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Chapter 1 
 Geeta remembered the first time she met Nicola Albright, vividly. 
 The memory probably dislodged a more beautiful one, like when her second child took his first steps. But that was how human brains worked, clinging to threat rather than everyday happiness. She knew this and grasped at good things in life for balance. And to make up for the blank, she told her energetic son he was on his feet in an instant, “You incredible boy”, and they were all surprised and amazed. Which was true. 
 But Nicola, Nicola bloody Albright, strode into her long-term memory fifteen years ago. 
 Geeta had knelt on the lawns of St Hilda’s College, Oxford, by the river in spring sunshine, spreading out a picnic. Her husband chased after their son, who scampered around the grass, drawn to the water and danger, always. 
 She stood up, smoothed down the long tunic of her new silk Punjabi suit, knuckled her hands onto curving hips, and checked the food. She usually lived in jeans, but she wanted to look smart that day for her daughter, a student at the college. 
 Geeta had suggested this end-of-term picnic because, although Olivia shared little with her at an irritable twenty-one years old, Geeta suspected a soft spot for a new undergraduate called Charlotte, an out lesbian like Olivia. 
 So maybe a picnic when Charlotte's parents picked her up? Would that be nice? And the suggestion got a nod rather than the usual scowl. 
 And she was right. Here they were. A tall, smiling girl, all limbs and long wavy mahogany hair, loped towards Geeta. Olivia walked alongside, elegant and upright. She was tall and slim like her father, Sumit. Skin slightly darker than Geeta’s golden brown, like Sumit’s. Ferociously intelligent and reserved, like Sumit. 
 Olivia cast little looks to her friend, with the tiniest hint of interest, but a huge giveaway to Geeta who knew her daughter. 
 “Oh my god, this is amazing!” the friend said. 
 Wide eyes took in the spread of dishes on the blanket, then her olive cheeks turned pinker. 
 “Sorry. Hello, I’m Charlotte.” 
 The girl offered to shake her hand, as if a formal introduction, and Geeta smiled at her clumsy gesture and found it endearing. 
 “It’s just my mother.” Olivia tutted. “You don’t need to.” 
 But it was lovely that Charlotte offered, and Geeta rolled with the slight from her own daughter. 
 “Nice to meet you.” Geeta clasped Charlotte's hand with warmth. “Olivia has told me lots about you.” 
 A knot bulged in Olivia’s jaw. Geeta recognised that look. It said, shut up or I’ll tell you nothing about my life, ever again. And that Olivia knew, that Geeta knew, that Olivia fancied Charlotte, and under no circumstances should Geeta say anything out loud. 
 Still clasping her hand, the friend gazed distracted at the food as if she’d forgotten she held Geeta. 
 “I don’t recognise some of these,” Charlotte said, bright with intrigue. “Do you have any spare that I could try?” 
 Ah, Charlotte charmed her already, the enthusiasm of the girl irresistible. Geeta corrected herself. She should say woman because Charlotte would be nineteen. 
 “Dig in! Please!” Geeta said. 
 She led Charlotte to the food, and she finally let go of her hand. 
 “I’ve brought plenty for everyone.” Geeta sat at the edge of the blanket and Charlotte mirrored her, beaming the whole time. “These are stuffed parathas and chutneys. Spiced potato patties – aloo tikki. And I’ve made mini samosas for easy finger food.” 
 “Those are so cute! I love samosas!” Charlotte laughed. “Is that really OK? Mum and Dad have brought lunch, but nothing as nice as this.” 
 She guided Charlotte through the dishes one by one, and the girl nibbled her way through each, while Geeta’s cheeks ached with smiling. There was nothing like a social occasion with food for her, making people feel good, celebrated and cared for. It made her high. 
 Geeta loved preparing a spicy cup of cha on the hob for aunties when growing up in Handsworth, Birmingham. And accompanying relatives to make roti for Langar at the gurdwara. Even when asserting her independence into her teens, and she no longer visited the temple, she still wanted to cook. 
 She made cheap pasta dishes or tasty dal for her friends at Manchester University. Baked cakes with her own children, even very serious Olivia having a sweet tooth, then for friends and children's friends. It was a core pleasure for her – eating something wholesome and delicious and providing it for others too. And company. She adored good company. 
 “Oh my word, look this,” a deep voice said. 
 A tall man approached with the same unrestrained smile as Charlotte, as if they both bloomed with an honest energy that could light up a room. 
 “Daniel Albright,” he said. “And I’m rather ashamed of these crappy sandwiches.” He raised a thin plastic bag that bulged with cartons. 
 They both laughed. 
 “No worries at all,” Geeta replied. “There’s plenty for everyone. Please help yourself.” 
 The father was so similar, with the generous open smile, brown eyes that lacked artifice or guile, and an olive complexion. 
 Exhilarated and in her element, Geeta took him through the spread of food, caught up in the excitement of exploration. She immediately liked them both and their effusive delight in her food. 
 “We have, at least, brought heaps to drink,” Daniel said with a grin. 
 He zipped open a cool bag. “Do you drink?” he said, pulling out a Champagne bottle that trailed with condensation. 
 But before she could answer, there were footsteps. And a stride. Heels stabbed the gravel path from the porter’s lodge, and the father-daughter pair stiffened. 
 A tall woman in her forties strode towards them with chin up, her high cheekbones and defined jaw striking. Long, straight, mahogany hair flowed around broad shoulders and an impeccable blazer. And a tailored dress said she was ready to take on the world even at the weekend. 
 The woman’s gaze ate up the scene as she approached, the expression taut on her pale white face, until close enough for Geeta to see the eyes were cold and blue. 
 It was like someone had taken a mould of this woman to make Charlotte, but filled her personality with everything from Daniel. 
 Then the cold eyes of the mother startled as they met Geeta’s. A fraction of a second, that’s all it took, but she’d never felt so assessed. The icy gaze swept Geeta from head to toe, judged everything in between, then dismissed her. 
 Geeta coughed a quiet laugh. Was she that inconsequential? This woman clearly formed a fast opinion, then moved on as if Geeta wasn’t there. 
 Others though were undeterred, and with a scuffle of limbs Olivia leapt up, keen to meet this stony-faced woman. 
 “Olivia Sachdeva,” her daughter said, putting out her hand. 
 Oh, so this woman was worth a big greeting, but not Geeta when her friend offered. 
 “Nicola Albright, QC,” came the impeccable reply. 
 The name reverberated powerfully, reaching every corner of the college, assuming the right to be there. 
 “Charlotte’s told me so much about you,” Olivia said. 
 Which was also, apparently, fine. 
 Geeta didn’t hear what they said next. The pair drifted away to sit on a bench, keeping to themselves rather than mingling with Geeta. She caught snippets about cases and law and opaque lawyer lingo. But she knew enough that QC stood for Queen’s Counsel, which meant that Nicola was a senior barrister, distinguished in her field of law, and represented clients in the highest courts. 
 Realisation sunk into melancholy acceptance. This is how it should be. Her amazing girl, a third-year law student at Oxford, now looked to others as role models, not her. She gazed at the impressive pair, bursting with pride at her daughter, as Olivia spoke with intelligence and knowledge to the renowned barrister. At the same time, her heart imploded, at being no longer needed. 
 “So,” she said. 
 She put back her shoulders and placed a smile on her face for Charlotte and Daniel. 
 Over twenty years of being a mum taught her that. How to put on a smile, when everyone else fell into a tantrum, even while her heart grieved. How to take a breath and look from everyone’s perspective before jumping to conclusions. To accept that people changed, made mistakes, moved on, while Geeta remained fluid and adapted to every single phase. But her still heart mourned, despite her patient and positive outlook. 
 She peeked at the pair on the bench throughout the picnic. Daniel and Charlotte kept easy company, even with her attention divided. They flipped from food to Oxford, laughing about any subject that came up. They leapt up to play catch with Geeta’s husband and son before Adam tore off down the riverbanks again. 
 And Geeta followed it all. 
 She watched out for Olivia, whose strong opinions sometimes came across as rude. But Nicola crossed her legs, put her arm around the back of the bench and considered everything Olivia said, like a respected peer. 
 Then a chill descended, and the scene seemed to pause. Geeta hesitated in the middle of reaching for a bowl of pakoras, and it took her a moment to realise why. 
 Gay. 
 Somehow Olivia had mentioned she was a lesbian and everything changed. 
 Charlotte and Daniel turned rigid on the other side of the picnic blanket, and conversation ceased between the two on the bench. 
 What happened to change the atmosphere so abruptly?  
 “My ex-girlfriend is a member of Lincoln’s Inn,” Olivia had said. That was it. 
 The look exchanged between Charlotte and Daniel told Geeta everything. This was an issue. 
 “Olivia's just a friend,” Charlotte whispered. 
 Her wide eyes searched his for understanding, but Daniel’s conciliatory gaze and squeeze of her hand said he wasn’t the concern. 
 “Excuse me?” Nicola said, the smooth, low voice suddenly pinched. The barrister stared at the ground, her white cheeks stony. 
 “My ex,” Olivia said. “She’s a student member of Lincoln's Inn.” 
 Nicola continued to glare at the lawn. 
 Hot anger sparked in Geeta’s belly. Tension coiled in her limbs, ready to spring up and unleash her mama bear. She didn’t care who Nicola bloody Albright was. No-one got to disapprove of her daughter’s sexuality. No-one made her feel lesser because of it. Ever. 
 But just as Geeta was about to leap up, Nicola seemed to reconsider. 
 “It’s a fantastic choice,” Nicola said, her voice smooth again. She turned back to Olivia as if nothing had happened. “By the way, here’s my card if you want to chat about options.” Nicola dipped long fingers into a blazer pocket and drew out a business card pinched between bright red nails. 
 “Thank you,” Olivia replied with a polite nod. 
 “Drop me a line any time. I’m always happy to help women lawyers in particular. There are still so many barriers to us.” 
 And their conversation moved on, Nicola apparently so impressed with Olivia that the transgression of queerness passed as acceptable, and Olivia only shone brighter. 
 “These...these...pakoras...” Charlotte said. 
 Geeta’s attention flowed to the girl sitting opposite, clearly upset with her mind stuck on something other than the food. 
 “Would you tell me...erm...what spices you use for these?” 
 The mama-bear alert for Olivia faded and morphed into concern for Charlotte, whose queerness was not accepted at home. It filled Geeta with sorrow and her heart reached out for the tall, goofy girl, with a guileless smile like sunshine, who wasn't embraced for who she was. 
 Geeta couldn’t help it, especially with anyone her children’s age or younger. Out came the nurturing response at any sign of stress. 
 It was like someone hit a switch when Geeta had a baby at twenty-two. As a teen, she found babies crying aggravating and wished they'd be quiet. But as soon as she gave birth, she wanted to pick up any distressed child and soothe them like her own. The response never went away. There seemed no flicking back the switch for her, even when these kids grew up. 
 She reached out and gently squeezed Charlotte’s hand. 
 “Let me tell you how to make them.” Geeta smiled. 
 She chatted on, all about how to cook pakoras, even though she knew the girl wasn’t really listening. And eventually Charlotte took a nibble and brightened again. 
 The gathering resumed. Olivia took a turn to supervise Adam. Sumit chatted with Daniel. And Nicola sat by herself, long legs crossed in her tailored dress, checking her watch as if no-one else was worthy of her company. Which was fine by Geeta. 
 Except, while Geeta attended Charlotte, holding her hand and offering food, she felt Nicola Albright QC’s eyes on her the whole time. 
   
 *** 
   
 That bloody memory from fifteen years ago emerged in vivid detail every time it was triggered. It took a moment for Geeta to realise why it surfaced now, early in the morning outside her bungalow. 
 Footsteps, familiar ones, cracked open the morning air in Iffley Village. They came from behind her with that distinctive stride length and powerful stab of heels into paving stones. God, she could see the woman with her chin aloft, even though Geeta faced the opposite direction while pulling her ordinary grey bin onto the pavement. 
 Nicola Albright, now KC instead of QC. Geeta always heard the full title, because did the woman ever introduce herself without telling everyone how senior and accomplished she was. 
 She breathed in. 
 “Nicola,” she said, calmly turning around. “Good morning.” 
 Of course they would meet. Nicola had recently bought a cottage a short distance up the lane. Geeta was prepared to face anyone with a smile, but did they have to bump into each other right now? When Geeta was puffy faced, first thing in the morning, dressed in her faded PJs and putting out the rubbish. While Nicola... She sighed as she turned round fully... Nicola looked like that. 
 Shoulders squared beneath a tailored dress that accentuated that impressive tall physique. Her coat billowed in the cool spring air in her wake, like everything trailed behind her. And those legs, that went on for days, bore down on Geeta along the quiet street of stone cottages. When did Nicola not look spectacular and as if about to wipe the floor with everyone in court?  
 Fifteen years did mean change. The long hair now flowed with broad bands of grey, and she'd dropped what Geeta thought her best feature, Daniel. And yes, Geeta wasn’t being the most generous, but dammit, the woman was challenging. 
 Nicola’s lips pinched thinner for a moment, then she opened her mouth with a tut. 
 “Good morning, Geeta.” 
 The barrister purred in a powerful timbre that reached along the village lanes, with a deceptive velvet finish and derision of a cat offered lettuce. Posh, forceful, British received pronunciation, and a delivery that said confidence and entitlement. A sharp contrast with Geeta’s own laid-back British accent, mellowed by her Midlands upbringing. 
 Nicola stopped at a shining Mercedes, parked like others along the narrow village lane built before cars. The barrister pressed her keypad and the Mercedes said beep and winked lights at Geeta, with more welcome than Nicola. 
 “And how are you this morning?” Nicola added with a sigh. 
 There was no real interest behind the question, but Geeta didn’t want to hold on to the same antipathy. It would only ruin her mood without affecting Nicola’s. 
 “I’m good, thanks,” she answered warmly. “Looks like it’s going to be a lovely day,” 
 “Doesn’t it just,” Nicola said, putting her briefcase into the car. 
 “Hope it holds for the weekend. Any plans?” 
 Nicola curled her fingers around the top edge of the car door. She breathed in and sighed out, as if summoning the energy to bother telling Geeta anything. 
 “The usual. Catching up with briefs and preparation for the week. Then I plan on taking Charlotte and Millie out for lunch.” 
 “Oh, that sounds good.” 
 That brought a genuine smile to Geeta's face. Was Nicola finally welcoming one of her daughter’s relationships? This time, with a sweary, clever, unfiltered woman called Millie, who Geeta suspected had a generous, tender heart, especially for Charlotte. She tried not to chuckle out loud. Is that who Nicola would have to give approval? Because the couple had all the signs of forever. 
 “They’re always entertaining,” Nicola said, with obvious understatement. Then she breathed in through her nostrils. “And you?” she asked, as if tired by it all. “Do you have...” she waved her hand in the air, “family plans?” 
 “Kind of,” Geeta said. 
 She forced enough surface cheeriness to be convincing and left it there. She didn’t want to go into detail with Nicola, not with her life right now. 
 “How lovely for you,” Nicola muttered. 
 This was how they managed over fifteen years. The words were often polite, but with undercurrents of complexity. Geeta at least tried to be friendly and was adept at smoothing over any slights from Nicola. 
 For a start, the barrister seemed to forget most of their previous conversations. Maybe Nicola saw so many people in her daily work she forgot about insignificant others, like Geeta. That was being generous, because who knew what went through Nicola's head? 
 But it was like Nicola played games. And all the time. With everyone. As if life were some extended session in court. Catching out Charlotte with disapproval, only to later surprise her with help. Distant one moment, then another laughing with Charlotte’s girlfriend, the sometimes outrageous Millie. 
 Whatever the game, Nicola was clearly used to winning, with assured presumption and insight of a military strategist. 
 Which made it strange that, for some reason, the cool exterior cracked whenever Geeta was around. It confused and amused her. How did she, an amiable mum, housewife, part-time employee, threaten Nicola, a barrister at the top of her career. It was ludicrous. 
 For the fifteen years they'd known each other, she’d seen Nicola talk in depth to Geeta’s husband, Sumit, about ethics and law in scientific research. She’d helped daughter Olivia with her career. Even chatted to her mother, Satinder, who’d been a solicitor for several years. 
 But for some reason, this impressive woman, a senior barrister and KC to the realm, disliked her, no matter how amicable Geeta was in return. And Geeta was warm and welcoming, she knew that about herself. Why live life any other way? 
 Apparently, when Nicola remembered her at all, Geeta annoyed her by talking, “all things domesticity,” she’d overheard Nicola complain to Charlotte once. 
 Well, why shouldn’t she? Geeta spent most of her adulthood supporting her family. Of course she talked about it. It was a huge part of her life. 
 Then another time, they’d almost argued about how to support grown children – Geeta keen to be a cheerleader and supportive presence, and Nicola defending her hands-off approach. Geeta accepted the difference as simply that, difference, but that seemed to annoy Nicola even more. 
 Geeta didn’t want to take pleasure in it, because she didn’t approach life like that, but sometimes it was kind of satisfying to annoy this elitist woman. 
 It was like Nicola assumed the position of apex predator – a lioness pouncing on prey – and didn’t expect her supposed prey to turn round calmly and flick her on the nose. 
 “How are you settling in?” Geeta asked. 
 She kept it light, because Nicola had moved to Iffley by herself, splitting up with Daniel a couple of years ago. That must have been hard, surely? 
 “Oh, everything's sorted,” Nicola dismissed any difficulty with a wave. “Glad to have my own place again.” 
 Or not. 
 She kind of envied that right now. How much easier it must be, to thrust your way through life, chin held high and boots crushing problems beneath your feet. Undiminished by adversaries. Untouched by the emotional damage that the loves of your life inflicted, even when they didn’t mean to. Geeta quietly sighed. 
 “By the way,” Nicola added. “The company I hired to manage the decoration and move were excellent. Let me know if you ever need their details.” 
 What? Was she... Was she encouraging Geeta to move? Did Nicola want to live in beautiful Iffley Village, with its rich, stone, thatched cottages and green fields by the river, without Geeta, an unfortunate blip in the perfection for her? 
 It took the barrister enough time to remember Geeta lived here in the first place, and now she wanted her to move?!  
 Oh honestly, why waste time trying to fathom Nicola. 
 “Thank you,” Geeta offered instead. 
 “Must dash. I’m due in court this morning.” 
 “Good luck.” 
 Nicola glanced at her in a way that implied luck was irrelevant, and why would Geeta suggest such a thing. 
 Nicola slipped into the car, one long white leg, with winter holiday tan and Pilates firmness, then the other. The door shut with a clunk that said money, then she and the electric car silently rolled out of the village. 
 Geeta hugged herself against the chilly April morning. At least it was more conversation than when they’d first met at that picnic. 
 Geeta breathed in. Then out. 
 She did try to understand the context of everyone and embrace the goodness in people. It was always there. Everyone had their own issues and Geeta always approached with an open mind. She didn’t need reminding of it usually, but she had her own issues right now. 
 But, after fifteen years of looking, hoping to find gold inside, Nicola Albright remained one of her least favourite people. 
 So why, at this time in her life, this very specific time, when so much was challenging, did Nicola bloody Albright have to move in virtually next door. 
   




