie!” Kate projected.

They smiled sadly for a moment, before silently acknowledging the priority and Olivia walked away up the stairs, the look back over her shoulder mournful.

And that was Kate's chance gone.

A few minutes later, she had to smile. Their quiet evening on the sofa had turned into Bea curled up on Kate’s knee, and Zoe having a bottle on Olivia’s. Bea had her hand out to Zoe and Zoe’s little fingers wrapped around her sister’s. Her heart went ping, always turning soppy when she caught the kids being lovely to each other.

Ralph squeezed in at the end, scrolling through Christmas films on the telly to watch, now everyone was awake and unable to settle again.

Kate gazed at Olivia, cuddling Zoe and looking back at Kate. With all of them snuggled on the sofa, she couldn’t love a bunch of people more. And she couldn’t want anything harder than to ask Olivia to celebrate this in a wedding.

“This one!” Bea pointed.

With them all focussed on the screen, Kate wanted to steal another glance at Olivia, who looked as astonishing as anyone ever had.

Oh. Olivia gazed at her. She snapped her eyes back to the telly, as if trying to hide she’d been admiring her.

Silly.

She slowly turned back, catching Olivia doing the same, amusement and desperation in her eyes. If only Kate could send thoughts straight into Olivia's mind right now.


Chapter 11

It was the night before Christmas, and not a teen, child, baby, nor beautiful partner stirred.

But in bed, Olivia Sachdeva lay wide awake.

Her plan, her perfectly prepared plan, had flown out of the window.

She sighed and turned towards Zoe in the cot next to her, the interruption instantly forgiven. No antidote existed as potent as Zoe’s angelic face when she slept. Ruined plans? Worst nappies in the world? All erased from memory when Olivia gazed at her sleeping baby, with the longest eyelashes and little round cheeks. Zoe’s tiny mouth slowly drooped open, before a shuffle, and a mash, mash, mash of lips, and the beatific expression soothed Zoe’s face again and melted Olivia.

She couldn’t quite believe it. Guiltily, she realised this is how besotted her mother would have been with her, and she wondered if she’d be as annoying to Zoe when she grew into a teenager.

She sighed again.

So this was all lovely, but with plans going awry Olivia’s nerves were shredded.

Zoe gurgled on one side. Kate snuggled her on the other, her soft belly in the small of Olivia's back. A happy place. But the ring, now in the top drawer beside the head of the bed, called to her.

There wouldn’t be a quiet moment for at least a week with Christmas. Especially one where she’d be in the right state of mind. She was tempted to make an appointment with Kate, in her room at the top of the house, and ask not to be disturbed. Or draft a formal email listing the pros and cons of marriage, preferable at this point just to reduce the stress.

There was so much to discuss, although mostly she wanted to ask Kate to be wives.

Sleep? Impossible.

She carefully folded back the duvet and slipped out of bed, bunching the cover where she’d lain for Kate to cuddle.

Olivia took the ring from her drawer. She tiptoed out of the bedroom, up another flight of stairs lit only from the glow of streetlamps outside. Up to a small attic room where she sometimes worked, or needed a quiet moment, with her grey sofa and antique desk. Somewhere meant as her space only, where she had a level of control in a very busy life.

She sat down and switched on the desk lamp, took out a square of thin paper, and stared at it. Everyone asleep. Park Town silent. A chance to think through her worries and clearly articulate what she needed to say.

Where to begin?

She prised open the velvet box and stroked the metal ring and gem. Not sparkling new. A little softened with age. Perfect didn’t mean without bumps and wear. Like them, already far into a life together. She’d not changed her mind about this ring. And she’d never change her mind about Kate.

She drew out her favourite fountain pen, and began to write, to the heart of the matter.

I want to give you this ring as a symbol of my deep and unwavering love for you. It is the most beautiful piece I could find. I would be happy if you accepted this gift, whether worn, kept on a chain or if you cherished it in a box. We would always know it was there and what it meant.

It can be more, if you want. But I know this is complicated for you. This ring is a promise to love and support you, as much as if we’d vowed in marriage. This ring is also that question, should you wish me to ask it. Please think about it. You don’t have to answer straightaway.

I love you. I know you know that. But I love you more than the day we promised to try this. More than when we chose to live together. Even more than the day Zoe was born.

And this ring is to say that.