Chapter 2 
   
 “My client has agreed to a reasonable division,” Nicola projected to the district judge. "I see no need to split the remaining assets further.” 
 She modulated her voice to carry reason and experience. 
 “All were acquired before the marriage, and he’s made substantial concessions elsewhere.” 
 The judge nodded sagely. New to the role, she'd blinked when Nicola entered the room. Neither attending barrister wore gowns or wigs in this court, and Nicola didn't rely on her KC silks for authority. But you didn’t get to be one of England’s top divorce barristers and not be known. 
 Nicola had entered the court with business-like respect today, even though it was a trivial case and nothing like the high-profile divorces that made her name. The approach worked. The judge, perhaps a decade younger than her, lapped up the respect and gave her ear to Nicola over others. 
 “We’ll reconvene on Monday,” the judge said. 
 And Nicola didn't miss the smile. Yes, she’d pitched it perfectly. 
 As for her chambers, the organisation that housed her office and managed her cases, she had a different approach in mind. 
 She strode up St Aldate’s, past ancient stone colleges, through the shops in the centre, and into the grand avenue of St Giles, with the pale limestone Ashmolean Museum on one side, and golden St John's college on the other. Invigorated by the walk, she barged through the front door of the Georgian building at the end. 
 “Neville.” Nicola threw her voice down the hall into chambers. “Just the person I wanted to see.” 
 Perfect. Her mezzo-soprano tones reached along the wood-panelled hallway, into every open door of barrister offices, and definitely to the ears of the man scurrying away into the depths of chambers. 
 The slight man paused, clutched a laptop tighter beneath his arm, and slowly turned with a pinched smile creasing his face. 
 “Nicola. What can I do for you?” 
 “Review the allocation of cases,” Nicola said, getting directly to the point. 
 The head clerk flinched, short grey curls bobbing with irritation like a flustered bird. 
 “If you schedule a meeting with the clerk’s office, I’m happy to discuss,” he said, nodding and turning to leave. 
 “Oh, I tried,” Nicola said, with shoulders relaxed and head tilted with accusatory curiosity. “The secretary said you were fully booked, even though you clearly have openings on your calendar.” 
 Neville twitched. “As I’m sure you’re aware, everyone needs time to work without disturbance.” 
 “Indeed. Then, perhaps we could discuss it now while we're both available?” 
 “Here?” Neville’s eyes flitted from side to side. 
 “I’m happy to.” 
 Their conversation drew the attention of passing barristers and clerks, but she was used to the pressures of the highest courtrooms. 
 “That wouldn’t be appropriate,” Neville said. 
 “Very well. Shall I lodge a formal complaint instead, if you’re unavailable for discussion?” 
 Nothing could be accomplished by barking that couldn't be handled more effectively with a reasonable request first. Always leave something in reserve and room to pivot. If you shrieked and flailed, your course was set, and climbing down was more fraught and accident prone. Her father had embedded the principle from earliest childhood. The words had been different, but the lesson had always been there. 
 “Nicola,” Neville’s voice tightened. “You’re new to these chambers, and we do things a little differently here. We have a process that has served us for decades. Perhaps you should familiarise yourself, before jumping in with accusations.” 
 “Yes, it’s clear you haven’t changed for decades, Neville. That’s precisely what I want to discuss.” 
 They had a larger audience now, with heads peeping out from shadowy rooms. The old stone building might be grand and traditional, but her trained voice carried in the space. A tall, familiar figure at the end of the hallway paused. And she smiled. 
 Always know your surroundings and allies, and the rules, inside out. Look like you adhered to them, so you could bend them, only so far they didn't break, but enough for your advantage. 
 And appearance. Never underestimate that. People made judgements with their eyes in the first seconds, and she had lots to say. Striding into a room, as if it was hers, covering the ground with long strides that ate up the distance while never looking hurried. Towering over most, with bands of grey in her hair, while the rest was dyed to her original colour. The combination said wisdom, but also vigour. Because people were shallow and presumptuous in Nicola’s experience. And her experience was vast. 
 Equally, judgement was sealed as soon as she opened her mouth. Her RP middle England tones were intentional, despite her heritage being more complicated, like many. Her father, with Italian parents, had insisted on sending her to elocution lessons in the seventies, and her Polish-Hungarian mother had rolled her eyes. And Nicki Ruggieri married young and became Nicola Albright in the eighties. But look back far enough on her ex-husband’s side with that name, and they were all German too. 
 “Cases,” she projected, using every facet of her presentation to the full, “seem to be assigned haphazardly at best, discriminately at worst. What should I believe?” 
 Neville’s stiffened. 
 “Because as a Silk, I do not appreciate being thrown a two-day divorce case, as if wet behind the ears.” 
 The head clerk narrowed his eyes. “Even our senior barristers have to roll up their sleeves sometimes with ordinary cases.” 
 “Of course,” Nicola replied, as if cordial. “Except several junior barristers are short of case work. Several women and a non-binary barrister,” Nicola added. “Strange don’t you think?” 
 The implication was as clear as the anomaly. 
 “If there is indeed such a shortage,” Neville ventured, “then I will look into it.” 
 “Thank you ever so much.” Nicola smiled. 
 Neville scowled, as he should, because her smile was intended to wither. The head clerk scurried off, and heads poked back into rooms. 
 “Enjoying yourself, Nicki?” said the tall figure approaching down the hallway. 
 “Always,” she purred, turning to find the man she expected. “Good morning, Philip.” She smiled, playful this time. 
 “I wouldn't expect anything less.” 
 Perfect-teeth, groomed grey hair, bespoke pin-stripe suit, and blue eyes that twinkled from a white face with a slight tan. This contemporary also understood the importance of first impressions. 
 “Walk with me?” she said, and her old college friend fell into step. “I’m due at Bentley, but I’m grabbing a late lunch beforehand.” 
 They matched stride for stride, down the central hallway of the Georgian building, and turned into Nicola’s office at the back. Not the biggest of rooms, but a multi-paned window overlooked a garden, and the oak-panelled decor exuded history and seniority, which clients expected to see. Those clients could be anyone from other barristers to politicians and lawmakers. 
 She dropped into a leather chair behind her partner's desk. 
 “The clerking here is a shambles,” she said. 
 Philip sat opposite and crossed his legs. “It requires improvement,” he replied, ever tactful. 
 “And Bernard is a dinosaur. He’s been head of chambers for too long and this place needs a shake up.” 
 “He’s not much older than we are.” 
 “Age is not an excuse to stay stuck in the past,” Nicola retorted. 
 Philip nodded. “You’re right. We haven’t modernised. He and Neville are committed to a traditional model of running chambers.” 
 She considered her friend, one of her oldest in fact. Had she made a mistake moving here from her prestigious London chambers? Coming back to her beloved Oxford of university days, sensing a need to establish her base again after divorce, grasping at family and unfinished business. 
 She shook her head. “I’m inundated with trivial cases that juniors can handle.” 
 And that’s not how she made her name. For decades she’d represented highest-value divorce clients and complex family issues, sometimes advising on rare supreme court cases. 
 “I hear,” Philip clasped his hands on his thigh in relaxed consideration, “that today’s client had an entrenched attitude.” 
 “The client was an idiot. The worst sort, thinking himself more clever than the judge and his barrister.” She’d seen many over the years. 
 A knowing smile brightened Philip’s face. “And did you find a strategy with him?” 
  “Of course I did.” 
 This was Nicola’s strength. In court, when handling colleagues and situations, she pivoted as necessary. When a new issue arose, she quickly evaluated and chose a fresh course of action. She was good at it. Like her father, a strategy man in the army, and her mother, a pragmatic and no-nonsense tactician at home. 
 She also learned from her mother, whose powerful voice carried in an accent foreign to many, that walking into a room with unshakeable confidence could perform miracles, even when others frowned. 
 If the law, or case, or situation changed, you adapted with assurance. And so on. This was life. Any new problem, she quickly sorted it. 
 “But now,” she said, opening a box of sushi, “I have a meeting at Bentley and the pleasure of Blake on the opposing team.” She stressed the name with distaste. 
 A soft knock on the door that she’d left ajar interrupted them, and one of the junior barristers stepped inside. 
 “Thank you for this, Nicola,” the woman said, holding out a book with one hand, and tucking long hair behind an ear with the other. 
 “Did it clarify the ruling with the Adams case?” 
 “It was exactly what I was looking for. Thank you.” 
 “You’re welcome, Kirsty. Do you want to drop it here?” 
 Nicola tapped the corner of her desk, and the woman stepped forward to leave the book. Kirsty hesitated as if she wanted to say more, peeked at Philip, then left with a slight blush on her cheeks. 
 Philip’s amused gaze followed the junior barrister out and, when the door closed, he turned back to Nicola with a smile. 
 She ignored it. 
 “Are you sore about Blake?” he asked, eventually. 
 “Course not. We only saw each other a few months. A year at most.” 
 “Hmm.” Philip nodded. 
 Nicola knew what he was thinking: that she should be more affected by a relationship that crashed and burned after that long. But she wasn’t, and saw no need to be. Pivoting again. Blake was furious when she wiped the floor with him in a high-profile divorce case, and when he’d tried to lay down some ground rules in their relationship, she’d shown him the door. 
 “I think it’s good you’re seeing people,” Philip said. “And if you're over Blake, then why not have a fling with one of your admirers?” His eyebrows danced with suggestion. 
 “Oh, I’m done with younger men. Blake was the last straw.” She pointed with her chopsticks, before popping a sushi roll into her mouth. 
 Philip watched her, his smile broadening. 
 “I didn’t mean men.” 
 And he stretched out to pat the book on the corner of the desk. 
 “You’re appreciated in other quarters too.” 
 She took her time finishing her mouthful, eyes never leaving his. 
 He chuckled and sat back. “Well, don’t women have a tendency to become more queer and broad-minded with age?” 
 “Not necessarily. And I don't agree with your observation about admirers.” She pointedly also patted the book in the corner. 
 Another knock on the door, and the junior barrister leant around again. “Sorry Nicola, I meant to ask: are you attending the Law Society function at Worcester?” 
 “Yes I am, Kirsty.” 
 “It’s just that I wanted to talk about the Adams case. Would it be alright to catch up then?” 
 “Of course,” Nicola replied, aware that Philip watched. 
 When Kirsty left, again, he sat back, smugness brightening his face. “I think the lady doth protest too much.” 
 Nicola shook her head. 
 “Oh, come on. Embrace your sapphic allure, Nicola. You are admired,” he said with gusto. 
 She rolled her eyes. 
 “And your attitude has relaxed since college.” He regarded her more soberly at this. 
 He teased, but perhaps he was sore too. 
 She remembered a younger Philip with swept-back blonde hair and casual stone-washed jeans, stumbling into Magdalen College JCR. 
 “I had sex, Nicki,” he had slurred with a euphoric grin. Too loud. The alcohol notched up the volume dangerously. “I had sex. And it was amazing.” 
 “Jesus Christ, Philip,” she'd spat. She’d grabbed him by the arm and dragged him outside into the cloisters. 
 “It was wonderful. I’m so happy,” he said, full of glee and blissful relief as he stumbled along the passageway. 
 She’d spun him around and pushed him onto a cloister window ledge. “Are you out of your fucking mind?” she said, eyes burning as she glared at him. 
 “Come on, Nicki. Let me enjoy this.” 
 “How old was he?” 
 “I dunno.” Philip shrugged, his mannerisms loosened with drink. 
 “Was he a post-grad? A third year?” Please someone their age or older. 
 “He’s at Balliol. A second year maybe?” 
 “Then he’s underage, you idiot.” 
 “Nicki–” 
 “No. You cannot talk about this. Especially in the bloody JCR. They will bury you.” And she meant literally. With mid-eighties homophobic hysteria, he was a fool to talk that way. Why put his career in danger for a man? 
 “But Nicki–” 
 “I don’t want to hear it. Why the hell would you risk a criminal record? You need to shut up. And you need to stop.” 
 She’d walked away, heart pounding, limbs shaking. It had been a rare moment of fury, swearing at him like that. But it had been urgent and necessary. 
 He smiled at her all these years later from across the desk. 
 “You can’t stop them idolising you. Why not have some fun?” He was enjoying this. 
 “That would be wildly inappropriate,” she dismissed. 
 “Which part?” 
 “All of it.” 
 “What the women? Or the junior colleague?” 
 “Still all of it.” 
 Philip licked his lips. “Of course.” 
 And he looked at her, like he saw her soul, as possibly the only person who believed she had one. 
 But she engaged unflinchingly to hide it, because her mind went straight to another. Not an associate. Not a barrister. But a woman wearing no makeup, outside a bungalow in Iffley Village early in the morning, looking sleepy and beautiful in soft plaid pyjamas, comfortable on her perfect curves. 
   




Chapter 3 
   
 Geeta Sachdeva. 
 They’d met several times over the years. And although Nicola acted dismissive of the woman, as if Geeta barely registered, she remembered every occasion in excruciating detail. 
 The second time – Nicola didn’t want to recall the first – she’d taken Charlotte to stay with Olivia before the new college term. 
 Charlotte sat beside her, quiet and gazing out of the window the whole drive. Not sullen, but guarded. She’d stopped sharing anything but the minimum with Nicola since coming out, and it was like a wall stayed rigid down the middle of the car. 
 Nicola gave her a lift to Oxford instead of Daniel because she’d missed so much of Charlotte growing up. Too late though. The time for unguarded smiles and arms flung around shoulders was long gone. 
 How was it not yesterday that Charlotte started school at four years old, with grass in her hair and scabs on her knees. Nicola tried so hard to get home before her bedtime, and Charlotte would stay awake, with eyes rolling in her head and young speech slurred, desperate to see her too. 
 “I picked these for you at school,” Charlotte said once. 
 She’d opened her hand, small fingers unfurling, to reveal daisies hidden inside. They were all mangled, but it hit Nicola square in the chest. Because her youngest had thought of her during the day. Charlotte had missed her and picked them especially. Then her heart clenched tighter, because Charlotte probably picked them all by herself, because god knows she found it difficult to make friends, or at least keep them. 
 Her lovely girl, with the most beautiful of smiles, didn’t hit it off with many. Too random. Too much talk of pet subjects, which captured her imagination, before drifting off. Then to Nicola’s frustration, she’d swing to the opposite extreme, making tight friendships beyond the norm and sharing all kinds of inappropriate things. 
 Like with the embarrassingly besotted girl, who stared at Charlotte while she played oblivious in the sandpit. The girl kissed her on the cheek, to Charlotte's surprise and she'd whipped round her head with that huge smile. Nicola and the other girl’s mother had whisked them apart. 
 In later years, Charlotte would shrug and say, “It’s alright, Mummy,” when Nicola didn’t arrive home on time to say goodnight. 
 Then Nicola sealed shut the relationship when Charlotte came out. After years of steering her clear of lesbian temptation. No, she couldn’t stay the night with that friend. No, that friend couldn’t stay in her bedroom. She could use the spare. And Nicola didn't care what other parents did. She wasn’t as naïve as them and saw what would happen. Especially when Charlotte looked at women like she should men. 
 All that effort, for Charlotte to leave for university with a parting admission that she was gay. When Nicola scoffed she couldn’t know, Charlotte not having a boyfriend, the defences went up, and Nicola didn’t know how to open a door in that wall again. 
 All those lost opportunities, and Charlotte was suddenly nineteen and they hardly knew each other. Perhaps Charlotte had grown too old for a mother’s company. And Nicola wondered if she should let her go, and they kept driving in silence. 
 They pulled up to an unassuming bungalow in Iffley Village at the top of the narrow lane of houses that descended to the river. Nicola parked in the small, gravelled space in front, her chance with Charlotte elapsed and intending to drop her off and leave. 
 “I’ll help you with your bags then,” Nicola said, getting out of the car to a silent nod from Charlotte. 
 She hauled out one enormous suitcase with shirts poking out the zip, and the briefcase that Charlotte clung to like a life raft. Nicola tried not to comment on it but, honestly, the things she carried in there. Many, many pens. One and a spare were surely enough. Chocolate bars – just the empty wrappers. The several packets of pain-relief tablets. All of them half used. Why? Who opens another before finishing the first? Then the tampons in the pencil loops, there for all to see when she opened the lid. 
 But she mustn’t comment. This was as organised as Charlotte got, and at least they’d been on time. They’d made progress with that, with Nicola insisting on alarms for everything, to the point of anxiety for Charlotte, but it’d be worse if she was late. 
 Nicola knocked on the door and watched a curving shape approach through the frosted glass. She imagined the embroidered salwar kameez from their first meeting, and also the frown. Nicola hadn’t missed the look on Geeta’s face at the picnic when Olivia mentioned an ex-girlfriend. She’d felt the intense vigilance of the other mother, preparing to leap to Olivia’s defence, all picnic long. 
 Nicola opened her mouth to say thanks for having Charlotte to stay then make excuses to leave. But Charlotte joined her as the door opened. 
 “Hello,” Geeta cried. An enormous smile brightened her face and she threw her arms out wide. “Come in! Come in!” she beckoned. 
 “Thank you so much for having me.” 
 Charlotte all but leaped into Geeta’s embrace. Geeta's warmth and welcome set the tone and buffered Nicola Albright, and the pair walked together down the hallway before she said a word. 
 “Please come in,” Geeta said over her shoulder, and they disappeared. 
 Reluctantly, tentatively, Nicola stepped inside the bungalow. She pushed the door to with a click, nothing like when she threw open the door at home or the office. 
 Pictures covered the walls along the corridor, every inch, with school portraits, family photos and many smiling faces. What she’d assumed was a small bungalow opened into a spacious modern extension. Floor-to-ceiling windows provided an uninterrupted view onto a sweep of lawn and down to the river. A central wall split into a smaller lounge on the right, and large living space on the left, with kitchen units along the central divide where Charlotte chatted with Geeta. 
 This home was alive. With the sound of birds through the open, glass, sliding door. The chatter of Geeta’s young son running around the room. Olivia hurriedly tidying toys scattered on the rug and sofas by the back windows. Laughter from Geeta and Charlotte. The paintings on the fridge wafting as the boy ran past. And the aromas... Rich baking scents reached Nicola in a humid veil as she stepped into the living space. 
 “I’m taking Charlotte outside,” Olivia said in her clipped voice. 
 Charlotte’s serious friend took her arm and whisked her towards the back door, clearly smitten. It was also obvious that Charlotte remained oblivious to the fact. 
 “Wait!” Geeta laughed. “Take some cake with you?” 
 Olivia rolled her eyes, and Charlotte twirled back and forth between the two, as if not knowing which she wanted more. To disappear with Olivia into the garden or have cake first. 
 Get the cake, Charlotte, then go outside, Nicola willed. For goodness' sake. It wasn’t difficult. 
 “Come here,” Geeta said indulgently. “Let your friend grab some cake, Olivia,” she added with a laugh. 
 Charlotte stood easy and close to Geeta, with a warmth that Nicola envied, and Geeta cut a large slice of golden cake on the kitchen island. 
 “There, the biggest piece for our guest.” 
 And Charlotte blushed and beamed. “Thank you. This looks so yummy.” 
 “Go!” Geeta said, waving them into the garden, ushering them out to play. 
 Olivia twitched, as if annoyed with the juvenile suggestion, but Charlotte kept beaming, like she bloomed in this home. 
 So, not too old for a mother figure after all. It was just Nicola she froze out. 
 Nicola chilled with the realisation. She stood stiffly in her tailored summer dress and pearls, compared with Geeta relaxed in jeans and T-shirt, and young son spinning back and forth while clinging round her tummy. 
 “Would you like a piece, Nicola?”   
 Geeta held a plate towards her, with a golden triangle of moist crumbly cake, steaming rich buttery aroma, heady with cinnamon and cardamon, and thrilling with an edge of citrus. Everything about the offering was comfort and enticement, from the beautiful woman, all curves, motherhood and laughter. Everything Nicola wasn’t. 
 She raised her hand. “No, thank you.” Her cheeks numbed. “I won’t stay.” 
 If this is what her daughter wanted, so be it. 
 She didn’t even look at Geeta. 
 “Charlotte has a phone.” A small, silvery flip-top device that Nicola paid for. “She can ring me if she needs anything.” 
 She still didn’t look. 
 “I’ll see myself out.” 
 Nicola turned and strode back along the hallway, shoulders squared, chin raised, an exit that said she had important things to do, refusing to relent to the onslaught of domestic bliss. 
 It was nothing like her house, which saw a professional cleaner twice a week, because she didn’t have the energy to tidy the chaos Daniel left. Not after a long day at work. And not after catching all the balls Daniel dropped. Her own home felt clinical compared with this lived-in life and space. And her honest daughter, who couldn’t hide a single thought, as if a litmus test of happiness, glowed bright in this home. 
 And much as though Nicola liked to think she pivoted, she knew she fled. Saying no to the cake that smelled of heaven. No to the temptation to stroke the pad of her finger over the golden, smooth, blanched almond on top. And no to the warm company of Geeta Sachdeva. 
   