Yours,

Olivia

In tiny writing on a note, she folded her words into the velvet-box, wrapped it in striped paper and secured it with a red ribbon.

She padded down the stairs and placed the parcel beneath the Christmas tree, with her heart leaping and her stomach in knots.

There. That’s as far as she could plan. Sometimes she just needed to let go, and she sent the question out into the universe.

Now Kate would open it, roll it around in her head, and come out with something appropriate. She was good at that. Handling them all and rolling with whatever got thrown her way. And she turned upstairs and left the gift.

To Kate, to open in private, love from Olivia.


Chapter 12

Wonderful things about Christmas Day for Olivia?

Being first up with Zoe in the delicious quiet of early morning. Switching on the tree lights ready for Bea and Ralph to come down.

The giggling excitement of Bea running down the stairs, and her delight at the new bike from Santa. The shock on Ralph’s face, and the hug he gave her and Kate for his top-of-the-range skateboard.

How beautiful Kate looked, her smiles huge and cheeks pink, that made Olivia’s face ache too because she smiled so much.

Then Ralph chasing Bea around the crescents, Bea on her bike and Ralph on his skateboard.

And the excruciating?

Kate didn’t have time to even look at her presents, with the kids tearing through theirs and, of course, wanting to play straightaway.

The little present under the tree, behind the mounds of torn paper from the kids’ gifts, had a gravity of its own. Olivia couldn’t think of anything while it pulled relentlessly at her attention.

And, late morning, it was time to leave for Christmas dinner at her mother’s, which meant delaying hours before Kate opened her gift.

Zoe wriggled on the change table, in the loo next to the sitting room, Olivia trying to stay calm and speak soothingly to Zoe, while the world had different ideas about her plan. She changed the nappy in a swift and practiced operation, the business as innocuous as cleaning up after herself. Not exactly the highlight of the day, but nothing terrible. And she attempted to distract herself from fixating on the gift.

“Mummy!” she heard Bea say in the sitting room. “You haven’t opened your presents. Shall I bring them to you?”

No.

No. No. No.

Zoe looked at her. She’d paused mid-wipe.

Kate lounged on the sofa, wishing her mother a happy Christmas on the phone, and she might open them carelessly while multitasking, chatting with Bea and her mother, and miss the explicit note to open in private.

Olivia twitched, wanting to intervene, mid very messy nappy.

“What about this small one?” Bea said. “Shall I bring it to you?”

Noooooooooooooooo.

She almost clasped Zoe to her chest and ran into the sitting room, messy bum and all. But there was a limit. And she wasn’t about to squelch poo and baby to her favourite dress.

“I know, sweetheart,” Kate called out, relaxed. “I’ll get to them soon. At least I opened the ones from you and Ralph.”

Olivia audibly sighed.

Zoe looked at her again.

“Just a minor crisis,” she reassured her. “Regarding the matter I related to you in the Covered Market.”

And she smiled at Zoe. And Zoe smiled back. And Olivia smiled bigger. And Zoe giggled and gurgled.

Who knew babies could be instant stress relief. And thank god.

She wrapped up the nappy. Then slipped Zoe’s wriggling arms into a clean sleep suit and a small cardigan that said ‘little pudding’ on the front with a picture of the Christmas dessert – a gift from Ralph and Bea.

“I’m done,” Kate said beside her at the door. “I’ll get them in the car.”

Olivia nodded. And Kate smiled. And Kate saw Zoe and smiled more. Olivia’s sheer terrified panic at the ring under the tree hovered at bearable levels.

Ralph and Bea barrelled by in the hallway, rustling something in their arms. And Olivia slung the change bag over her shoulder and cuddled Zoe in her arms. She glanced into the sitting room, that ring pulling at her attention.

Except the small, square gift was gone.

She stepped inside the lounge and peered further under the tree. Other presents, the shape of books she’d bought Kate, lay there. But no ring-sized box. What the...

Had Kate opened it?

Oh god. Oh god.

Here we go. It’s what Olivia wanted. For her plan to go out into the world, with her blessing that the world would take care of the rest.

Except, oh my god. Oh my god.

“Mum!” Ralph bellowed from downstairs, “can all this paper go in the recycling?”

Paper?

Christmas paper from the kids’ presents? She pondered a moment. Ralph must have cleared around the tree. When Olivia left this room earlier it resembled a large hamster cage, as if frenzied animals had torn through the gifts.

What if they’d swept it up?