 *** 
   
 So clearly, Nicola had issues with Geeta. 
 She strode down the broad avenue of St Giles, the stone college buildings glowing in the late afternoon sunshine, and green leaves peeping from the tips of the plane trees overhead. 
 Nicola mulled on her behaviour from over the years, dissatisfied that she’d never got to grips with the woman. Perhaps because her reaction was so inextricably bound up with her daughter, she couldn’t dismiss Geeta as unimportant and brush her aside, like she did with others. 
 That and the other factor. 
 She’d delayed returning to Oxford for this reason. Nicola had eyed Iffley Village ever since walking into its idyll along the river as a student. And after her divorce, she’d thought of Oxford as somewhere to settle and eventually retire. But Geeta Sachdeva lived there, so she’d prevaricated. 
 Nicola had eventually decided that with her early-morning court sessions, and Geeta’s laid-back domesticity, and whatever she did in her perfect family home, they’d not meet each other. Except on bin days, it turned out. 
 Disgruntled, she tapped her phone and set her alarm five minutes earlier to counteract that. She pivoted. See a problem, deal with it. 
 Nicola crossed the road and turned down the grand, Regency, stone terrace of Beaumont Street for her next client meeting, while Geeta stayed stubbornly resident in her head. 
 Clever Geeta with handsome husband, the biochemistry professor at Oxford University, and her perfect family home. 
 Geeta who raised intelligent Olivia, already part of the senior team at Bentley, Oduwole and Sachdeva in her mid-thirties. 
 Geeta, who was all smiles for her own daughter, Charlotte, who thought the woman walked on water and was the epitome of an ally and earth mother. 
 She climbed the steps into Bentley. 
 Geeta who was beautiful in a green salwar kameez, with long black hair in her forties, and in her fifties looked... 
 Nicola stalled in front of the reception desk at Bentley and partners. There were few who could ruffle her composure and make her swear, if only in her head. 
 ...Geeta Sachdeva, in her fifties, who looked like that. 
 Sat behind the reception desk, in a short smart blazer. A cream V-necked T-shirt glowing against her golden-brown skin. Hair cut above the shoulder now, luscious black waves smoked through with grey. Large brown eyes, intelligent and engaged, and the gentle curve of her nose appealing. The heart-shaped face and prominent cheeks that seemed to smile, even when she didn’t. The shapely lips that did indeed smile, so full of confidence and benevolence, yet pinched with wryness in the face of Nicola. And the lines from the smile only added to her distinction. 
 “Geeta,” Nicola said. “Hello.” And she failed to stop a heavy sigh, before adding, “Again.” 
 And damn it, if the woman, who clearly didn't like her either, gazed at her with lively defiance. A housewife. Out posturing her. Nicola Albright KC. Feared barrister and queen of the courts. 
 “Good afternoon, Nicola,” Geeta said, all cheer and welcome. She leant forward on the desk. “How can I help?” 
 By not being here. 
 “I didn't expect to see you,” Nicola said instead. She stepped forward, adjusting to the situation. “What a delightful surprise.” 
 Geeta very obviously swallowed a laugh. “I was expecting you, however.” She glanced at her screen. “I have you down for meeting Alec at 4 o’clock.” 
 “That’s correct,” Nicola said. 
 With Bentley, Oduwole and Sachdeva handling high-profile divorce cases and wealthy clients, Nicola expected to assist often as an adviser and court representative, now based in Oxford. What she hadn't expected was to also see Geeta. 
 “So, you're working here?” she said, allowing an edge of surprise into her voice. 
 “Just started. It’s my first day.” Geeta’s cheeks twitched, amused. “I’m covering for Zain while he’s away.” 
 “Hmm.” Nicola said, nodding. “Is Zain on holiday?” 
 “Yes, he’s gone travelling.” 
 “Oh. Where to?” tripped off her tongue. She didn't have any problem engaging in small-talk although she had a reason to pursue the inquiry. 
 “It’s a round-the-world trip,” Geeta replied. “He’s hoping to take in the Americas then cross Asia.” 
 “Really?” Nicola said lightly. “And how long has he set aside for that?” 
 Geeta looked at her, those beautiful brown eyes shining bright. “Six months.” 
 Six. Bloody. Months. 
 Again, so unlike Nicola. But this was the problem with Geeta. She’d never learned to handle her. 
 “So,” Geeta said, sitting back relaxed in her chair. “We’ll be bumping into each more often.” 
 Exactly her concern. And, also, clearly Geeta’s. 
 It wasn’t like either hid the fact they annoyed each other. Yes, they were mature women who knew how to channel irritation into reserved politeness, or a passive aggressive lapse at worst. But it always lurked. 
 Nicola opened her mouth with a tutting sound. “How delightful.” 
 Geeta laughed and shook her head. “Yes. I love that for us.” 
 Then Geeta looked at her with a sympathetic knowing that wondered if they’d ever get on. As if she genuinely felt for them both at the situation. Then she sighed with the patient understanding and resilience she showed everyone. 
 And that Geeta came out better than her was also just bloody fantastic. 
   




Chapter 4 
   
 This was the thing about Nicola, Geeta thought. No matter how imperious, with a confidence that bordered on arrogant, somehow Geeta rattled her simply by existing. 
 There she was, the Amazonian, renowned barrister, with a voice that could wither, irritated as hell at bumping into her. And at the end of a long day, in a new job, Geeta just had to laugh. 
 “I’ll let Alec know you’re here,” she said, her exasperation tipping into giggles. She picked up the phone. 
 “Thank you,” Nicola replied. 
 The gratitude looked painful. Geeta wanted to ask if she’d pulled a muscle. 
 So, Nicola would be at Bentley often. She’d expected this. But did Nicola have to click her heels together and appear on day one? Apparently, she did. 
 “Nicola!” came a delighted voice. 
 Precise footsteps descended from the first floor. 
 Geeta looked up knowing it was Olivia who sauntered towards them in a long coat and elegant black tailored dress. She swept a curtain of silky hair behind her ear and carried a polished briefcase at her side. Goodness, Geeta was proud of her, even though the rare, beaming smile was for Nicola. 
 A spike of sadness clawed in her chest. Stop that. 
 “Olivia!” Nicola perked up. “How are you?” 
 Of course, the barrister was all sweetness and light with Olivia. Geeta restrained an eye-roll worthy of a teen. 
 “I’m very well, thank you,” Olivia said, squeezing Nicola’s hand. “I’m finished for the week and heading home. Are you here to see Alec?” 
 “Yes, we’re meeting Blake for the Gauthier case. The childcare and maintenance arrangements have turned tricky on this one.” 
 The two women leant on the reception-desk divider, towering above her, and she watched the back and forth, before the conversation sank into unfamiliar legal jargon. 
 Look at her girl, all grown up. Yes, Olivia was mid-thirties, but it seemed a miracle to see her so professional and assured. It felt like yesterday that she left home, and only the day before that Geeta helped with homework. Her heart still longed for the tiny girl who snuggled under her chin to sleep. She conjured the softness of a small arm curled around her neck, the milky breath tickling her face, the plump lips open and shiny with dribble. It was impossible to wrap all that into the same person, and she mustn't, under any circumstances, say this to Olivia. 
 Every year, Olivia grew more different from her. Every year she pulled more distant. While at the same time Olivia's adulation of Nicola flourished. Geeta always comforted herself on being the safety net, loving her and being there, if Olivia ever needed it. 
 Then a wave of guilt washed over her and tied a knot in her stomach. Because the one time Olivia did need her, she’d been absent. 
 Last year, professional had turned personal for Olivia in a case, and Nicola had been the one to catch her. All those years of waiting for her daughter to come back, and now she owed Olivia's happiness to this woman instead. Be grateful, she told herself. Nicola Albright KC always supported Olivia’s career. 
 Geeta stared at the screen and a payment prompt to a client, reminding her of personal financial issues and endless worries. 
 “Mum? I said, ‘I’m off now’,” came gently. 
 “Oh.” 
 She looked up to find Nicola gone and Olivia tilting her head in consideration. Geeta’s face must have hung in despair, because when she smiled back, her cheeks had to lift a mile. 
 “I'll see you after the weekend,” Geeta murmured. 
 Olivia blinked. Then considered her again with pursed lips. Geeta often couldn’t tell what went through her reserved daughter’s head, but whatever it was, Olivia seemed to think better of it. She put down her briefcase, circled the reception desk in a fluid movement, then bent down. Olivia, always elegant if a little formal, carefully wrapped her arms around Geeta’s shoulders. 
 “I didn’t expect that,” Geeta laughed quietly, as the warmth of the cuddle enveloped her. 
 She closed her eyes. Oh, she needed this. Her resistance collapsed, and she gripped the arm and squeezed it tight, pulling her daughter closer. Olivia rested her cheek on Geeta’s head, and the intimacy of someone caring made her flood with everything she’d held back for months. 
 Mustn’t cry. Mustn’t cry. Mustn’t cry. 
 Because physical reassurance didn’t come naturally to Olivia, and Geeta didn’t want to scare her away. And because it shouldn’t be like this. She wanted to be the one to comfort. 
 “Thank you,” she said though. 
 “Are you going to be OK?” Olivia whispered warmth into her hair. 
 “Of course I am.” Oh, damn, she’d sniffed. “Go home and enjoy seeing Kate and the kids,” she said, swiping at her eyes. “I’ll be fine.” 
 She gave Olivia one last squeeze – just one more drop of solace, please – then gently pushed her daughter up. She shuffled her chair closer to the desk and waved Olivia away. It shouldn’t be Olivia comforting her. That was her job as a mother. And she felt embarrassed and guilty all over again, because her current situation had been her own choice. 
 Geeta stared at the screen so she didn’t have to meet her daughter's eyes. At the blurry edges of her vision swirling with tears, she sensed Olivia consider her with another tilt of the head, then slowly leave the building. 
 Right. She had work to do, and she ploughed on until six, when the last solicitors trailed from the office. 
 Day one in her new job over. Phew. 
 She reached under the reception desk for her bag, but swiped at air. Peeking below, she spotted it had crept back over the day. Typical. She eased onto her knees, and groaned at the ever-present ache, before crawling under. She did not regret having children early in life. How on earth did people manage this, scrabbling on the ground after tots all day in their forties and fifties. 
 She stretched for her bag, as footsteps and sharp words approached. 
 “I’ll be with you in a moment,” she called out, muffled beneath the table and back partition. 
 Above, a familiar voice projected powerfully through the entire hallway. “I did nothing of the sort.” 
 Nicola. Of course. When did that voice not reach everywhere and demand to be heard, although Geeta did envy that delivery. 
 She began to reverse shuffle, when the footsteps stopped on the other side of the divider. A pair of heels appeared through a gap. God, you could stab people with those. Geeta wondered if Nicola ever did. And a pair of Oxford brogues faced them with little distance between. 
 She opened her mouth to call out again, when another voice growled, “That was completely unnecessary, Nicola.” 
 The tone deepened into aggression, and the feet jabbed closer as if the man pointed. He must be the barrister, maybe in his forties, who’d arrived shortly before Nicola. Blake Hudson, perhaps. The white man, wearing an expensive suit, was handsome and superficially polite, but self-important, waving Geeta off when she’d offered to take him to the meeting room. 
 “As if you wouldn’t do the same,” Nicola replied, the high heels not moving an inch. 
 “You could have handled that case in straight-forward negotiations, Nicola. But you pulled every trick in the book to bury us.” 
 “Your client attacked on several fronts. I was merely countering.” 
 The brogues agitated forward again. “The libel case was uncalled for. You were humiliating me just for the sake of it.” 
 “You should know better than to take this personally.” Nicola tutted. 
 “Take it personally?! I had to appear as your bloody guest at the Law Society awards that night. How the hell do you think that made me feel? You up for an award, after trouncing me?” 
 “But you didn’t attend, did you, Blake. You wimped out.” 
 “Fuck you, Nicola. I should have known better than to sleep with you.” 
 Oh. OK. This was stuff she didn’t want to hear. Geeta quickened that backwards shuffle. “I’m sorry, can you hear me?” she said, inching out. “I’ll be with you in a moment.” 
 “Blake.” Nicola filled the name with a slow derisory contempt. “I will not apologise for you being out of your depth.” 
 Nicola gave the words such a finessed edge that Geeta imagined they cut like the sharpest razor blade, so you didn’t feel the cut, but watched in horror as blood seeped from the wound. 
 And deep grunting breaths signalled blood drawn. 
 “You’re a piece of work, Nicola,” Blake growled. “If you think,” and a brogue stepped forward, “that I’m going to crawl back into your bed after this....” 
 Oh no, no, no. This was so not appropriate for her ears. But she still watched those heels, enthralled, waiting for Nicola’s reaction. The heels didn’t budge. The voice didn’t waver. If anything, Nicola's tone dropped into sultry dismissal. 
 “BIake,” Nicola laughed, with chilling incredulity. “As if you’d be invited.” 
 And the breath whimpered from his body. 
 OK. Now she really needed to get out from under the desk. 
 “Can you hear me?” she said again. 
 Yes, they heard her. Not a sound came from either lawyer, and Geeta shuffled back to lift her head from beneath the desk. 
 Wow. She stared. Empowered Nicola had a phenomenal magnetism which meant you couldn’t not look at her, even if you didn’t like her. Cool, tall, a formidable queen, with fire beneath that ice. 
 The younger man stood muscled, irate and threatening, but it was all show and noise, completely out of his depth. The energy between them was clear: two lovers at the wrong end of a relationship, the attraction and passion from the man crackling in the air. Nicola stood with chin raised, every inch a sexual being who knew her potency, and Geeta imagined that if Nicola said a single placating word, he’d crumble at her feet. 
 “Good evening,” Geeta said lightly. She climbed unhurried onto her chair. “I did say before, but you didn’t hear me.” She raised both hands in a peaceful gesture. 
 Blake’s face exploded into crimson. “Fuck's sake,” he spluttered, and he turned and blasted out of the building. 
 The half of the double doors Blake exited swung back and forth, slower and slower, accompanied by pounding footsteps that receded into the distance. The door came to a rest. 
 It was so quiet that when Nicola took a deep breath, Geeta heard the whole exasperated draw of it. 
 “Geeta.” Nicola swivelled her head round. “Good evening.” 
 “Evening, Nicola.” Geeta sighed and deflated at having to speak to Nicola yet again. “So...” she added with a shrug, “are you finished for the week?” 
 “Yes.” Nicola tutted. “I am very much done with this week.” 
 Geeta tried not to laugh. Although, at this point, it was more with Nicola than at her. “Then I hope you have a good weekend.” 
 “Have a fantastic break,” Nicola muttered. Then she faced front and strode out the door. 
   




Chapter 5 
   
 Well, this was not a fantastic weekend. 
 And Geeta found the weekends hard enough in general. Waking in the middle of the loft bedroom bed. Listening to the unnatural quiet of the house. Padding downstairs and along the hallway, past school photos, family holiday snaps, Olivia graduating, then Adam, the photos stopping with the children leaving home. Pausing at the door to Sumit’s study, by habit. Even with the couch by the wall, and the desk and chair still in place, if she opened the door, the click would sound peculiarly empty, now the shelves were bare of his books, radio and pictures. And she’d make herself move on to the kitchen. 
 That had become her typical, unnerving start to mornings. But this weekend really got off on the wrong foot. 
 Her mother, Satinder, let herself in the front door. But she didn’t cry out, “It’s only me!” as usual. 
 Satinder, a self-confessed morgenmuffel, and particularly fond of the word a German friend taught her, arrived in the foulest mood. 
 She burst into the kitchen, almost-white hair tied back, casual cotton Punjabi suit on, yoga mat rolled under her arm and fierceness etched in her brow. She pulled up a stool on the other side of the kitchen island, dropped her mat on the floor and thudded her elbows on the top to clasp her hands tight. 
 “Morning,” Satinder muttered. 
 “Well, good morning, Maa,” Geeta replied, also in English. 
 She gave an indulgent smile and leant back against the kitchen counter. 
 They would slip from Punjabi to English, depending on mood, subject and whoever else accompanied them, the conversation turning on a single word. They’d flip between the two, sometimes without noticing, and she'd find Olivia, who wasn’t fluent, frowning at them. 
 But this morning, Satinder was grumpy in English. 
 Just as Geeta’s children had left home and teenage tantrums behind, it seemed her mother grew back into them. And granted, with menopause, Geeta wasn’t immune to them either. So patience was needed all round. 
 “Isha found out,” Satinder muttered, avoiding her eyes. 
 Geeta opened her mouth, then shut it again. 
 “I’ve been on the phone with her all morning.” 
 It was nine o’clock, so this was an exaggeration. Another sign her mother fumed. 
 “Oh,” Geeta said, and she crossed her arms. 
 Satinder looked at her then, those shrewd eyes demanding. 
 Geeta shrugged. “She was going to hear at some point. I’m surprised it’s lasted this long.” 
 Satinder and her sister couldn’t be less alike. Isha a hawk for family gossip and Satinder asserting she should mind her own business. 
 “Well,” Satinder grumbled. “I hoped it would blow over before I had to tell her.” 
 Geeta continued to look at her mother with patience but also bit her tongue. 
 “It’s not final yet, is it.” Satinder looked at her. “You might both change your minds. Put everything back to normal, then none of the family would have to know.” 
 Deep breaths. Subtle ones. Count to ten. 
 And the weight descended anyway. Because Geeta did understand. They were all allowed to have their reactions, including Satinder’s disappointment. Her mother had always adored Sumit. 
 “Maa,” she said gently. “I’m not changing my mind.” 
 With the final order weeks away, neither she nor Sumit had plans to stop the process. She’d be notified once complete, and that was that. 
 Satinder humphed, shuffled on her seat, and muttered. “Well, I’d like a cup of tea anyway.” 
 “Would you like a cha?” 
 “No.” 
 She bet her mother would. But Satinder was sulking and depriving herself to make Geeta feel guilty. 
 “Just throw any old tea bag in a cup.” Satinder wafted her hand in dismissal. 
 Definitely sulking. 
 “OK,” Geeta sighed. “One substandard cup of tea coming up, because we wouldn’t want to brighten the day with a nice spicy cha would we.” 
 “Everyone’s arriving soon, so I only have time for a quick cuppa.” 
 Geeta rolled her eyes and put the kettle on to make them both a mug. 
 Her mother's yoga class rotated between houses and Satinder used the lounge here instead of her small flat. 
 “While we're waiting though,” Geeta said, “I wanted to talk to you.” Geeta drew up a stool to face Satinder across the kitchen island. “What do you think about moving back to Handsworth?” 
 “What?” 
 “Well,” she sighed. “I’m finding it difficult to afford living here, and I’m considering my options. So I wondered if that was a possibility.” 
 Satinder stared at her. 
 “I’m considering everything at this stage.” Geeta raised her shoulders. “Getting a lodger in Olivia’s old room. Maybe a student or something.” 
 “Ugh,” Satinder grimaced. “I don't want to come here with a stranger wandering around.” 
 This was going to be tricky. Neither of them would suggest her mother moved in, Satinder being stubborn about her independence, no matter how often that involved Geeta cooking for her. But Geeta needed options. 
 “I need to raise money somehow, because I can’t find a steady income, and moving somewhere cheaper is tempting.” 
 “But this...” Satinder conjured more horror and disapproval on her forehead. “This is home. This is where we come for our family gatherings.” 
 “People will have to get used to another home. I can afford a good house and garden in Birmingham for them to visit. And if you sold your flat, you could buy one of those fancy places in the centre.” 
 “No.” Satinder banged her hand on the island top. “I don’t want to go back to Handsworth.” 
 Geeta held her breath, counted to ten, while the mug of tea steamed her face. Her mother was being particularly stubborn today. 
 Ever since moving to Oxford to be closer to Geeta and her young family, Satinder had complained about how she missed the British Asian community of Handsworth where Geeta had grown up. And Geeta missed it too, while also realising things had moved on, like best friend Anu next door. 
 But from Satinder, she’d had thirty years of ‘if we were back in Handsworth’. They’d get the best fruit and veg from the many Asian shops. She could have okra. She could chat at the big gurdwara that Oxford lacked. The many aunties would help with every single problem that came up. 
 Ever since Geeta’s father died, and Satinder relocated to Oxford, she'd talked of moving back to Handsworth. Except for now, when Geeta raised it as a possibility. 
 “But this is our home,” Satinder cried. 
 My home, Geeta thought. The place I need to afford. 
 “I don't want to go back to a tiny terrace.” Satinder threw both hands in the air. 
 Their old home sprung into Geeta’s head. Satinder likely pictured it too. The small terrace house by the park, with seventies wallpaper and a patterned carpet that defied description. 
 “I want to come here!” Satinder said. “And sit by the river.” She gestured down the garden. “I have friends here. My yoga group. My book club. Why would I go back to Birmingham?!” 
 Because Satinder had banged on about it for three decades. That’s why. 
 But Geeta understood this was how humans worked. As soon as someone chose one way, they’d immediately think of advantages of the other. It was excruciatingly evident in her children. Give them two options, one would choose, then regardless the other argued for the opposite, just because the first deprived them of it. 
 And yes, she had the same inclination too. 
 But honestly. Now? The timing really could be better. 
 “Maa,” she sighed. “I need money.” 
 Satinder gave her that ‘well, you chose this’ look. She’d given Geeta many of those over the past months. 
 That was compared with son Adam’s look of ‘what the fuck, Mum’. 
 And Sumit’s heartbroken eyes. 
 Strangely it had been her daughter who’d been most understanding. Geeta had expected Olivia to be the most riled, hating change as much as Sumit. Perhaps she was still processing it, and guilt nagged inside, again. 
 “Get back together with Sumit,” Satinder muttered. 
 There. What had been communicated clearly enough through passive aggressive terms, now her mother said loud and clear. 
 “He’s a good man,” Satinder said, upset. 
 And Geeta knew the rest. That she was lucky to have him, when Dad died years ago and Satinder didn't have anyone. That Sumit was a great father. A considerate human being. Handsome. All those things. 
 “I’m lonely,” Geeta said emphatically. 
 Because Sumit was also addicted to his research. It made him tick. And Geeta understood the appeal, but she wanted a life and company too. And after three decades together, she knew he wouldn’t change. 
 “Go out and make friends! You’re good at that,” Satinder said. 
 “I’m not at school Maa. It’s not so easy when everyone’s busy and working.” 
 “Join the yoga group!” 
 Oh my god, she was not ready for yoga. Not her mother’s class anyway, much as though she loved the group of women. There was a lot of cackling and stretching, then farting and more cackling and she’d often find, when she peeped around the door, that meditation had turned into a nap on the floor. 
 And what Geeta really wanted was to burst out into the world. Live to the full. Run naked through meadows. Skinny dip in the ocean and see the northern lights. 
 She’d hit menopause and the stark realisation that her life was finite. At the same time, she realised that fifty was only halfway through adulthood, and the sudden need to vibrantly live took hold. It was simultaneously exciting and terrifying. 
 And she’d begged Sumit for change. But they’d always drift into a rut again and Geeta had exhausted every avenue. And after a few more years, they’d stared at each other in despair, realising it wouldn’t actually change. 
 “You just need to wait for grandchildren,” Satinder tried next. “You’re at your best with little ones around. And, I mean, Olivia is like a stepmum now.” 
 That development had taken them all by surprise and Geeta prayed it lasted. 
 “And, Adam is some donor or something and has little Adams running around the world.” Satinder was on a roll. “And he might settle down one day and have his own.” 
 “Maa,” Geeta said. “Yes, I’d love grandkids. But it’s not that.” 
 “A dog!” Satinder said with wide eyes. “Get a dog. Honestly, they’re better company than humans anyway. I mean how perfect. A lovely husband and a lovely dog. What more could you want?” 
 Geeta dropped her hands. What was the point? 
 Satinder, though not as introverted as Sumit and Olivia, needed her quiet, puzzle book sessions, and didn’t understand the searing loneliness when Geeta craved company. To go out into the world again with hunger and excitement. To meet people who made her think and laugh. Have friends hang out in her home. Cooking, chatting, going places together. She didn’t need much alone time and, of all of them, she ended up with most. 
 And love. And sex. To feel wanted, and alive, and not just the person who made everyone’s dinner. She’d really like to have that again. 
 “I don’t understand,” Satinder shook her head. 
 “I’m unhappy!” Geeta threw her hand up in despair. “I've been unhappy for years!” 
 “I know you need people. You always did.” Her mother rattled off in quick succession. “You didn't go five minutes without hogging the landline or popping next door to see Anu. But you still could while staying with Sumit! You’d have more opportunity! Now you won’t have time or energy for anything but work!” 
 “Maa, this isn’t helping.” 
 Satinder’s mobile rang angrily on the surface. 
 “And now it’s your flipping cousin Navpreet being nosey.” Satinder threw her arm up before picking up the phone. “They’ll all be calling.” Satinder slid off the stool, then answered cheerily with, “Navpreet,” into the phone. 
 “Masi ji,” came back. 
 Satinder disappeared into the lounge. 
 Geeta closed her eyes. She could do with not having this conversation with her mother every few days. 
 She heard Satinder from the other room, switching between English and Punjabi. 
 “I know,” Satinder said. “First in the family. And Geeta?! Who’d have thought.” 
 Ouch. 
 Geeta paused, the breath snatched from her lungs and her belly punched hollow. Because it was hard enough walking away from Sumit, without everyone saying it was a terrible mistake. And because she had doubts some days, where she wanted to take it back. And she really mustn’t. 
 And now there was a knock at the door. She wasn't in a state to chat with her mother's yoga group, so she grabbed her padded jacket in the hallway and sniffled back the tears that threatened. 
 “Morning, everyone,” she said, throwing her coat around her shoulders as she pulled open the door. 
 “Geeta!” came in a chorus. They really were a lovely bunch. 
 “I’m on my way out. Come in and make yourselves at home.” She waved them through, and three ladies with very white hair ambled into the hallway. 
 She closed the door and stomped up the lane, past the manor house with the bay window, up Mill Lane enclosed on either side by cream stone walls, not caring where she headed. She stumbled into the grounds of the Romanesque village church, not appreciating the beautiful building for once this morning. Then circled the path with her head down, between a pair of yew trees, where she stopped at a bench and sat with a thump. 
 She sniffed and blinked several times. She looked to the left, over countryside, and to the right, to the expanse of gravestones. 
 No-one there. 
 And she burst into tears. 
 Because her mother was right. Now she scraped around to make ends meet. And felt knackered. And had even less time and energy for carving out a new life. And she’d lost touch with old friends with no opportunity to catch up anyway. And everyone hated her. Well, they didn’t, she knew this. But they all blamed her. She spent all her energy consoling them about the family breakup, when she needed support too. 
 A tall figure appeared around the end of the church. 
 “Oh, for god’s sake,” she squeaked, her throat constricting with a sob. 
 Because there was Nicola bloody Albright too. And not just living in the bloody village, but here in the graveyard, and Geeta couldn’t bloody handle it right now. 
 And she did a very loud, snotty sob. 
   




Chapter 6  
   
 Discovering Geeta Sachdeva, alone and crying on a bench between the yew trees, was all kinds of wrong. 
 The woman who had a generous smile for everyone, and a hug too, with her hour-glass curves and shining beauty. With her soothing voice, and laughter rounding the edges of an RP accent that would drop into wry Midlands when she indulged in a sassy comment. It wasn’t often. The woman was generosity and patience itself. Although Nicola clearly tested it. 
 That was not someone who should sit alone, on a cold April morning, in a graveyard. And not with mangled hair stuck over cheeks soaked in tears. The sight reached into Nicola’s chest and pulled. 
 This was the trouble with Geeta. She made Nicola feel things. Like jealousy over Charlotte and other unfortunate emotions she didn’t want to name. 
 She folded her arms and mulled over her options, those feeling-things clouding her faculties. 
 Dammit. Jealousy was such an aggravating and unfamiliar inconvenience. Nicola envied little, being proud of her own accomplishments, and she preferred to spend her energy succeeding, rather than looking behind at everyone else. And she wasn't usually soft-hearted either. Anyone hoping for a tenderness beneath the hardened lawyer was wasting their time. There were no defensive layers to strip away. No facade or mask. No icy exterior. She just didn't feel that much for most people. 
 She wasn’t devoid of emotion either. Her daughters had her heart, even if one didn’t know it. And she indulged colleagues and clients when deserving but remained detached enough so her job didn’t deplete her. She was forged of pragmatism, proficiency and ambition. 
 But with Geeta, it was like she became someone else. 
 The woman’s mere presence questioned her, holding up a mirror so that Nicola flinched and didn’t like what she saw. And now Geeta crying on a bench by the church transformed her. It felt wrong, right down to her foundations. She didn’t want Geeta to cry. She wanted to stride forward, sweep her up, and make it better, even though getting close to Geeta Sachdeva was a bad idea. 
 Nicola tapped a finger on her folded arm. What to do? 
 It wasn’t as if Geeta would appreciate company either because the woman obviously disliked her. Ah well. Nicola shrugged, used to that. She dealt with people who hated her all day long. 
 Decision made, Nicola detoured off the path, around the church and across the grass, vibrant with spring growth and dotted with daisies and yellow buttercups. She dipped her gaze so that Geeta could wipe her face in privacy. 
 By the time Nicola reached the bench, Geeta had tucked her hair behind an ear and her cheeks were almost dry. Geeta’s eyes glistened though, and her features stiffened with the effort to hold back tears. 
 Nicola sat on the end of the wooden seat and turned to look at Geeta. 
 Geeta turned to look at her. 
 “I know,” Nicola started, “I’m probably the last person you want to see right now...” 
 Geeta glowered from beneath beautiful eyebrows. Yes, absolutely the last person Geeta wanted. 
 “...But I can’t walk past without checking you’re all right, can I?” 
 Geeta glared, cheeks knotting, as if Nicola really could walk by, please. 
 They breathed in, chests rising with exasperation, then sighed in synchrony. They’d never been in so much agreement. 
 “Is there anything I can do?” Nicola asked gently. 
 Geeta’s eyes told her where to go, loud and clear. 
 So, Nicola added, “To help.” 
 Geeta closed her mouth, confirming the imminent phrase. Then she shook her head, in a way that balanced politely turning down the offer and, Nicola suspected, sheer exasperation at their meeting, again. 
 “OK.” Nicola leant back. “I’ll sit for a while. There's no need to talk, but I’m here if you want anything, and will move on in a few minutes.” 
 From the corner of her eye, she saw Geeta open her mouth. She imagined a string of strong words lined up, but silence followed. 
 “Nicola," came eventually, voice breaking with remnants of upset. “I’m fine. You don’t have to stay.” 
 “I’ll wait a few moments though. It’s nice by the church.” 
 Geeta seemed to mull it over, then sagged with acceptance. 
 It was a lovely spot away from main roads, with birds flitting overhead and filling the air with chatter. Definitely not song. A bunch of tiny sparrows in a shrub clearly argued with each other. Trees flowed down the slope towards the river, with views across the plain beyond, and to the other side was an ancient leafy graveyard. 
 The creamy church in front glowed in sudden light, and Nicola closed her eyes while the sun peeped from behind a cloud. She lifted her chin to catch the warm rays, a glorious treat of apricity. When a cool shadow stroked her cheeks with a cloud passing over, she opened her eyes and found Geeta studying her. 
 Confusion, irritation and remnants of upset flickered in her expression. Geeta had one of those gently expressive faces, capable of so many thoughts, but which invariably slipped back into kindness. Intelligent always. There was a quick mind behind that generous face, make no mistake, and Nicola never had. It perplexed her though, why Geeta used her intelligence for domesticity rather than career. But she still had a lot of respect for Geeta. 
 “I don’t want to keep you,” Geeta said. “I’m sure you’re busy.” 
 Nicola shrugged. “Always, but also not particularly. I was out for a stroll anyway.” 
 “Hmph,” Geeta replied. 
 Nicola uncrossed her legs and relaxed her pose, to give Geeta a sympathetic smile. “Are you going to be OK?” 
 The wrong thing to say apparently, because Geeta’s eyebrows rose and tears flooded her eyes again. 
 A caught breath. A sniff. “I bloody hope so.” 
 Nicola paused, not used to hearing Geeta swear. Her surprised reaction must have been obvious because Geeta’s cheeks twitched. Then she snorted and shook her head, then plain laughed at Nicola. 
 “Just a bloody awful morning, that’s all,” Geeta said. 
 Nicola expected her to fall quiet again when she turned away to stare at the church. But Geeta breathed in long and hard, and said,  
 “I’m getting a divorce.”  
 And any remaining cheer left, her whole body deflating as another cloud darkened overhead. 
 “Oh,” Nicola said. 
 She gazed at her adversary, who calmly stood her ground like no other. Who she’d assumed had a nauseatingly perfect family life, which highlighted the cracks in hers. A woman who disapproved of her attitudes and won the admiration of a daughter Nicola lost. Nicola avoided her for those reasons and more. But Geeta was also a woman who hurt a great deal. 
 “I’m sorry to hear that,” Nicola said. 
 Geeta stared at her. 
 “Really,” Nicola added, wondering at herself too. She’d never said anything as honest or unguarded to Geeta before. “I always thought you an exceptional couple.” 
 It was funny how clearly she saw them, now the veil of envy lifted. 
 Geeta’s mouth hung open, her eyes wide and unblinking to match it. 
 “What?” Nicola shrugged. 
 Geeta crossed her arms and swivelled around to her. 
 “You have never, ever,” Geeta nodded with the words for emphasis, “given me any hint you approved of either me or Sumit.” 
 Nicola considered. “That’s very possible,” she conceded. “But nonetheless, I always respected you both and how you treated each other.” 
 “Really?” 
 Nicola shrugged. 
 “I mean, really!?” Geeta said louder. 
 “Well yes. You’re both intelligent people who liked each other.” 
 Geeta pursed her lips, possibly indulging in ungenerous thoughts, then said, “In the fifteen years I’ve known you, you've never uttered a single positive thing to me, or about me, without at least an edge of passive aggression.” 
 Nicola mulled over that too. Yes, it was possible she'd been brusque and rude the whole time. 
 “Or hinted at anything but disapproval,” Geeta added. 
 “I can see why you think that.” 
 “I think that because it’s true,” Geeta clapped back. 
 Guilt seeped in, another thing she didn’t feel often, especially at actions that were simply necessary. Nicola handled decisions day in and day out, that sometimes weren’t clear-cut but needed to be made. And her aloof distance with Geeta had been essential. 
 “I’m still sorry to hear you’re getting a divorce,” Nicola said. 
 Geeta nodded. 
 “I suppose that’s why you’re here rather than home?” Nicola added. 
 “Kind of.” 
 “Where you don’t run into loathsome barristers.” 
 Geeta gave a side-eye. “Home does have that advantage.” 
 Nicola smiled at the bite in the answer. She'd been rude to Geeta for fifteen years, and Geeta had no obligation to be polite, especially when reeling from divorce. She was allowed an edge this morning. And Nicola didn’t even mind. It was rather thrilling, in fact, to have Geeta finally open in her dislike. 
 “Actually,” Geeta started, “I’m avoiding my mother not Sumit.” 
 “Oh?” 
 “Sumit moved out a while ago. We decided last year.” 
 Nicola nodded for her to continue. 
 “It’s taking a while for the family to accept it and I'm still supporting them through the divorce.” 
 “Why on earth,” Nicola couldn't help saying, "are you supporting your mother, when the biggest impact will be on you?” 
 Geeta shuffled, as if uncomfortable. “I understand her point of view. Her side of the family is very traditional and this first divorce in the family is difficult. I know the pressures she’s under.” She sighed. “And she misses Sumit. They got on very well. It’s a big change for them.” 
 Geeta sunk as if she carried the weight of her whole family on her shoulders. 
 “I’ve disappointed everyone.” Geeta cast her eyes down. “But I...I’m not changing my mind.” 
 A large raindrop sploshed on Geeta’s nose. They both squinted up at the iron-grey clouds that drifted over the village. 
 “For god's sake,” Geeta muttered. “I’m not the slightest bit religious, but I’m sensing biblical disapproval right now.” 
 Nicola chuckled, then openly smiled when her reaction brightened Geeta’s face. 
 See. Feeling things. This was why she avoided Geeta. 
 Another drop splashed on Geeta’s forehead. “It’s going to pee it down, isn’t it.” 
 Nicola turned up her coat collar and squinted into the sky. “It is April, so we’ll get four seasons in one hour.” 
 Geeta got to her feet. “I’m going to shelter in the church until my mother’s yoga class finishes and she’s gone home.” 
 Nicola stood too, the large raindrops rattling on her Barbour jacket. They headed towards the church, Geeta shuffling alongside with arms wrapped around herself, then round to the gate where the path split left, to the church doors, and right, out of the churchyard. 
 “I’m sure we’ll bump into each other again,” Geeta said, waving goodbye as she dashed off. 
 Geeta scooted beneath the church doorway. She pulled at the iron-ring handle. Then again with a firmer tug. Then desperate pulls with her whole body. 
 Locked. 
 Geeta’s shoulders sagged and she turned to stand hunched in the shallow doorway. And damn it, if Geeta looking forlorn didn’t do things to her too. 
 “Look,” Nicola said. 
 She couldn’t believe she was doing this. There were several reasons she shouldn’t do this. But she empathised with another woman isolated by divorce and disapproved of by family. “Do you want to come back to mine?” 
 Geeta stared at her. 
 Nicola walked closer, rain soaking her face. “Until your mother's class has finished?” 
 Still the outright astonishment. 
 “Oh, come on. You can’t think I’m pure evil.” 
 “I...” Geeta switched into an irritated frown. “I never said you were evil.” 
 “You didn't have to,” Nicola retorted. 
 Geeta rolled her eyes. 
 “Sorry, that was uncalled for.” Nicola put up her hands. “I’m just offering coffee and shelter for a while. I'm capable of that.” 
 The sky darkened further overhead, and the temperature dropped. 
 “OK.” Geeta deflated, resigned. “Thank you. That would be...” 
 Nicola braced herself. 
 “...better than being caught in a storm.” 
 And Nicola laughed at that. 
   