What if the small, neatly wrapped present had been gathered up in the haste?

Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaargh.

She turned on her heel and swooped down the stairs, Zoe in her arms.

Why on earth had she done this? This is what happened when you let go of plans and pretended you didn’t want to control everything. The universe went straight off plot.

They’d all gathered at the front door, Ralph holding a box of wrapping paper.

“Could erm...” Her pitch was right up there with hysteria.

They all turned.

She swallowed, stood straighter, smoothed down her dress.

“May I perhaps check the paper before you throw it out?”

She didn't say why. And she wouldn’t lie about it. Kate would spot her choking on the words and know something was up. Although no-one could miss that right now.

Ralph continued to stare. As did Kate. It was easy to see the family resemblance, in both looks and temperament – the same uncomprehending gaze, thoughts whizzing behind their eyes, but without Olivia’s silent hysteria.

They both shrugged, and said,

“Yeah, course.”

“Thank you,” Olivia managed.

“Are we OK to go?” Kate said gently.

“Very well,” Olivia agreed.

Although everything in her being wanted to tear through that recycling box right now and rescue the ring.

If the universe could stay away from that recycling box, and refrain from injecting any more chaos into the day, she’d be happy. That is, not completely overwhelmed.


Chapter 13

“Happy Christmas, everyone!”

Her mother opened the door of the bungalow with a blast of warmth from both the house and her personality. The aroma from roasts and spices bloomed into the chilly Christmas Day air in Iffley Village.

Geeta stood, tea-towel thrown over her shoulder, vibrant festive jumper on, smiles for everyone and cheeks glowing from cooking and no doubt enjoying life with Nicola.

“Merry Christmas!” Kate, Bea and Ralph chorused, in thrall to Geeta and her smiles.

“Come in, come in!” Geeta stood back and waved them through.

Was Olivia mistaken, but did her mother, in particular, take a moment with her? Geeta didn’t grab her for a cuddle – she knew springing hugs required warning. She made a quiet fuss of Zoe in Olivia’s arms first.

Then Geeta held Olivia's free hand, and paused, while looking down.

“What?” Olivia asked.

Geeta looked up and shrugged, making an appearance of nonchalance. Her mother carried it off smoothly enough for most, but not her.

“Wanted to check on you,” Geeta said gently. “You know, this time of year can be busy and stressful.”

Couldn’t it just. Seriously, what had she been thinking, throwing that ring out into the world at Christmas.

Then Satinder met her too.

“Come here,” her grandmother said, wandering toward her in a deep-red Punjabi suit.

And after an indulgent fuss of Zoe, Satinder took Olivia’s hand and squeezed it while, again, looking down.

“Nani ji?”

“Uff,” her grandmother said.

Olivia wasn't sure that ‘uff’ was for public consumption, because when Satinder looked up, she broke into a smile and said, “Merry Christmas, come in. Your mother has cooked everything. The table will soon be completely covered with a feast!”

Olivia wandered after Satinder, into the large open kitchen-diner at the rear of the bungalow, the windowed back wall onto a frosted garden twinkling with Christmas lights down to the river.

And the day hit her with full force.

Christmas carols on. Lights everywhere. A toddler tugging at a Christmas tree in the corner. Angeline Jelly Bean, now called Jumping Jelly Bean since she got to her feet. Grandmother Nicola kneeling and holding the toddler’s hands, letting her pull off safe baubles from the tree. Millie laughing with Olivia's brother. Ugh. Of course they’d get on. Bea showing Geeta her toys in a bag. And the volume of the room rocketed.

Overwhelm crept over her skin and seized her brain, and she stared frozen at the scene.

“Olivia?” she heard.

Her best friend, Charlotte, loped towards her, eyebrows concerned, long wavy chestnut hair swaying as she walked.

“Are you OK?”

She should have been.

It was all lovely, if noisy.

But all she thought of was the perfect ring, in the recycling bin, that Kate still hadn't opened. That her plans were forever going astray. And she really wanted to marry Kate. And the thought she might say no was unbearable, and she just needed to get out of this noisy, bright house, full of the best and worst people, because the best people really could be the worst at times. Apart from Kate, who was always simply the best. And she couldn’t see her anywhere.

She was going to cry. Or scream. Or curl up in the corner and rock backwards and forwards.

“Please,” she managed. “Would you take Zoe?”