Chapter 7 
   
 So stranger things had happened in Geeta’s life, but not many. 
 Squinting through the cold rain. The lane beneath her feet turning into a glassy pool, and heavy drops landing and leaping again. Nicola striding beside her, chin up and impervious to the torrential downpour. 
 She followed the taller woman past the Glebe field and golden stone cottages, beyond the village community shop. And when they reached a hedge-topped wall, they nipped through a gap, into a long, narrow front garden up to Nicola's terraced brick cottage. 
 Nicola flung open the door and hung their coats in the small porch. “Come in. I’ll get towels,” she said loudly, and disappeared up the stairs. 
 Geeta stood alone in Nicola’s Albright’s cottage. In the home of a woman who clearly disliked her. Who was opinionated, brusque and resided somewhere significant on the homophobia scale. Nicola had no respect for Geeta’s home life and they were the opposites in motherhood – Nicola being the one Olivia idolised, just to rub it in. But she’d warmly invited Geeta in from the rain. 
 Weird. 
 Geeta slipped off her wet shoes and padded inside, intrigued. 
 The scent of fresh paint tickled at the back of her nose, and bright walls offset wooden floorboards and paintings of rolling seas. Curiosity drew her into a cottage kitchen extended into a conservatory. The space was modern with clean lines but softened by an oak dining table and ochre rug. Tasteful, stylish, expensive. It was very Nicola. Geeta rolled her eyes. But, yes, surprisingly she liked the space. 
 “Here you go.” 
 Nicola strode in and held out a fluffy ochre towel, the same colour scheme as the kitchen. 
 “Thank you.” Geeta dabbed at her face with the soft towel, while watching Nicola pat her hair with another. 
 Geeta bit back a smile at Nicola’s hair tumbling into waves. The barrister must straighten it usually. Geeta rather liked the voluptuous locks that had gone wayward with rain, surprised that anything led Nicola astray. 
 Nicola threw back her head and swept the waves away from her face. Even after being caught in a downpour, the woman was striking. Jaw and cheekbones more prominent. Expressive eyebrows darker. Wet eyelashes accentuating those crystalline blue eyes. 
 “What?” Nicola said. Those eyes twinkled. 
 Geeta smiled, caught. “I didn’t know you had wavy hair.” 
 “I didn’t used to,” Nicola replied with a laugh. “Ever since menopause, nothing stays straight.” 
 Geeta paused at the double meaning. 
 “You know what I mean,” Nicola said with a tut, hearing the same thing. 
 “Yes I do.” Because she’d never imply Nicola was anything but straight. 
 At least Nicola wasn’t twitchy about the double meaning. Maybe her attitude had mellowed. Maybe. 
 “Sit down and I’ll get you a drink,” Nicola said, taking the towels and throwing them over a radiator. “Coffee OK?” 
 Geeta nodded. “Thank you.” She sat at the end of the table, so she could see into both the room and garden. 
 Nicola moved quickly around the kitchen, always busy, always on top of things. 
 “I see this a lot,” Nicola said, pouring beans into a coffee machine, then the grinder pausing conversation. 
 “It’s usually the woman in a straight couple who carries the burden of the marriage. Then the divorce too,” she carried on while reaching for stoneware mugs from a cupboard. “Looking after the children. Managing the household. Often in full-time employment too. Doing the emotional labour of nurturing a family, even when splitting up and rebuilding afterwards.” 
 Ah, of course. Nicola was a pro and saw divorce daily. 
 Nicola added over her shoulder, “Even if that’s your primary role, it doesn’t mean you should do all of it. Because, my goodness, it’s exhausting.” 
 She brought over two mugs of steaming coffee with a jug of milk and sat next to Geeta to look out at the garden. 
 Strange. She hadn’t thought of Nicola appreciating the human side of divorce, and she’d been through it personally too. Geeta wondered what it had been like. She’d assumed Nicola had been absent from family life as a mother who preferred work over domesticity, an impression made by snippets from Daniel and Charlotte. But you never knew what someone else’s life was really like. 
 Family had been everything to Geeta, loving being the heart of the group, with young Olivia, then bouncing Adam, the person that everyone came running to. It fed her soul while she fed others. Her identity. 
 “But who’s there for you?” Nicola murmured, her gaze gentle. 
 Geeta’s stomach sank. 
 Nicola asked with such matter-of-fact sympathy and experience, it made Geeta think of a genuine answer, rather than ‘I’m fine’. And the brutally empty answer made her insides plummet. There wasn’t anyone. It seemed especially stark right now, with the only understanding coming from her adversary, of all people. 
 She stared at the rain without answering. Drops fluttered the leaves on shrubs, dabbed concentric circles in a birdbath, and pattered the conservatory roof. 
 How did she get here? Sad and staring at the rain with Nicola Albright. She quietly laughed through her nose. 
 “It's not how I planned it, you know.” She took a sip of coffee. 
 Geeta had ambitions as a teenager. She dreamed of doing everything her parents didn’t. Not a doctor like her father, or solicitor like her mother. Not staying in Birmingham close to family for her degree. She wanted to travel and meet new people and write for magazines. 
 She’d argued with her mother. Had looks from aunties. Even her easy-going father sat her down one day. 
 “Oh Geeta, I know you don’t want to study medicine or law.” Then his shoulders sagged. “But people have to listen to you when you have a professional qualification.” 
 And the attitudes he’d faced weighed on those shoulders. 
 But times had moved on, she’d told herself, and she didn’t want to be restricted like her parents. Oh, the irony of her own daughter adamantly pursuing law years later. She'd encouraged Olivia to pursue her dreams without limits, then had to sit, shoulders sagging like her father, while her daughter announced she wanted to study jurisprudence. And the family was back to law again. 
 Even after rejecting medicine when young, Geeta had been annoyingly good at science at school, so she’d compromised on studying microbiology. 
 “Do you know,” she looked at Nicola, “I didn’t plan to have children. Not then anyway.” 
 “Really?” 
 She bet not much snuck up on the barrister, but this surprised her. Geeta tutted and smiled. 
 “Is it hard to think of me as anything other than a mum?” Geeta scoffed. 
 “Oh, I see you as many things,” Nicola said. “Always have.” 
 Puzzling. She didn’t know what to say to that. 
 “I mean, I assumed I’d have kids.” Geeta carried on instead. “That was the given for everyone.” 
 “We were meant to have it all, weren’t we.” Nicola gazed into the garden, her expression distant. “Equal opportunities opening the door to career and family at the same time. Except that meant we had to do all the work too.”   
 Cynicism rolled around in the sentence, not what she expected from Nicola, and the barrister’s eyes glazed over as she stared out into the garden. 
 Geeta’s thoughts tumbled with questions, but before she could ask any, Nicola seemed to twitch and spark back into life. 
 “So, tell me. What were your plans?” Nicola prompted. 
 Nicola even smiled with what seemed genuine interest, rather than the usual brusque statements she fired at Geeta, designed to limit conversation. Should she tell her? Would Nicola forget like all the other details she let fly in the wind about Geeta? 
 What was the harm. 
 “I applied for a PhD in America and planned on going into research,” Geeta said. 
 A tilt of the head. Still genuine interest. “What stopped you?” 
 “The programme I wanted was cancelled. I planned to reapply for others, but I got pregnant.” 
 “Were you married? You must have been young.” Nicola looked skyward as if calculating. 
 “No. We weren’t that serious yet. Well...” 
 Geeta hadn’t been, but when had Sumit not been serious? She saw the same tendency in their daughter, while their younger son, Adam, bounced around similar to Geeta. 
 “Sumit was my studious lab partner at university.” Geeta smiled. 
 The beautiful, stern boy who sat on the other side of the lab bench. Who looked at her with disapproval when she rolled up, yawning from late nights out with Jerry, a skinny white boy who sat next to them. 
 Jerry was the first person Geeta met at university. He was out, proud and fabulous, and they were inseparable. Over three years they made a funny team with Sumit, Jerry flirting with Sumit and bringing him out of his shell, and Geeta amazed at Sumit’s patience. She'd commented on it once, when Jerry put his arm around him, calling him darling before running off. Sumit had shrugged and said Jerry understood he wasn’t interested. 
 But this was the eighties, and boys like Sumit weren't usually that comfortable. 
 Then Sumit said, “My brother's gay. I’m the only one in my family who knows, and he was terrified telling me. I hope others are comfortable with him and welcoming when he goes to university too.” 
 And Geeta had stared at the serious student, more broad-minded and generous than most. And she fell a little in love with him for it. 
 Nicola wouldn’t appreciate the detail, so she carried on. “We were lab partners before friends. Then one night I kissed him.” 
 “At a party?” Nicola smiled. 
 Geeta laughed. “I admit I had a bit to drink.” 
 “Isn't that how most relationships started at college?” 
 “Half of mine did.” 
 And Sumit would never have kissed her first. 
 “Then we slipped into seeing each other. It was easy. We hung out anyway, revising and studying towards finals.” God, it was a blur of sex, study and celebrating the end of finals with Jerry. “And I hadn’t realised I’d missed a period. Actually two.” 
 Her body had already changed without her noticing, her breasts sore and larger, and pregnancy had a real grip over her. 
 They both knew that Geeta wanted to study, and Sumit quietly supported her decision. 
 Except Geeta delayed. And again. 
 Then one day, Sumit said, “What if you had a baby with me? I’ve been talking to my new college in Oxford, and we’d get family accommodation. A small flat. We’d have to live frugally, but we could do it. If you wanted that.” 
 He’d thought it all through. And if Sumit thought something through then he was committed. There was no in between. 
 “And I want to marry you,” he said at last. “And you could apply for another PhD.” 
 So this was how, after all her plans not to follow in her parents’ footsteps, Geeta started a family with exactly the kind of boy her family approved of. She was both livid and in love. 
 She looked at Nicola. 
 “Then having children took me completely by surprise.” She laughed, recalling. “You know how motherhood was idealised everywhere. Whether it was my family’s views, or white friends’ preconceptions of a 1950s picture of motherhood. Empty smiles, flowers and soft focus.” 
 Nicola nodded. 
 “I wasn't prepared for how messy and fierce it is.” 
 “What birth?” 
 “All of it!” She threw her hands in the air. 
 God, the things people didn't tell you about giving birth. Brutal. Exhausting. How on earth did people consider it afterwards. Then she’d done it all again to have Adam. Bonkers. 
 “But the moment I saw Olivia, lying on my belly, looking at me with shining brown eyes...” 
 The most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. The rush of love instant. A switch turning her into someone else. A baby she loved above everything, would do anything for, with murderous ferocity. 
 “I never imagined how fierce the love would be. Terrifying too, because the worst thing that could happen to me was anything harming this tiny child. Life felt a hundred times more precious and precarious.” 
 And the love and euphoria of Olivia clutching to her, and the smile she had for no-one else. She flared with happiness remembering it. 
 “It’s a drug-induced high and turns you into a beast.” 
 Nicola looked at her, carefully put down her coffee, then coughed on her mouthful. 
 “Well, having kids is fucking insane.” Geeta threw up her hands. 
 At this, Nicola laughed out loud. 
 “Sorry,” the barrister said, dabbing the corner of her mouth. “Yes it is, but that’s not what I expected from earth mother of the year.” 
 See, that’s exactly what Nicola dismissed her as. 
 “I hadn’t imagined it to be so exciting,” Geeta continued. “It was an adventure I didn’t plan. Two new humans I got to discover and love. I felt so lucky.” 
 “But now?” Nicola said, more seriously. 
 “I helped everyone grow up and establish their careers.” She breathed in, then sagged as the air escaped. “And now everyone has their own lives, except me.” She shook her head. “And I...we...tried to make things better. But Sumit’s job is his life, and he finally made head of department. I always knew he wanted that...” 
 She stumbled over the gaping hole inside. 
 “So, I left Sumit.” She choked. 
 There it was. 
 The guilt flooded over her, as if it could wash her away. She peeked at Nicola for her reaction. 
 “I don’t think it matters who leaves,” Nicola said quietly. “Not really in the end. For most marriages, it's a sign it’s not working, and that’s usually down to both people.” 
 Oh. Such easy acceptance. 
 Geeta let out a breath. “Thank you for saying that.” 
 Because she hadn’t talked about this to anyone. Not without having to make her case and persuade Sumit to let her go. Or defend herself to her mother over and over. To Adam, still in disbelief. To Olivia, who hugged her. Oh my goodness, she was grateful to her girl, but Geeta feared what Olivia would think when she finally processed it. 
 But to, without judgement, talk. What a relief. 
 “I was just too unhappy,” she whispered. 
 Nicola listened. 
 “Suddenly in my fifties, deeply lonely, with the prospect of sleepwalking through the rest of my life. I couldn’t face it. But I...” 
 Geeta’s throat squeezed. 
 “Except it hurts too,” Nicola finished for her. 
 She’d left the beautiful man who adored their daughter. Who slept in the bath so Olivia could lie next to Geeta in the tiny studio flat. He rocked Olivia to sleep while typing up his PhD and was so obviously proud of his family. The clever researcher who bounced ideas around with her for years until she fell too far behind. The man who shared three decades of history and a home with her. 
 “I miss him.” It broke over the lump in her throat. She couldn’t breathe, with the weight of it pressing on her chest. “I miss him like I’ve torn out a part of myself. As if I deliberately ripped out my heart. And I look at myself in the mirror some days and wonder what the hell I've done.” Upset sang in her breath when she inhaled. “But it’s done.” She gasped. “I couldn't just wait for life to end.” 
 “So, you’ve been beating yourself up, while carrying everyone else?” 
 Geeta stared at Nicola, expecting to feel vulnerable in front of her. But Nicola made a simple and insightful observation with sympathy. 
 “Yes, I have,” Geeta said with surprise. “And I’m tired.” 
 What a relief to say it out loud. And of all the people to help her realise, it was Nicola. 
 Nicola smiled with patient understanding, then quietly asked, “Would you like another cup?” 
 “Yes, please,” she whispered. 
 Nicola stood to return to the kitchen, except she paused by Geeta. A warmth hovered on her shoulder, then slowly descended with comfort, and Nicola’s hand gently squeezed her for a few moments. 
 "Maybe it’s time to stop blaming yourself,” Nicola murmured. 
 The warmth and contact bled into her whole body. Human touch had been so infrequent, it seeped deep into the absence. And this came with genuine sympathy, the gesture perfectly pitched to soothe. Nicola had experience and authority in this, so Geeta believed her words, and though the barrister's confidence annoyed her sometimes, it was a relief right now. 
 “Yes,” Geeta nodded. “I think it is.” 
 “Good.” 
 She looked up at Nicola, seeing an understanding she’d never expected. But it was stupid, really, thinking of them as opposites, housewife versus barrister, when they had much in common. Similar age. Having children young. The daughters being friends. God, she’d cursed that tie when bumping into Nicola and having to be polite. But of course, Nicola would understand what she went through. 
 “What about you? Was it the same? Did you find splitting up with Daniel hard?” 
 “God no,” Nicola waved the suggestion away and walked into the kitchen area. “I wasn't still in love with him like you are with Sumit.” 
 And, poof, the common connection evaporated. Geeta shook her head and laughed. Nicola bloody Albright. Honestly. 
 “No, we loathed each other,” Nicola continued. 
 “Really?” Geeta said in disbelief. 
 Impervious Nicola was back, relentlessly bulldozing through life unaffected. Gah. She was envious. Not giving a crap about anybody must be nice sometimes. 
 “Oh, I didn’t realise how late it was,” Nicola said, glancing at a wall clock, then spinning round. “Do you fancy some lunch?” 
 Again, Geeta couldn't believe she was here, with Nicola, who wasn't being offensive, and was now asking her to lunch. 
 “Yes,” Geeta blurted, realising her slowness to answer. “That’d be lovely.” 
 “Now.” Nicola reached into a larder fridge and piled ingredients on the counter. “Don't expect much. It’s just soup. My East European mother ensured I could at least make a hearty broth. But I’m not a good cook like you.” 
 Geeta couldn’t hold back the snort on this one. “When the hell,” she started with a laugh, “have you eaten my food?” 
 “What do you mean?” Nicola glanced up. 
 Geeta crossed her arms. "You rejected my food, every time I offered, for fifteen years,” she stressed. 
 Then she had to laugh, because it had been downright petulant at times. 
 “Not true,” Nicola replied with a nonchalant blink. “I enjoyed the lemon drizzle cake you brought as a housewarming gift to Charlotte’s. And,” Nicola raised a sharp knife to point it out, “I sampled a whole range at your garden party last autumn.” 
 “Oh.” 
 Her stomach dropped. Geeta had forgotten Nicola had been there. She and Sumit had just agreed to split up, while living in the same house with only a couple of others knowing the decision. She’d spent the whole party trying to smile. 
 “Sorry.” 
 Nicola gazed at her, sharp blue eyes unblinking, with a tetchiness more like their usual interactions. 
 “Yes, I remember you were there now.” Geeta lifted her hands in apology. “I was distracted that day.” 
 Nicola nodded but still stared. 
 “You usually make an impression.” Geeta raised her eyebrows. “Really, you’re very memorable. I wouldn’t worry about that,” she grumbled. 
 And Nicola laughed out loud. 
   




Chapter 8 
   
 So, Geeta didn’t remember her at the garden party. Good. Because it was another encounter Nicola remembered in excruciating detail. 
 “Thank you for coming though,” Geeta said. 
 Where was Geeta going with this?  
 Nicola smoothly continued to bring out onions, carrot and celery onto the kitchen surface. 
 “It was nice of you to invite me, given...” she waved a knife in the air. 
 Geeta’s eyes flicked to the implement. “That our conversations have an edge?” 
 “Exactly.” 
 Nicola smiled, pleased that Geeta said it out loud, and turned back to chopping the onion. 
 Funny. After all these years of tetchy comments and polite confrontation, it was rather thrilling to acknowledge it out in the open. She’d enjoyed Geeta’s eye rolls and blatant digs today, all of which Nicola deserved. And sparring made her feel alive. It’s what she loved about court and couldn’t give it up. 
 But she didn’t want to dwell on that garden party. And sparring with Geeta was...dangerous. 
 Nicola pushed the veg into the saucepan, the scrape of the knife on the chopping board loud in the loaded atmosphere, and tossed in diced chorizo with a flick. 
 “Excuse me a moment,” she put on the extractor fan, “while I sauté these.” 
 Five minutes of frying and Geeta would drift and move on. She stirred the pan while watching the other woman over her shoulder. 
 Geeta looked into the garden, face relaxed now, so the kindness of her natural expression shone through, as if she turned her benevolent gaze even on the rain. 
 Nicola caught herself smiling. 
 That was the trouble with Geeta nearby. She stirred too many feelings and desires in a direction uncomfortable for Nicola. It was an avenue she’d never explored, and one she didn't know if she’d master. And at a stage in her life and career where she dominated, it was both sensational and terrifying to find herself outmanoeuvred. 
 She poured in a jug of stock, dropped in tomato purée, put a lid on the pan and set a timer. 
 “Just need to simmer now.”    
 She sat down next to Geeta. 
 “Well,” Geeta started. “I invited you because I wanted to thank you.” 
 So, they weren’t moving on. Very well. Let’s have this conversation. 
 “Hmmhmm?” Nicola said nonchalantly. 
 “I wanted to thank you for intervening and representing Kate last year.” 
 “Simply another case for me.” Nicola shrugged. 
 “Really?” 
 No. 
 And Geeta was clever enough to know that. 
 But if they were going to have uncomfortable conversations, she preferred this one. 
 Nicola had heard about the Kate Laurence case from other lawyers. It had got messy and no-one wanted to go near it. The high-profile actor was divorcing her wife, when neither had been publicly out before, which was enough already to fuel the media. Then Kate switched lawyers mid divorce within the Bentley firm, and rumours avalanched. Kate had fallen for her original lawyer, gossip said. And that lawyer was Olivia, Geeta’s daughter, Charlotte's best friend, and a person whose happiness was tied to hers. 
 Geeta gazed at her, an intense complexity haunting her features. “I’m not stupid,” she said. “That must have been a risky case for you.” 
 Those brown eyes fixed on hers. Whether smiling or sad, not for one second did Nicola think there was stupidity behind them. 
 Nicola drummed her fingers on the table. “I admit I was cautious about offering to represent Kate. There were rumours of an inappropriate relationship between solicitor and client.” 
 Geeta twitched at the allusion to her daughter, the very ethical and professional Olivia, tripping up and falling in love with a client. 
 “I watched from the sidelines,” Nicola added. 
 “But you still helped.” 
 She didn’t want to take credit for it, but she also didn’t want to tell Geeta the reason for taking the case. 
 “It made all the difference,” Geeta said. Her face held gratitude but mixed with complications, like having to thank Nicola. “Kate said you pulled out all the stops. She has nothing but praise for you.” 
 “That's nice to hear.” Nicola nodded. 
 Geeta regarded her, intelligent brown eyes not wavering. She had presence, always. Not in the same way Nicola knew she projected herself – tall and bold. Geeta possessed a relaxed confidence that was comfortable with herself. Perhaps that’s why crying at the church and blaming herself for divorce jarred so badly. Because Geeta had steady principles and a heart big enough to adore her whole family, no matter what they put her through. Large enough even to extend an olive branch to Nicola. 
 “I feel awful,” Geeta started, a furrow deepening between her eyebrows. “I was distracted at the time, arguing with Sumit. I say arguing, more me complaining about being unhappy and Sumit avoiding it. But either way, I wasn’t there for Olivia when she needed me. I read about it in the papers, for goodness’ sake.” And the breath left her. 
 Oh. Nicola hadn’t appreciated this background. 
 “By the time I realised,” Geeta murmured, “you had stepped in to represent Kate, and she had hope again.” 
 So, Geeta felt she’d let Olivia down – waiting for her independent daughter to return and blaming herself for not being there when needed. 
 Well Nicola couldn’t have that. Feelings again. Always the case with Geeta. 
 Nicola took a deep breath. “Much as though I'm glad I helped Olivia and Kate, I took the case because Charlotte asked me to.” 
 They looked at each other. Did Geeta realise how vulnerable an admission this was? Nicola was the one to look away into the garden. 
 Yes, she’d had reservations about taking the case if Olivia had transgressed. And it was unfortunate that the opposing team hired Blake, who she was seeing at the time. She knew there would be repercussions, and there were. Another enemy made in Blake because Nicola hadn’t held back. She’d annihilated him from every single angle. Financial claims of his client obliterated. A libel case launched. The libel used as a bargaining chip to get a non-disclosure agreement signed so that Kate could live worry-free in future. She’d pulled out all the stops. Collected on every favour. Risked her reputation on it. Because her girl, her youngest daughter who’d become so distant, had come to her. 
 Charlotte had turned up in person at her London chambers with a quiet knock on the door and asked for Nicola’s help. Not to Daniel, the preferred and beloved parent. Charlotte had pleaded with her, saying no-one else could help, literally no-one was available or qualified like Nicola. And she felt only the tiniest justification for working hard and missing out on family life. Charlotte had babbled and pleaded and wouldn’t stop, not realising Nicola would have said yes as soon as she walked through the door. 
 “It was for Charlotte,” Nicola said, finally. “As you may know.” She paused, not wanting to look at Geeta. “As is blatantly obvious.” Of course it was, to everyone. “We don't have the smoothest relationship. She hasn’t asked me for anything for years.” She drummed her long fingernails on the table again. This was a genuine sore spot for her, and a vulnerability that Geeta aggravated unknowingly. “So, when she asked me, I moved heaven and earth to answer.” 
 She looked up to engage Geeta again. “There.” 
 Geeta frowned, perhaps genuinely concerned, or appreciating the weight of it for Nicola. 
 “I understand.” Geeta said solemnly. “But I’m still grateful. Olivia is so happy now. I’ve never seen her so deeply in love, and Kate is besotted. I owe you my daughter’s happiness.” 
 Does that annoy you, Nicola wanted to ask? Is it the same for you, with Olivia seeking Nicola’s counsel? Was it aggravating like when Charlotte bounded over to Geeta? Had there been jealousy on Geeta’s side too? 
 They were talking around it, weren’t they. And they gazed at each other, perhaps more transparent than before. About this anyway. 
 The timer went off. 
 “I need to add the last ingredients,” Nicola said. 
 She stood but didn’t leave. 
 Geeta watched her, deep-brown sympathetic eyes swimming with many feelings and thoughts. A tacit acknowledgment of the situation sank in between them. 
 Geeta nodded, and only then did Nicola leave for the kitchen. 
 She added a tin of chickpeas and fresh parsley to the pan, heated them through, while Geeta stayed at the table. She was glad to see the tension lift around the woman who gazed out at the rain. Nicola filled a couple of bowls with the soup and took them to the table with chunks of fresh bread from the shop. 
 There was one thing she wanted Geeta to know explicitly though. 
 “For the record,” she said, sitting around the corner from Geeta, “much as though we don’t always agree...” 
 Geeta raised her eyebrows. 
 “...hardly ever agree...” 
 Geeta laughed. 
 “...I never make the mistake of thinking you stupid.” 
 Geeta tilted her head and clever eyes scrutinised her. They were full of understanding and projected a love of people, and patience, even with Nicola. They were windows onto a very human soul, with vulnerability, and those less desirable traits, like jealousy, sometimes evident. Nicola wasn’t going to blame Geeta for that, not when she fell prey to the same about her daughter, who she adored but never quite connected with. 
 Geeta shook her head, as if puzzled. “Why did we always wind each other up?”   
 “Who knows. Maybe we're just very different people.” 
 Nicola knew. A large factor anyway. 
 “Do I wind you up particularly?” Nicola added. “You seem so understanding with everyone.” 
 “I try to be,” Geeta smiled sweetly, then dropped her expression. “But yes. You wind me up.” 
 Nicola grinned and took a sip of the soup. 
 “Do you really not know why?” Geeta asked. 
 “Should I list the reasons?” Nicola raised her eyebrows, to imply that of course it was a bad idea. “Politics for a start?” 
 A Greens or Labour poster appeared in Geeta’s window at election times, whereas Nicola stayed strategic in the centre of politics. 
 “Childhood.” 
 Nicola’s dominated by a scholarship to a home-counties, private school that suddenly felt starchy next to Geeta’s relaxed Midlands manner and her big, British Punjabi family. 
 “Approaches to children and motherhood.” 
 Geeta nodded. 
 “Different ethos, outlook, sense of humour–”  
 “I take your point.” Geeta smiled. “Except you’ve made me laugh today. And we’re both daughters of immigrant mothers. And I don’t agree with every policy of the parties I vote for. I reckon we might share more than we disagree.” 
 Nicola opened her mouth. 
 “But,” Geeta put up a hand to stop her objection. “Let’s not push our luck. Because I’ve been pleasantly surprised today.” 
 Geeta bit her lip, clearly trying not to laugh at Nicola, then took a sip of the soup. 
 “Mmm. Delicious.” Geeta took another hurried sip. “This is nice.” And another. 
 She swallowed while waving her hand around as if desperate to communicate with her mouth full. “I love the smokiness and bite of the chorizo in the rich tomato. I wasn’t expecting such a salty, rich combination. Lovely.” 
 Nicola carried on, sipping and gazing at Geeta. 
 “And this fresh sourdough cob is gorgeous too.” Geeta ripped apart the bread and dipped it in. 
 “I’m glad you like it,” Nicola said. 
 Much more than Geeta could have imagined. It wasn’t often people complimented Nicola on her cooking, or thanked her for looking after them. Or even saw that she did look after people in her own way. 
 Geeta smiled. “Really delicious.” 
 And, oh, that smile, and the glow of her cheeks. 
 That thudding in Nicola’s chest? Yes, there was a heart inside. 
 Then Geeta paused, gripped by grief again. 
 “Do you know.” Geeta put down her spoon and turned her whole body to Nicola. “I can't remember the last time anyone cooked a meal for me. This is nice.” She nodded, eyes widening with wonder. “And it’s you.” She gazed at Nicola, with wry humour. “Who’d have thought.” 
 “Indeed.” Nicola smiled back. “Who’d have thought.” 
 They both sipped at their soup, watching each other with amusement. 
   
 *** 
   
 By the time they’d finished lunch and Nicola opened the front door, it had stopped raining and blue skies and sunshine cast over Iffley Village. 
 Nicola followed Geeta outside to say goodbye. Geeta spun round with her arms crossed, sighed with a smile on her face, and tilted her head. She did that a lot today, as if trying to work Nicola out and see her anew. Which was exciting, but also terrifying. 
 “I feel like we’ve moved on a little today,” Geeta said. 
 “Agreed.” 
 “Maybe reached some kind of,” Geeta shrugged, “truce?” 
 “Hmm.” Nicola gave it some thought. 
 Geeta laughed. “I’m not saying we have to be best friends, Nicola.” 
 “Definitely a step too far,” Nicola said with a smirk. 
 And Geeta laughed more. 
 “This was nice though,” Geeta added, “and it was genuinely good to talk to someone. You’ve been the least judgmental about this. And company,” Geeta said lightly. “I’m someone who needs other people, and since splitting up with Sumit because I was lonely, I’ve less contact ironically.” She pursed her lips as if saying it to herself. 
 “Have a good weekend, Geeta,” Nicola said. “I mean it.” 
 Because she understood what divorce churned up, and she hated to see Geeta cry. She didn’t want the turmoil of that again. 
 She leaned forward and rested a comforting hand on Geeta’s shoulder. She gave it a firm squeeze and dabbed Geeta’s cheek with a kiss, like she would with any good acquaintance. And she made sure it was exactly how she did with an acquaintance. 
 “I imagine,” Nicola paused for effect, “I’ll bump into you again soon.” 
 “I suspect that too.” Geeta chuckled. 
 Then she turned and waved over her shoulder, and Nicola watched her walk down the long, front garden, and the steps, to the narrow front gate. 
 Geeta hesitated, looking up the lane towards her bungalow, and her whole demeanour changed, as if the blue sky that remained bright above had clouded over. Her shoulders caved and became heavy again. 
 Dammit. It tugged on Nicola’s heart. It may as well have dragged her down the path. 
 “Geeta!” 
 For god’s sake. These bloody feelings. 
 “Geeta!” Nicola called out again as she strode after her. Because she couldn’t stand to see Geeta cry. And of course, if Nicola saw a problem, she had to fix it. 
 “Yes?” Geeta spun round. 
 “Monday,” Nicola said, “is May Day.” 
 “Erm...it is.” 
 “I’m popping down to the celebrations on Magdalen Bridge. Do you fancy coming?” 
 Geeta seemed dazed. “The ones at six in the morning?” 
 “Yes. I haven’t been since a student.” 
 “Oh,” Geeta said, confused. “You know I’ve never been. More than thirty years in Oxford and I never made it. Something always came up.” 
 "Well then,” Nicola smiled. “Why not kick off your new life with an event you haven't attended before.” 
 “OK.” A smile. A gorgeous smile. “That would be nice.” 
 “Good. I will pick you up.” 
 Geeta turned, her shoulders relaxing again and her spirit coming back in force. She took a step into the lane. “Don’t worry though,” she said, peeping over her shoulder with a grin. “This still doesn't mean we have to be besties.” 
 “Glad to hear it,” Nicola replied. 
 And before she could change her mind, she spun on her heel. There. Problem solved. 
 Nicola stepped inside the house, closed the door, and stood there. She breathed in, to the fullest extent, then exhaled long and noisily. She opened her mouth with a tutting sound. 
 “Unfortunate,” she said to herself. 
 Had she just created a larger issue? Because feelings and Geeta were always complex, and exactly the problem at the garden party last autumn, which Geeta didn’t even remember inviting Nicola to. 
 Geeta had looked particularly beautiful that day, dressed in ochres that made her skin glow in the autumn sun, her hair recently cut above the shoulder so that waves of black and smoky grey bounced in a loose curl. 
 Nicola had been standing by a long table in the garden, spread with generous food for guests. She wondered which delicious morsels to choose, while mulling over a case due in court the next week. Then Geeta had come alongside. 
 “Excuse me, Nicola,” Geeta had said. 
 She’d reached across the table to retrieve a plate of biscuits for the kids playing down the lawn. Then she must have lost her footing, because Geeta said ‘oops’ and lightly clasped around Nicola’s waist. 
 And Nicola had melted in that comfort. Oh, the absolute euphoria of Geeta wrapping her arm around her waist, her body curling around Nicola, so that for a few seconds it was like they embraced. It was delicious. Nicola had no defence against it, and neither did she want to raise one. 
 Nothing had existed in that moment, but the woman, soft chest pressed to her stomach, and the warmth of them together. She’d wanted it to last forever. And when Geeta moved away, Nicola remained engulfed by the sensation, with a head full of stars and hearts and rainbows, and she couldn't help follow Geeta with her eyes, as she swayed down the garden towards the river. 
 Pure alchemy. 
 That’s what Geeta did to her, time after time, and in so many ways. It transformed her into someone else, exactly how she’d always feared. 
   




Chapter 9 
   
 Geeta was on the verge of laughing hysterically. Any second now. 
 Five something in the morning, the sky brightening from orange on the horizon through bands of blue. With Nicola Albright. 
 Oh my god, what was she doing? 
 She shuffled out of Nicola’s shiny Mercedes, parked in a narrow Victorian side street in East Oxford, and shuddered on a discombobulated high of adrenaline. She was not used to the weird time. A fight-or-flight mechanism possibly kicked in too – Nicola had a habit of triggering that. 
 But here they were, going to the May Day celebrations together. What on earth made Nicola suggest it? 
 “Let’s get a spot by the Botanic Gardens,” Nicola said, throwing a visitor’s permit onto the dashboard and flicking her key fob, so the car beeped loudly in the quiet side street. 
 And they were walking up Iffley Road, the Victorian terraces a grander four storeys high. Actually, they were striding, because Nicola didn’t seem to go anywhere without purpose. 
 “Do you ever amble?” Geeta laughed at her own breathlessness. 
 “What do you mean?” 
 Nicola peered at her from the corner of her eyes with a curl on her lips, which had a feline quality to it. 
 “It’s a leisurely May morning,” Geeta took a breath, “and we’re headed into town as if late for a world summit.” 
 Nicola’s eyes narrowed in a wider smile, the laughter lines around them only accentuating their cleverness. Many thoughts sparkled in those blues. 
 “Sorry,” Nicola said. 
 Oh. An apology. Not expecting that. 
 “It’s a habit.” Nicola shrugged, the movement nonchalantly assured. “I’m always busy. Pupils to guide. Clients to see. But I’ll relax today.” 
 Did Nicola know how to do that? 
 The pace slowed. But no, Nicola never ambled. This was just slower striding. 
 “OK.” Geeta laughed. 
 They reached The Plain roundabout and headed towards the High Street, which was temporarily closed to traffic. People streamed across the long balustraded bridge, with trees and parkland either side, all heading towards the stone tower of Magdalen College chapel. It glowed in the early sun, the low rays not reaching the street yet, and the chill of morning thrilled on Geeta’s cheeks and turned her breath cloudy. 
 “What time is it?” she said, patting her jeans pockets for her phone. 
 Nicola lifted her hand. “Nearly six. We’ll catch them.” 
 The sleeve of Nicola’s long camel coat slipped down as she glanced at her wrist. 
 “Oh, I like your watch,” Geeta said, reaching out, by habit, to touch Nicola’s arm. 
 It’s how she reacted to people. She’d always been a physical person, at ease comforting others, or responding with a hug. Even more so as she got older. And, yes, she’d learned to refrain with those who didn’t like to be touched, but Nicola didn’t seem to mind. 
 “Thank you,” Nicola said with that self-assured smile. 
 The large analogue piece and tan leather strap complemented Nicola’s outfit. Geeta let her hand drop and looked Nicola up and down, and not for the first time that morning. She was aware of this. 
 She took in this different version of Nicola. Not in a smart dress for summer, or designer trouser suit for work, but a classic, casual Nicola today. She’d chosen wide, cream, tailored trousers, a silky shirt and long wool coat, which she left open so that it trailed in her wake, that forceful arrogance ever present. 
 Geeta smiled, because Nicola had a touch of lesbian today, in a mid-century film star kind of way. She didn’t say that. Nicola would not appreciate it. 
 But it suited her. 
 She didn’t say that either. 
 “The watch is a reissue of a classic 50s design,” Nicola said, while staring ahead. 
 The tall woman shaded her eyes as they crossed Magdalen Bridge, a sunbeam shooting across a gap in the trees and lighting up her face. Nicola looked particularly striking today, with her hair flowing back in waves from her sculpted face and the high cheekbones and defined jaw, chin tipped up to ensure she peered down on everyone. 
 “What?” Nicola said, glancing at her. 
 “I'm admiring your clothes and watch,” Geeta said. “I like the whole outfit.” 
 “Thank you,” Nicola replied. “I like yours. You wear more trendy clothes than me.” 
 Was that a compliment? First, inviting Geeta to spend time together. And now there were compliments? 
 Geeta crossed her arms in mock disbelief. “Do you mean my stylish pyjamas while putting out the bin?” 
 “They’re very nice pyjamas.” Nicola smiled that feline smile, as if she toyed with everyone. 
 “You don’t mean that.” 
 “I absolutely do. This,” Nicola gestured to Geeta’s whole body, and Geeta felt the attention. “It suits you. I couldn’t carry off casual.” 
 Oh. That’s what she meant. 
 “So, people like you don’t do casual?” Geeta glared at Nicola with lazy disdain. “But I should?” 
 “I'd look ridiculous, like a politician claiming they were down to earth and ate fish and chips. I live in suits and barrister robes, and look out of place when I wear jeans.” 
 “Whereas I...?” Geeta raised her eyebrows in challenge. 
 “You are multidimensional and inhabit many roles. While also shining through as yourself the whole time,” Nicola said matter of fact. 
 “...” 
 Wow. She didn't expect that. 
 When Geeta didn't respond, Nicola fluidly continued with, “From an exceptional salwar kameez, to comfortable jeans with your children, or a smart blazer in the Bentley office, to trendy casual now. You inhabit many spheres of life with ease and confidence.” 
 And that hit Geeta unexpectedly too. She wasn't often seen as many things, one of the reasons she found herself in this situation in life. But Nicola saw many facets, apparently. 
 “I’m surprised,” Geeta admitted. Honestly, she was still reeling from anything positive from Nicola. “Thank you,” she said though. 
 Compliments and invitations to days out – not what she expected of Nicola Albright. But they were kind of arguing. Bickering while complimenting each other. So, still on familiar ground. 
 “OK,” she nodded, “OK...” 
 Nicola smiled, again, eyes engaged without a flicker of doubt. Very much the barrister. Very much in control. 
 Nicola’s arrogance annoyed Geeta sometimes, but she was experienced enough to know it worked in different ways, and the frisson of excitement that Nicola brought into a room was based in that arrogance too. She had a flirtatious edge. Definitely a charisma. She’d seen Nicola use it with everyone. It was simultaneously annoying and admirable and also, gah she had to admit it, worked on her too. 
 “Shall we shuffle closer?” Nicola said. 
 And Nicola bloody Albright took her arm. 
 The crowd stretched solid across the road by the college and chapel tower. They squeezed through increasingly smaller spaces, the crowd parting for Nicola with her let-me-through attitude. 
 “Here's good,” Nicola said, and they turned towards the tower in expectation. 
 This was exciting. Geeta grinned. And yes, she knew she didn’t get out much. But she really needed to because she fed on the energy from social events. 
 The crowd grew from both directions, people arriving in their hundreds. 
 Young students came from all-night May Eve balls, in tuxedos and evening dresses, ties unknotted and blazers thrown around partners’ shoulders. Faces smiled, goofy from alcohol and the novelty of the day. Some dressed expensively, carrying themselves as if born to this. Others wore rented gear, giddy with disbelief that they were here, in Oxford, in black tie. She sometimes forgot how special it was, after calling the city home for three decades. 
 Others, from both town and gown, dressed in warm coats and hats and looked puffy faced, as if they’d stumbled out this morning like Geeta. A few arrived decorated in greenery, with flowers threaded through long hair or around top hats, ready for pagan celebration and ‘dancing in the May’. 
 “I think we’re close enough to hear now,” Nicola said. 
 They stood near the bridge by the Botanic Garden railings, the tower looming above them on the other side of the road, and the short distance thick with people. 
 “When do they–” Geeta started. 
 But the tower bells answered her. They rang deep into the early morning air, the six hour-strikes loud in the absence of traffic. 
 The crowd fell silent, movement ceased, and everyone gazed up at the tall square tower. Geeta couldn't see anyone over the short wall at the top with its eight turrets. She was about to whisper if the choir was there, when ethereal voices caressed the air. 
 It transported her. Not to a specific church; she’d never been that often. Not to her grammar school hall in Birmingham, where she’d sung hymns by rote. But there was something about hymns that tapped deep inside. Never Christian, and not religious since her teens, the mournful key was conducive to a pleasing melancholy of her own. The crowd would be a mix of many religions, but everyone was captivated by the voices carrying from the choir, a rich blend of high and low registers in the early morning. She closed her eyes, open to being moved for herself. 
 “Beautiful,” she murmured. 
 “Isn't it,” Nicola said quietly, closer and warmer than Geeta expected. She opened her eyes to find Nicola gazing at her, a surprisingly soft expression on her face. 
   