“Of course, come here,” her best-friend cooed and reached out. “Come to Auntie Charlotte.”

Olivia nearly did cry then, with her friend talking to Zoe so easily and Zoe happy to tug on a ribbon of Charlotte’s long wavy hair.

“I need some air,” she gasped.

“Of course,” Charlotte replied, eyebrows roofing in concern. “This is a lot.”

Charlotte had no idea quite how much this was.

“I...”

“Go,” Charlotte whispered. “Take a break.”

Olivia turned away. She could hardly see down the hallway and instinctively headed for the blurred daylight of the front door.

As she passed the bathroom, she heard the door open and was aware of someone there. But she was out of words, and out of spoons, and needed to get outside, and as long as she made it to the door, out this noise, and crowds and...

A hand slipped into hers and warmth and solidity fell into step beside her.

“I’m here,” a mellow voice murmured, all safety and calm. A guardian of serenity while her head stormed like a hurricane.

They stepped into the snap of frost and blinding daylight.

She turned down the lane towards the river. She couldn't look at her. Just one foot in front of the other. Limbs in flight and head buzzing. She knew she had tears. They stung cold in her eyes and chilled on her cheeks. And still she kept walking, hand in Kate’s, looking straight ahead.

Down to the river, along the narrow, treelined path to the covered weir, over the lock, Kate walking ahead across the narrow walls, and onto the towpath. Pushing through the cold air, mists billowing along the river waters. Hardly anyone out for a walk. Until complete quiet and no-one.

Kate slowed by the stone bridge and spun around to her.

Olivia could barely see.

“I’m here,” Kate murmured, her breath steaming in the icy air, tickling and soothing Olivia’s cheeks.

She didn't utter a word.

“I’m here, Olivia,” Kate implored.

Her throat tightened with stress. She couldn’t speak even if she tried, her mind seized and incoherent.

“I’m going to say this,” Kate said, in that mellow voice, the most wonderful in the world. The one she wanted to hear last thing at night, and first in the morning.

“I’m just going to say this, because it’s long overdue and I think you need to hear it.”

Kate held her hands and slowly became shorter. She blinked, trying to focus. Kate was kneeling.

“Oh!” Olivia cried out loud.

Because when she blinked and cleared her vision, she gazed down at Kate's hands to find a silver ring, with a gemstone the colour of her eyes.

“Oh,” she sobbed.

Her shaking legs betrayed her, and her knees gave way, and she descended to the ground.

Only then did she see the tears flooding Kate’s eyes and the smiles that flickered between distress and happiness.

“Olivia?”

Kate fumbled in her jacket pocket and brought out the velvet box, blue, although she swore it didn’t have gold italic writing on the lid before.

“Yes?”

Kate flipped open the lid. Why did she want to show her the empty...

“Oh,” she gasped.

A ring. More slender than the one she’d wrapped for Kate. Of gold and a beautiful dark gem, which shimmered in dark blues and black.

“Oh,” she repeated.

The only word her extensive vocabulary would allow right now.

Kate tilted her head, her lips trembling. “Will you marry me?”

And Olivia couldn't cope. She covered her face and her fingers instantly soaked with tears.


Chapter 14

Kate sniffed and hugged Olivia tight.

She didn't need an answer. They’d both asked the same question. And she held her wordless and sobbing. Kate happy. So happy. And at the same time, upset that Olivia had broken down, more than she’d ever seen, apart from when Zoe was born.

“Come here,” she whispered, kissing her forehead through a gap in her fingers.

Olivia’s hands slowly slid down, and Kate kissed her tears and cupped her cheek.

“I love you.”

Olivia wouldn’t look at her.

“I love you more than I can describe.”

Olivia sniffed.

“One day I’m going to write you a wonderful letter and tell you how much.”

And a smile, tiny, broke on Olivia's lips.

“I’ve been trying to ask you for days,” Kate continued, sensing her speaking released the tension in Olivia. “I never had the right moment with a ring ready, or the kids not waking up.”

That got a quiet laugh.

Olivia wiped her eyes.

“Here.” Kate brought out a tissue. She always had one in her pocket. Someone, large or small, always needed it. And she gave it to Olivia to dab her face.

Now that she was drier, Olivia looked up with those large brown eyes, inky eyelashes still wet with tears.

“When did you find it?” Olivia whispered, touching the silver ring on her finger.

“I picked it up as we were leaving.”