 *** 
   
 There she was. Geeta smiling again, her features relaxed. That’s how she should be – elated and enjoying everything about life, or with a sparkle in her eye and quipping back at Nicola. The world wasn’t right when Geeta was troubled. 
 Silly really, since Nicola was often the one to trouble her. 
 Geeta always had a generous smile for others like Olivia, Charlotte, Daniel, on and on. But today she, Nicola, saw it. She could have gazed content at Geeta, forever, because that smile soothed down to her bones, like a drop of mellow elixir that eased every tense moment between them. 
 Geeta’s features flickered in question. And Nicola didn’t want to answer. 
 Nicola was spared when the choir shifted into a faster tempo, and the crowd shuffled. Then peels of bells rang out across the city and everyone laughed at the sudden change. Some covered their ears, others clapped and everyone smiled. 
 “Are you religious?” Geeta asked, while clapping. 
 “I spent hours at church every week as a girl,” Nicola projected over the crowd and bells. "But not in the slightest.” 
 Geeta’s eyebrows lifted in question, but Nicola waited for the bells and residual ringing to stop. 
 “Choir practice,” she said. “I joined a choir in Oxford too.” She nodded towards the tower and chapel. “Though I never sang May morning.” 
 “Was this your college?” 
 “Yes. I met Daniel here. We got married in the chapel soon after graduating in fact.” 
 “Oh wow. I didn't know.” 
 Geeta frowned, as if she stopped a question, because there were so many about the end of a marriage. 
 Then they both whipped round their heads to a shriek and loud splash in water. Leaning on the stone balustrade, Geeta ahead of her, they peered towards the river. A student in a tuxedo swam soaking towards a raft of punts downstream. Another clung to the outside of the bridge and hurled themselves into the water to a big cheer from the crowds who peered over. 
 “Oh my god,” Geeta cried out. “Why do they do that?” She clutched hands to head. 
 Nicola laughed at the students carrying on the May Day tradition and at Geeta. “The river’s full this year, they’ll be fine.” 
 Geeta whipped round her head and glared at her. 
 “What?” Nicola said. 
 “I know you think I’m an overprotective mother.” Geeta pointed a finger. 
 “I didn’t say that.” 
 Geeta shot her a look that said everything about their past interactions had meant that. Then, said, “I do appreciate how exciting it must be. But, oh my god, their poor parents if they could see them.” Geeta breathed in sharp and shuddered. 
 “Are you wincing on their behalf?” Nicola chuckled. “Always the mum?” 
 “Yes!” Geeta threw her hands up. “Every year I read someone gets injured.” 
 Nicola peered over the barrier again. Someone in full ball gown was lining up next. They threw themselves into the air, dress ballooning, to another huge splash and cheer from the crowd. 
 “Oh, I can’t look.” Geeta covered her eyes. 
 Nicola pinched back a smile, wondering if she should reveal this. “Let me show you something,” she said, unable to resist. 
 Geeta peeped through her fingers. “What?” 
 Nicola leant her bum on the balustrade and snuggled alongside Geeta. She took out a phone from her coat pocket and swiped at the screen, wondering at this urge to both impress and horrify Geeta. 
 “Here,” she said, flashing the screen to Geeta. “My friend from college sent this recently.” 
 She tipped the photo towards Geeta. The black-and-white picture showed a young woman soaked in an evening gown, thigh deep in water, eyes closed and running fingers over long, wet hair. The quality was fuzzy from a newspaper. 
 “Oh,” Geeta grumbled. She crossed her arms, although amusement twitched at her lips. “You jumped in as a student.” 
 “I did indeed.” 
 It was just as satisfying as she hoped. 
 Geeta rolled her eyes. “Of course you made the Cherwell student newspaper.” She tapped at Nicola’s phone. “Because I bet a King’s Counsel Barrister was high profile even as a student.” 
 “Not the university newspaper,” Nicola said plainly. “The Times.” 
 Geeta opened her mouth. Then closed it. She crossed her arms tighter and glared at Nicola. “You made The Times? The national newspaper?” 
 “I made The Times.” Nicola beamed. 
 Annoying Geeta had never been so delightful. 
 “Do you ever do things by halves, Nicola?” Geeta asked, tilting her head. 
 “Of course not.” 
 She didn't even pretend to hesitate and consider. 
 Geeta’s jaw dropped open and stayed there. 
 “Why bother?” Nicola shrugged. “Either you do something, or you don’t.” 
 “Wow,” Geeta drawled. “To have such clear direction and be unfettered by doubt. How wonderful that must be,” she mocked. 
 “Well, once I’ve decided on a course,” Nicola started, “I don’t see the point in changing without good reason.” 
 “No kind of doubt?” Geeta’s chin jutted. "No faffing? No human frailty of any sort?” 
 “No.” Nicola grinned. 
 You make a decision. You encounter problems. You pivot and deal with it. And not much tripped Nicola. One significant exception being this woman, who’d had her stumbling for years. 
 Geeta laughed and relaxed her mocking performance. “So, why on earth did you throw yourself in?” 
 “For a boy. It sounds silly, but I wanted to catch his attention.” She put the phone back in her coat pocket. “This boy, man I suppose, was rich, good looking, tall and charming. And I wanted him.” 
 “Daniel?” 
 Nicola nodded. “There were several girls thinking of making the jump. He’d dated one, on and off. The other girls were indecisive and squealing.” She waved her hand to dismiss them, much like she’d done in the past. “I saw him watching then lose interest. So, I shouted ‘I’ll do it’, threw my hands in the air and jumped in.” 
 “And that got his attention?” 
 “He ran round the side, leapt down to the punts and stretched out to help me from the river. Not that I needed it.” 
 And the keen look on his face. Exhilaration and desire. She had him. 
 “And that was it?” Geeta said, eyes wide with incredulity. “You started dating?” 
 “Yes.” 
 Why wouldn’t he. Back then, she thought the world should bend to her whim. 
 “Do you...” Geeta started, frustration and irritation bound in the high pitch. “Do you ever not get what you want? I mean, when you put your mind to it? Do you ever fail?” 
 Nicola opened her mouth to answer. 
 But Geeta stopped her with a hand. “Oh, this is infuriating. Because I already knew the answer.”   
 “I have some significant failures,” Nicola answered. She dropped her bravado for once, because she was more interested in being honest with Geeta. “I have some major omissions.” 
 Because life with Daniel wasn’t how she’d imagined. Or kids. Nothing like she planned. 
 Geeta waited silently. 
 “I know you liked Daniel,” Nicola continued. “He was very charming. Still is I imagine for others. He wasn’t always reliable though, and that made things difficult over the years.” 
 A husband who let her down. A daughter closed off to her. 
 Her eldest child, Bryony, was so like her, that even in snatched time together they understood one another, always on the same wavelength and catching up easily. Bryony saw the advantage in Nicola’s priorities, and followed in her footsteps to Magdalen, Oxford, and became engaged to a high-flying husband. 
 Compared with quiet, stumbling Charlotte, who seemed determined to do the opposite of Nicola’s advice. Cluelessly, except so often it seemed wilful. And it had wound Nicola up, and she’d handled it insensitively, and lost Charlotte’s love. 
 And Bryony, with husband and two kids, did live hundreds of miles away in Scotland, which said something too. 
 “I missed out on some key things,” Nicola said, letting her gaze falter for a moment. 
 Was this another reason she’d craved Oxford so much – the place she’d last had choices and potential, before life closed them down and threw spanners in the works. It’s why people looked back fondly on their university years wasn't it. Because after dealing and pivoting, ever onwards for decades, she wasn’t where she planned after all. 
 Geeta gazed at her, curiosity flickering in those kind eyes. She must have known Nicola meant family. 
 “Is this what we’re doing then?” Geeta said, tilting her head. 
 “What?” 
 “That despite all our differences, and opposite paths through motherhood, we find ourselves in the same boat?” 
 Nicola lifted her chin to query her. 
 “I mean, is this why we’re hanging out?” Geeta asked. “Both divorced. Kids distant. Living with regrets.” A naughty smile dawned on Geeta’s face and she added, “Is this a case of: my enemy in the same boat is...my friend?” 
 “Hmm,” Nicola mulled it over. “Maybe,” she said, with a shrug. 
 “Maybe,” Geeta imitated Nicola’s nonchalance. “OK then.” Geeta turned on her heel. “Let’s try being friends.” 
 Nicola launched off the balustrade with her bottom and fell into step with Geeta, a smile and glance shared by both. 
 So, friends then. 
 “Do you think we’re being a bit hasty,” she said. “Should we try being friendly enemies first?” 
 “Oh, for goodness’ sake.” And Geeta rolled her eyes. 
   




Chapter 10 
   
 A quickening. 
 Geeta’s heart and body responded before her mind fully registered. That sound, that drum, and rhythm, was so recognisable and threaded through her, that she immediately wanted to move. 
 She peered over the crowd up the High Street, the broad space between colleges and the towers of St Mary’s and Carfax, dense with people. 
 “Is that...?” She tilted her head, keen to hear. “I have to see...” 
 She grabbed Nicola’s arm. 
 Groups of dancers and musicians gathered in the middle of the road. Some dressed in green and top hats, playing violins and accordions. Another group held huge rings of garlands and ribbons in the air. One person wore a cone of greenery, from head to toe, ready for the pagan practice of dancing in the May and summer. And she recognised a Brazilian percussion group from the Cowley Road Carnival, who waited at the rear with their dancers swirling to warm up. But these weren’t the drums she searched for. 
 She reached back and clasped Nicola’s hand. “I’m going to lose you in this crowd,” she said as an apology. But she didn’t want to miss this. 
 The drums thudded louder as she pushed along the sides of the street, lured by the distinctive bass followed by treble – two deep beats then the succession of higher notes. She broke out into a gap, almost stepping into the group. 
 “Oh my goodness,” she burst out. “I wasn’t expecting this!” 
 She put hands to mouth in prayer. 
 Three people beat a dhol each, the long drums strapped across their chests, their smiles as contagious as the beat of the instrument. Dancers in golds and greens and reds spun to the rhythm, their clothes rich in the sunlight that streamed into the High Street. They were all ages, from a small girl in an embroidered Punjabi suit, to her smiling father, who wore a red turban like Geeta’s dad used to. 
 “I didn’t know there would be bhangra!” Geeta shouted to Nicola. 
 She couldn’t stop grinning. Her hands automatically raised skywards and shoulders swayed to the rhythm. Impossible not to be caught up in the energetic dance. 
 “What a treat!” Geeta cried. 
 Then she smiled, because the irresistible rhythm even snared Nicola. Yes, Geeta saw her sway to one side, then the other on the bass notes. 
 “Do you dance?” Nicola said, leaning close to be heard above the drums. 
 “Used to! Oh this takes me back to being a kid in Birmingham. I leapt up to dance at weddings and practised at home with a couple of friends. Even though, some aunties and uncles would say,” she dropped her voice, “'it’s not for girls’. But my dad...” She paused, always feeling lighter when she remembered this about her father. “He’d shrug and tell me to enjoy myself.” 
 “Good.” Nicola grinned, and they both turned to watch the dancers. 
 It took her back to her own childhood, then to Olivia's, when Geeta played cassettes in the lounge for dancing. There was so much happiness bound up in dance and music. It might have been the happiest time in her life, when Olivia still smiled at her without reservation, soothed and lifted by the movement, and they spun for hours, until collapsing on the sofa, for Olivia to fall asleep on her shoulder. 
 The procession started. The drummers and dancers moved slowly up the High Street, and Geeta stood on tiptoes until they were out of sight and different music drifted in. 
 Nicola looked at her, bright blue eyes sparkling. No longer chin raised, but leaning close to her. 
 Geeta paused, breathless, and gazed at the soft expression on Nicola’s face. “I didn’t want to miss that,” she said. 
 “Of course,” Nicola murmured. “I’m glad I saw it too.” 
 That made Geeta beam with a massive smile which, she swore, made Nicola grow too. 
 Ah, she dismissed it. She was probably delusional and high on music. But she didn't care. She was too happy to frown at Nicola. And when Nicola suggested breakfast, she nodded and followed. 
 They cut from the crowds up Longwall Street, then Holywell, quiet along the ancient road of pastel houses on one side and the very old New College on the other. Perhaps everyone else stayed at the procession. Or didn’t stride away at Nicola's speed. Geeta rolled her eyes. 
 They turned down a tiny, cobbled lane of twisting medieval cottages, and beneath a building through a narrow passage, to emerge into a hidden space behind college walls and tall houses. The Turf Tavern nestled clandestine, like a secret nugget of the past with the rest of Oxford growing around it. 
 “I’ll get you a coffee,” Nicola said, as they ducked through a doorway into the dark bar. 
 Nicola gestured for Geeta to sit at an oval table in the window at the end. 
 She sat in a daze. It was like being in an old captain's cabin, with the multi-paned bay window looking into a small courtyard garden, and an old timepiece standing above the fireplace. She was still gazing out when Nicola returned with coffees, milk and a menu. 
 “You all right?” Nicola tilted her head. 
 “Yes.” Geeta smiled. “It’s just...Well it sounds silly, but I’d forgotten how much I need music.” 
 Nicola took a sip of coffee and raised her eyebrows in question. 
 “I used to listen all the time.” She frowned. “I stopped when Sumit came home. He gets overwhelmed by noise and needed quiet to work or relax after a day in the department. So, I only played it when dancing with Olivia.” 
 Then Olivia got older and didn’t want to dance any more. Or spend as much time with Geeta. Her daughter struck up an affinity with more serious Sumit, who helped her with homework in his study, shut away from Geeta, especially when younger Adam was born. 
 “Then I forgot to play it when everyone was out. I guess I lost the habit.” 
 Nicola gazed at her, without the knowing smile and flirtatious edge this time. 
 “Are you rediscovering yourself?” Nicola asked, those bright eyes gentler and understanding. “After children? After divorce?” 
 “I suppose. It’s been slow.” Too many things to sort out. Too many guilty feelings. “It's nice coming out today.” 
 Geeta laughed, because it was surreal saying it to this woman. 
 “It’s May Day,” Nicola said. “A new start and a new summer. Time for change.” 
 “For you too?” 
 Nicola paused. “Yes, I think that’s why I’ve returned. Oxford is in my bones – college, marriage in the chapel, daughters studying here. And now I’ve come full circle, back to the beginning. A chance to do it right this time.” 
 “What?” Geeta scoffed out of habit with the brusque barrister. You didn’t get much more accomplished than Nicola. “What on earth does the great Nicola Albright KC have to put right this time?” 
 The smile, the feline one, resurfaced in a curl. 
 “I’m sure you have plenty of suggestions for improvement.” Nicola replied, her amusement rolling like a purr through the words. 
 Geeta laughed, then put up her hands. “Sorry. We’re trying to be friends, aren’t we.” 
 Because she knew Nicola had regrets now. From that intriguing peek at past-Nicola in the photo, that turned back the decades. The bone structure there, with younger fullness in her cheeks. The strong shoulders. And the confidence. That was a self-assured young woman in the picture. Then Nicola showing her, almost proud of it, before the mention of Daniel threw over a shadow. All this after yesterday’s surprise admission, that Nicola took Kate’s divorce case because Charlotte asked her to, the vulnerability in the confession so different from the usual stone wall of strength. 
 It felt like a big step from Nicola, and why Geeta, always open, said yes to the invitation to May Day. Although why she was trying to be friends with a woman who brought out the worst in her, god only knew. And more, a barrister who could probably argue Geeta in circles, so she ended up fighting herself. 
 “Yes, I want to take that back,” Geeta said. “I’m too happy to bicker right now and we’re making a new start.” 
 “Good.” And Nicola smiled that feline smile, before putting on glasses that made her look foxy. 
 “Let’s choose breakfast,” Geeta said. “I’m probably grumpy because I’m hungry.” 
 And she didn’t want to be snarky to anyone. Especially when they didn’t deserve it. Although she kind of thought Nicola did. 
 “And my hormones are dropping off a cliff,” Geeta added. “I get tetchy.” 
 “Understandable,” Nicola said, gazing at the menu. 
 “And the divorce isn’t helping.” Come to think of it. 
 Nicola peered over her glasses. 
 “And family...” Geeta added. 
 Still foxy gazing. 
 “...And the lack of money. Plus difficulty getting a job.” 
 Nicola raised both eyebrows. 
 “In fact, it’s all been a bit bloody much.” 
 Nicola smiled that knowing smile again. “Let’s order lots of food. It’s on me.” 
   
 “The thing is,” Geeta said later, after a mouthful of avocado toast. Because she didn’t get to talk about this to anyone. And Nicola, despite being her indomitable self, was in a similar position. “It’s hard to move on with a fresh start when everyone insists you stay the same.” 
 “Have you had another run-in with your mother?” 
  “No, she was in a better mood when I got back, chatting with her yoga group. It’s just, I’ve been Mum and Geeta at home, for so long, nobody expects me to be anything else.” She took a gulp of coffee. “I’m overlooked by office-job agencies, because I don’t tick the right boxes.” 
 “Do you mean because of age? Gender? Race?” 
 “All of those.” 
 The interview with a young, white, agency man came to mind, and the experience he insisted on. God, it had been depressing. She was beyond grateful to Liz for the temp job at Bentley. 
 “But I have skills from a lifetime: Bringing up tiny children to helping with A level maths. Editing Sumit’s academic work. Submitting tax forms. Looking after finances and a home. I didn't just cook my husband’s favourite parathas for thirty years.” 
 She breathed in, feeling it strongly. 
 “I want change. To do new things. Get out into the world again. Have a job. Meet new people.” 
 Embrace life again. Finally go interrailing around Europe like she wanted after university. Run naked through meadows. Skinny dip in the sea. Feel warm summer rain on her body. 
 “I want excitement! Laughter! Love...Well...you know...sex!” 
 Because her body did crave that. She didn’t dream of running naked through meadows for no reason. 
 She looked at Nicola. Surely she understood this? Going from the very handsome barrister and charged confrontation in Bentley, Nicola clearly had an active sex life. 
 Nicola peered over her glasses. 
 “Well I do.” Geeta threw up her hands. 
 Nicola silently stared with barrister serenity and interrogation. 
 Oh, flipping heck. Geeta was embarrassed now and started to blush. Which meant only one thing. Here it came. Flames engulfed her face and her body broke into a drenching sweat. 
 “Damn it.” 
 She started to strip off her top, her T-shirt underneath rising over her belly. 
 Nicola watched it all, eyes down to tummy and up to hands, with an impassive, slightly amused look. 
 The barrister opened her lips with a smacking sound. “And are you planning on having sex right now?” 
 Damn her. 
 “No!” Geeta laughed. “I’m having a hot flush. Although, honestly, if anyone was offering.” 
 She fanned her face with a menu and gazed outside, the sunshine hitting the courtyard now it was higher in the sky. 
 It had been a long time, and she missed the intimacy and thrill of sex. The passion. The feeling of your whole body alive. The reassurance. The bonding. 
 She sighed. 
 “Look. I’m barely halfway through my adult life. I want more sex.” 
 Nicola grinned. “Of course you do.” 
 See, Nicola did understand. 
 It was refreshing talking to Nicola in a funny way. There were no expectations. In fact, they were starting from such a low bar, that if they said something embarrassing, it didn’t matter. It was freeing, not tiptoeing around each other. They had lots in common, and when they didn’t, they outright disagreed and disapproved of each other. No limits. And there had literally been no-one else to talk to about this. 
 “I’m glad someone understands,” Geeta said. 
 Nicola looked at her. 
 “My family thinks I should be happy with a husband who’s never there and get a dog for company when I’m lonely.” 
 “You are absolutely allowed to want more than that.” Nicola’s lips curled. “And I’m sure lots of men will be interested.” 
 And the smile. Damn her. Almost salacious. 
   




Chapter 11 
   
 Well. This morning was delightful. Nicola couldn't be more pleased. 
 She’d wondered how they’d get on. More if she’d succumb stupidly and melt at some vulnerability of heart-broken Geeta. And yes, Nicola softened too much at Geeta’s euphoria, finding bhangra as part of the procession. 
 But the bickering. The questions. The disapproval. She could handle this slightly grumpy Geeta. A smidgeon of adversary was life-spice for Nicola and engaged her in the best way. And perfect-mother Geeta, blushing and hot flushing, having an outburst about sex was her highlight so far. 
 “So, you’re ready for relationships again. That’s a good sign,” Nicola said, taking a mouthful of breakfast. 
 “Oh, my goodness no.” Geeta fanned herself with a menu. “My life’s too messy to accommodate yet another person's needs. I have too many demands on me already! And...” 
 Geeta saddened a moment, a shadow crossing her face. Oh no, Nicola didn’t want to see that. Her heart did odd things when Geeta did that. 
 “...I’m not over the guilt of leaving Sumit enough for a full-blown relationship.” 
 That was Nicola's Achilles heel. Upset-Geeta elicited melting and sympathy. 
 Then Geeta looked her in the eye, and said, “But I would like sex though.” 
 Nicola coughed before grinning broadly. She dabbed her lips with a serviette. 
 “You’re a very attractive woman, Geeta.” 
 And she so meant that. With those intelligent brown eyes, the high cheeks, the full lips, whether smiling and kind, or naughty and talking sex. Or sad, the worst. Then her curvy figure, a vision of beauty. 
 “I’m sure plenty of men will be happy to oblige your every desire,” she said. 
 “I don’t just want any man.” Geeta shook her head. “It has to be someone I like.” 
 Nicola paused. “But you're not interested in relationships.” 
 “No, but didn’t you have casual flings with nice blokes? Guys who were your friends, and sometimes you slept together, but no more than that?” 
 She didn’t answer, because her cheeks ached too much, suppressing a smile at sitting in The Turf, at some early hour, talking sex with Geeta Sachdeva. 
 "Look,” Geeta said, turning grumpy again. “It’s been a long time since I was single. I don’t know what the deal is anymore. I’m not like you with...” she waved a hand “...handsome barristers begging to get into your bed.” 
 Oh. That confrontation with Blake at Bentley had been unfortunate. 
 “Sorry.” Nicola dabbed her mouth again. “I'm struggling with the idea that you need to like someone to sleep with them.” 
 “Wha...” Geeta’s mouth shaped consternation. “Well...” Then confusion. “I must have respect for them as human beings at least?” She frowned, thinking it through. “I need some level of trust and familiarity, even for a physical step.” 
 Nicola tutted. “I’ve never had respect for many people, least of all those I slept with.” 
 “What?!” Larger consternation shaped Geeta’s lips. “How...? When...?” Geeta crossed her arms. “Who do you respect?" 
 Hmm. Good question. 
 Nicola shrugged. “For a start, you, clearly.” 
 “Me?!” 
 “Of course. I wouldn't be sitting here chatting otherwise.” 
 Outright mystification and exasperation exploded on Geeta’s face. Nicola carried on undeterred. 
 “My mother, although I have reservations. I respect my daughter, Bryony, although again, reservations. I love both my daughters, of course. Then there’s respect for your daughter, Olivia and her partner, Kate. Philip, my oldest college friend, even though he’s made mistakes in the past.” Who else was there? The list was admittedly short. “Barack Obama? There. Plenty of people.” 
 Geeta stared. “Really?” she said. “That’s the extent of people you respect?” 
 Nicola shrugged. “Well, who do you respect?” 
 “Almost everyone!” Geeta replied, a pitch higher, throwing both hands in the air. They’d reached new heights with this one, like they were a measure of how much she annoyed Geeta. 
 “For goodness’ sake,” Geeta continued. “If someone’s trying to live their life with respect for others, I respect them. So, almost everyone I meet.” 
 “Apart from me.” 
 “You are...” Geeta dropped her hands and stared at her for a long time. Nicola must be many things in Geeta’s clever brain right now. “...confusing,” she said at last. 
 “Well,” Nicola said, “good to know you’re one of the few people I respect. And that I’m one of the few you don’t.” 
 “I didn’t say that.” Geeta pointed. 
 “You–” 
 “And don’t say ‘you didn’t have to’.” Geeta waggled the finger. 
 Nicola couldn’t be more delighted. “This is fun,” she said. “We should do this again sometime.” 
 And she took another mouthful while watching Geeta, because she didn't want to miss the jaw drop. 
   