When Bea pointed out her presents, her eye had caught on the small gift that hadn’t been there the night before. She’d put it in her pocket, the same size and shape of the box she’d carried around for days. And like a bolt of lightning, she’d realised what it must be.

“I went into the bathroom as soon as we arrived, hoping...”

She was going to cry now.

“...Hoping it was the same thing I've been carrying around for you.”

She’d opened the gift. Yes, she’d guessed at the content. She hadn’t guessed at the letter though, and she’d stared and stared at the words that were so Olivia. Careful. Considered. It broke her heart while making it grow twice the size.

Then she couldn’t help grinning.

“Please marry me,” she said, more sure of the words now.

The smile that Olivia gave, which glistened with tears, she swore she’d never forget. Those seconds were the long kind that linger in memory. Even though Olivia’s nod was quick, that moment filled a day. And their kiss that followed could fuel her a lifetime.

They gazed at each in the quiet morning, most of Oxford tucked away indoors with families, and just the two of them along the river.

“Would you like to try it on?” Kate asked, holding the ring.

Olivia took it from her, pinching the ring with her fingertips of both hands and gazing at the gem.

“It’s beautiful,” Olivia said.

“If it’s not comfortable...”

But Olivia slipped it on, perhaps a little large, and they both stared at it, the gold glowing against Olivia's complexion.

“I want to try it,” she said, a smile lifting her face.

“We can get a necklace or something...”

Olivia nodded, and her expression relaxed at last.

Kate looked around, the frosted fields and gentle flowing river absent of people.

“I want to remember exactly where we were for this.”

On the stone bridge. Not as far as the Isis pub. And...oh. Perhaps still in view of Geeta’s house. If anyone had been looking across the river, they might have seen them. In fact, was that people scuttling up the garden, back towards the bungalow? Someone in red clothes shuffling up the lawn, and another in a bright Christmas jumper? She really needed to get her distance vision checked.

“Does yours fit?” Olivia asked.

“Mine?” Kate looked down and automatically twirled the ring back and forth. “Perhaps a little loose.” She grinned. “Nothing that your mother’s delicious cooking and food portions can’t fix.”

And Olivia laughed.

Then her smile wavered. “We should get back. I think dinner was nearly ready.”

“We should,” Kate agreed. “And before my knees seize up on this cold ground.”

They cuddled close the whole way. Olivia’s elegant fingers threaded over Kate’s arm and Kate's fingers over Olivia’s, so that shining rings rested side by side.

Geeta had left the door on the latch, and they quietly walked down the hallway, the walls covered in pictures of Nicola and Geeta’s honeymoon, and photos of Charlotte and Millie and Jelly Bean, and Kate and Olivia and kids too.

They broke out into the large room at the back, and chatting and laughing cut into stunned silence the moment they entered.

Nicola clearly knew. She crossed her arms and looked straight to their hands. Geeta pressed praying fingers to her lips. Charlotte looked like she was about to burst. Millie grinned from ear to ear. Satinder reached for her glasses. Ralph held his finger to his lips trying to keep Bea quiet, Olivia's brother holding her on his knee.

Even the babies stared at them silently.

“Oh, come on,” Millie scoffed suddenly, “like either of them would say no.”

There was a tut from Olivia. A whispered admonishment, “Millie!” from Charlotte.

Followed by more silence, and people leaning, waiting for the answer.

Kate looked to Olivia, then, “We’re getting married,” they said together.

And the whole bunch erupted into a cheer. Geeta rushed forward and embraced them both.

“Congratulations, you two!”

Olivia’s mother gazed from one to the other and back again while the others crowded around.

“Show us,” Millie said before tutting. “That’s so fucking tasteful,” she said with a big grin.

“Congratulations,” Charlotte beamed, Zoe still in her arms.

“Never doubted it,” Satinder said, her voice breaking a little.

“And it happens we have a lot of food to celebrate,” Geeta said. “Getting engaged at Christmas is becoming a family habit.” She smiled, before turning to Nicola to stroke her cheek and kiss her.

Kate turned away for politeness, and to gaze at Olivia. Who’d first been her lawyer, before they’d fallen deeply in love. The woman she adored most in the world, and woke up to every day, with their baby alongside. The one her kids often turned to. And now, her fiancée.

“Merry Christmas,” Kate said.

“Merry Christmas,” Olivia replied.

THE END
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