 Nicola paid up, and they browsed Blackwell’s bookshop. She followed Geeta around the shelves, fascinated with the books she picked up, in sections that Nicola never thought of searching. Popular science, and an appealing book about the chemistry of herbs and spices, which Geeta trailed her finger over the embossed cover. Another on the impact of microorganisms on world history. And a romance novel. They left empty-handed though, Geeta sighing, and turning to Nicola with a smile, saying she’d order them from the library. 
 The sun was higher in a clear blue sky by the time they left. Too hot for her long coat, Nicola carried it over her arm and slung her other into her trouser pocket. They wandered beneath the Bridge of Sighs and followed the quiet and narrow Queen’s Lane, the tall stone walls hiding them from the rest of Oxford. 
 Geeta ambled beside her, arms crossed, head tilted, as if trying to make her out. Nicola would definitely give a penny for her thoughts. But also a pound to spare them. 
 “So,” Nicola said, wondering what terrible conclusions Geeta drew. “Have you met any nice men you want to have sex with?” 
 “God.” Geeta snorted, delightfully annoyed. “I wish I’d never said anything.” 
 “It’s a perfectly natural desire. Have you started dating?” 
 “No, of course not.” Geeta gave her a look, as if this was obvious. “I don't go anywhere to meet anyone. And I clearly project this wholesome stay-at-home mother vibe.” 
 “Hmm.” Nicola said, mulling it over. 
 “See. You think the same. I’m just this mother figure for people.” 
 Yes, she had thought that. And also, so not. 
 “It’s easy for you,” Geeta continued. "You receive offers.” 
 True. Not simple ones though. She met plenty of people. Well, lawyers. 
 “Try a dating app?” It seemed obvious. There was a problem, and a solution. You simply needed to take the step. 
 Geeta laughed. Then the smile quickly faded, like Nicola had noticed recently. Geeta crossed her arms, more protectively than annoyed this time. “I tried. I didn’t get any, you know, matches or whatever.” 
 “Really?” Nicola found that hard to believe. 
 “Really,” Geeta said quietly. 
 She may as well have reached into Nicola’s chest and tugged. God, she hated seeing Geeta unhappy. 
 “Show me.” She put out her hand. “Show me your profile.” 
 Geeta ground her teeth in grumpy suspicion. “Promise not to laugh.” 
 “Come on. Out with it.” Nicola beckoned with her fingers. 
 Because always with this stupid urge to see Geeta cheery again. And if Geeta was happily paired up, it might stop these melty feelings. Nicola never passed by a problem she couldn’t fix. This was her MO exactly. 
 Geeta retrieved her phone from her jeans and handed it over with the profile displayed. 
 “You cannot use that photo,” Nicola said immediately. 
 “It’s not that old. I still look similar.” 
 The picture showed Geeta on a garden seat, with a soft smile on a fuller face, and less grey in her hair. 
 “Actually,” Geeta added, “it was ten years ago. How did that pass so fast?” She started to drift again, her features falling. And that absolutely must not happen. 
 “You're far sexier now,” Nicola said. 
 Geeta snapped back her gaze, eyes wide. 
 “Because this is not sexy.” Nicola held up the screen. “That’s a look you would give your children.” 
 “I was probably watching my son.” 
 “Exactly, you can’t use a photo like that.” 
 “Why not?” 
 “Because it hardly says fuck-me-now.” 
 Geeta stared at her, first with surprise, before her eyebrows furrowed, defiant. 
 “Maybe I don’t want a photo that says fuck-me-now.” She jutted her jaw. “Maybe I prefer one that says I-want-to-fuck-you-now.” 
 “So...” Nicola paused. 
 And decades of command and steady voice came into play. Because her heart was beating, and her body sprung alert. And Nicola loved everything about Geeta when she pushed back. 
 “Do you have any I-want-to-fuck-you-now photos?” Nicola raised her eyebrows. 
 And they glared at each other, in the middle of Queen’s Lane, two women who’d annoyed each other for years, now bickering about the merits of fuck-me or fuck-you photos. 
 They must have realised the absurdity at the same time. Geeta’s face twitched first. Then Nicola’s. 
 “Of course I bloody don’t,” Geeta relented. 
 And they both grinned. 
 “So,” Nicola drew herself up. “Let’s take one.” 
 “What?” 
 “Let’s set up a shot.” Nicola shrugged. 
 “What, now?” 
 “Yes. You’re looking beautiful this morning. Why not?” 
 See a problem. Fix it. 
 Geeta paused and frowned at Nicola, shifting her weight to one side. “I... Why?” Geeta sighed, exasperated. “Why are you doing this?” 
 “Because,” Nicola assumed her most sincere manner, which she used in high-level client consultations, then said, “This is a ferociously bad photo and I’m embarrassed for you.” 
 And Geeta looked like she might kill her. 
   




Chapter 12 
   
 So, Geeta thought, that honesty and freedom to say anything to each other? That was biting her on the arse right now. Ferociously bad photo...Damn her. It wasn’t that bad. 
 “Come on.” Nicola grinned over her shoulder, already striding down the lane. “Let’s nip into the gardens for a good background.” 
 Geeta followed, muttering to herself. 
 They couldn’t all be tall, designer-clothed milfs. Geeta saw the way people looked at Nicola. Not just the spurned lover losing his cool in the Bentley hallway. Women too, although she wouldn't point that out to Nicola. 
 Her status must be part of the allure – a senior barrister and top of her field, with enough intellect, glamour and flirtatious sparkle to be irresistible to more junior lawyers. It was, to be fair, a heady mix. Geeta could see the attraction, and always appreciated how striking Nicola appeared, even while finding her attitude obnoxious. 
 “Coming?” 
 “Coming,” Geeta grumbled. 
 Because Nicola was being incredibly nice to her today. Gah. The woman was even more infuriating because of it. After years of being tetchy, aloof and flat out rude to Geeta, Nicola suddenly turned on the charm, and Geeta tumbled for it. 
 Yes, she was open to change and people making amends, but honestly.... 
 “Falling for Nicola Albright’s charms,” she muttered, and shook her head. 
 They nipped through the door in the Botanic Gardens facade and into the large walled garden overlooked by Magdalen tower. 
 “Where’s a decent backdrop?” Nicola said, shading the sun from her eyes. “How about we try a few pictures by the side entrance.” 
 And Nicola strode off again. 
 “Here we go.” Nicola patted a seat carved into the sandy stone wall, by an arched gate to the river. “Park your bottom here.” 
 Geeta shuffled into a curving alcove, surrounded by large ferns in enormous pots, and Nicola dragged over a bench to sit in front of her. 
 “Right. Chin up,” the barrister said. “Let’s take a couple of snaps to see what the light’s like.” 
 And Nicola pulled out a shiny new phone, several models newer than Geeta’s. 
 “There,” Nicola said. 
 She blinked, not even ready for a photo. 
 “I’ll take a few more in a sec. I want to see a test shot first.” 
 “Right,” Geeta replied. 
 Then Nicola pulled out glasses from her coat pocket, slipped them on and started swiping the screen to review the photos. 
 “Hmm,” Nicola said. 
 “That’s not very reassuring.” Geeta laughed nervously. 
 Nicola glanced up, eyes sparkling. 
 “You look gorgeous, Geeta. I’ve already said. But I’m finding a good framing first, then we’ll capture that ‘I’m going to fuck you’ attitude.” 
 Nicola flashed a brilliant smile with a dash of flirtation and massive pinch of audacity. She crossed her legs in those elegant film-star trousers. Leant back so her shirt fell open a little and took off her glasses. She considered Geeta and the surroundings, while trailing the arm of the glasses along her lower lip, with tactile appeal. 
 Yes, Geeta could see the attraction. She rolled her eyes. No wonder Nicola didn’t have to resort to dating apps. 
 Nicola looked sexy. Nicola was sexy. There, she acknowledged it. 
 Geeta didn’t shy from thinking women attractive. She’d never been reticent about that. Women, people, were obviously beautiful, and add charisma they turned sexy. 
 There was no point denying it. But there was a difference, she thought, between knowing someone was sexy and really feeling it. On occasion, she’d sensed its beginnings, with a particular performance by a film star, or a combination of intelligence and confidence in real life too. But not irresistibly enough to tempt further – no-one had drawn her that far around the sexuality spectrum. 
 So yes, she acknowledged Nicola was sexy. 
 But, god, it annoyed her, that Nicola Albright, who had men wrapped around her finger, was sapphicly sexy too. You didn't have a gay best buddy at uni, then a queer daughter and friends, not to tune into these things. And Geeta recognised Nicola may as well have been a mature-woman lesbian pin up. 
 She’d been thinking it all day – Nicola wandering with her hands in her pockets, the large watch on her lightly tanned arm, the shirt sleeves rolled up. And now with those glasses back on and pointing her phone towards her. 
 “Stop rolling your eyes,” Nicola said. 
 Shit. 
 “OK, I’m ready,” Geeta said. 
 Because she did need a better photo. And she felt strangely flattered that Nicola thought her more beautiful now. Compliments had tripped off the barrister’s tongue all day, as well as mortifying observations, which made the compliments seem real. That honesty thing between them again. 
 “I’ll pull closer,” Nicola said, and she shifted the bench forwards, before sitting again so her knees almost touched Geeta’s. “This is good light and framing,” Nicola added. 
 Her voice was quieter in the sheltered spot by the wall, with large fern leaves overhead. Perhaps her tone dropped gentler too. Nicola lifted her phone and tapped several shots then showed the screen. 
 “I haven’t got my glasses,” Geeta said, “so I can’t see detail. I'll have to trust you.” 
 Nicola’s lips curved in one of those feline smiles. She could see clearly enough to catch that. 
 “You can trust me,” Nicola purred, in such a seductive way Geeta had to laugh, before she squinted and wrinkled her nose at the photo. 
 “Can you soften it? You know, hide lines.” 
 “You’re gorgeous without hiding any of yourself, Geeta.” 
 Nicola replied with such sincerity it caught Geeta off guard. She wondered if she’d blush and ignite another hot flush, but it passed. 
 “Come here,” Nicola murmured, leaning forward. 
 For a moment, Nicola gazed at her, then reached out to stroke her hair behind an ear. Nicola's face softened, the knowing smile gone and her eyes bright. 
 “There, stay like that,” Nicola whispered, as if she’d found something truly beautiful to capture. 
 Geeta’s heart beat slow and strong at the inadvertent touch to her cheek. It was thrilling after being missed for so long. The delicious sensation of Nicola stroking around her ear, sent a gorgeous tickle all the way inside. 
 She laughed in a short breath at her reaction to sensual contact. With Nicola Albright of all people. 
 It had been years since receiving an admiring look. Maybe that’s why her body confused it with more. But still, it was very nice. 
 She shuffled, coming alive, body glowing and lips tingling. She quietly laughed again. Yes, she was ready to be physical with someone. 
 “Now,” Nicola said, the smile playful again, “Give me your best ‘I want to fuck you’ look.” 
 Damn her. Geeta eyed her and curled her mouth. It wasn't difficult. 
 “There. I think we’ve got it,” Nicola said with a triumphant grin. She lowered the phone and licked her lips. “Shuffle up,” she said, squeezing in next to Geeta. Nicola crossed her leg towards her, their thighs warm and snug together. 
 “Check it with these,” Nicola said, taking off her glasses and offering them to Geeta. 
 The glasses were stronger than her own, and she held the phone closer. 
 “Oh,” she said. 
 She looked beautiful. Yes, her hair streaked with more grey now, and lines ran where they didn’t used to. But she looked like herself, and healthier and happier than she had in a long time. The soft light in the fern’s shade made her glow. 
 “If you swipe,” Nicola indicated with her finger, “you’ll find the last shot.” 
 Geeta stroked the screen and burst out laughing. Dark eyes stared back with intentions and a smile that was similar to Nicola’s. 
 “I look as if I want to kill you.” 
 Nicola inclined her head closer. Warmer. “I’m used to that.” 
 “From me or everyone?” Geeta said, in the small space between them. 
 “The best ones are from you,” Nicola murmured. 
 Geeta licked her lips. “Always with the badinage, Nicola.” 
 “The spice of life,” came back with a soft smile. And Geeta would have given anything to know what went through her mind. 
 “Right,” Nicola said, standing up suddenly. “I’ll email you copies now, because I need to clear down my phone. Running out of space.” 
 “Thank you.” 
 “You’re welcome, darling.” Nicola said, tapping away at the screen. 
 So, a flippant endearment too? 
 Maybe it tripped off the tongue automatically, in the same way Nicola doled out the term to friends and colleagues, or offered the perfunctory kiss on the cheek. 
 “Almost done.” 
 Nicola glanced at her, the smile tipping from challenge into something like, was she mistaken, fondness? She couldn’t describe that sparkle in Nicola's eyes as anything other than affection. 
 Geeta sighed. God, the woman simultaneously enraged and thrilled her. She had no idea what to make of her sometimes. She’d guessed at Nicola's personality over the years, shadowy corners remaining perplexing and unknown. But Nicola was both confirming and turning her view upside down, almost constantly. 
 A woman who commanded withering disapproval with a look, but threw herself in the river with glee as a student. Who was judgmental and cool to her queer daughter, but clearly longed for connection with Charlotte. Who was arrogant and domineering, but softened into considerate and gentle. Flirtatious and fun too. She hadn’t seen that side of Nicola directly before, but caught it with others. 
 It took a long time to dislodge an ingrained opinion of someone, but with Nicola, Geeta realised she was prepared to try. 
 Afterwards, Geeta sat on the grass by the river to soak up the sun. Nicola lay close by, propped on an elbow, beneath dappled shade from a small silver birch. 
 “Thank goodness for summer,” Geeta sighed. She stretched up her arms and closed her eyes, enjoying the warmth on her body. “I need all the vitamin D I can get.” 
 She watched students in early punts glide down the river and sighed. This really had been a lovely day. 
 “This was nice,” she said, looking down at Nicola. 
 Nicola plucked at a daisy while gazing at the boats. 
 “Does he love you?” Geeta smiled. 
 “Hmm?” Nicola glanced at her. 
 “He loves me–he loves me not? Did you play that at school?” 
 “Oh.” Nicola smiled. 
 Then her expression turned adversarial. 
 “She hates me.” Nicola plucked a small white petal. “She finds me mildly aggravating.” She plucked another. 
 Geeta laughed and shook her head. “I don’t hate you, Nicola.” 
 “So, are we actually becoming friends?” 
 “Maybe.” Geeta let her face relax into sincerity. “I had a really nice time.” 
 Because she honestly had. 
 Nicola tilted her head to consider. Geeta expected her to say, “Me too.” She looked like she’d enjoyed the day. 
 But Nicola said, “Good,” with a big, satisfied grin. 
 Geeta rolled her eyes. Insufferable. 
   
 *** 
   
 Geeta gazing down at her with a sleepy smile in a halo of sunshine, her kind face most appealing with drowsy contentment, that was a sight for which Nicola was unprepared. Her heart thudded deep and slow. 
 It carried on beating, while she watched Geeta rest hands on knees, arms bare to the shoulders, soft curves and smooth brown skin on show. And when she got up and patted her round behind, laughing at her bum going numb. Wandering back into East Oxford, quiet but relaxed company, until a rain shower made them hurry to the car. Then Geeta laughing as she shook her head, the rain turning her hair into curls. 
 When Nicola drove them back to Iffley Village, she tried not to gaze at Geeta the whole way. 
 She parked in the village lane, and they kissed each other on the cheek. Nicola waved before crossing to her garden gate and entered her house and kitchen. 
 And there, at her table, she sat stunned. 
 The image burned in her head, of Geeta walking away, a slight sway in her hips, the narrower waist, lifting her arms and running fingers through her hair, inclining her beautiful face to the sky and smiling. 
 The softness of Geeta's cheek lingered against hers from bidding goodbye, a delicious tingling she didn’t want to acknowledge, but willed never to fade. Geeta’s scent filled her head, heightened by the downpour and body heat, and Nicola’s lips pulsed where she’d politely touched her skin, even though she’d carried off the movement with a social ease, second nature to Nicola. 
 Padam. Padam. Padam. Nicola's chest thudded. 
 This was the issue for cool-hearted, strategic Nicola, melting again this May Day. Transformed once more and further than ever. 
 She drummed her nails on the table. 
 “May Day indeed,” she muttered. 
 Yes, she’d delete those photos. It was like they called to her now, wanting to look deep into Geeta’s eyes, to relive the moment she’d gently stroked around her ear, the smooth but firm edge tantalising on her fingertips. Then the warmth from Geeta’s neck promising tenderness there. Impossible not to imagine stroking down to her collar. 
 Nicola swiped her phone, selected every photo and hit delete before she could change her mind. 
 Then she sat back. 
 So, Nicola concluded. When she faced up to her envy of Geeta Sachdeva. When they spent time together and brushed away the noise and dust, to peek beneath the surface of her feelings. It really was just a great, big crush. 
 Several decades into her life, and she had an undeniable, unrequited crush. On a woman. 
 She shook her head. 
 Fifteen years of it quietly clawing at her conscience, tearing holes in her certainty, ripping doubts in her convictions, making her tetchy. And now, after time together, it plainly laughed in her face. 
 “Mayday, mayday.” 
   




Chapter 13 
   
 Seventeen and head girl at school, and already striding through corridors like she owned them, Nicola’s mind was set on tennis at lunchtime. The changing rooms by the gym should have been empty, and she assumed she arrived first. But something made her prickle to attention, and she entered quietly. It smelled of gym equipment. The leather of the vault. The showers and plain soap. Sweaty trainers. 
 The slightest sound though. Kissing. 
 Lips enjoyed others, slow and gentle. Not the rough desperation of how her boyfriend kissed her. She halted, skin tingling and heart beating, and slowly turned her head to peer up the rack of sports kit and gym bags. Two girls from her year entwined with eyes closed. 
 She stared, not quite believing. It looked so odd. Girls weren't meant to kiss each other. Like boys didn’t wear dresses and doctors were rarely women. This was how the world was shaped at seventeen coming through the seventies. And though the eighties promised women power, and Nicola embraced that, they weren’t gay. 
 Strange. Too soft. Where was the strong, forceful man in the equation? Yet it looked sensual and enjoyed by both, as if they knew how to treat each other. She felt that kiss, and her body hummed at the same time as it rebelled, because kisses weren’t meant to look like that. 
 “That’s disgusting,” came from behind her. 
 She spun around to find her best friend, Stacy, whose face twisted. For a moment she thought Stacy was revolted by her, but her friend glared at the couple who sprung apart. 
 A torrent of slurs poured from Stacy’s mouth as she stormed towards them, and only when one covered her head with arms did Nicola come to. 
 “Jesus Christ. Stop it, Stacy!” 
 Nicola pulled her friend back, and she never forgot the wildness in Stacy's eyes, full of hatred then accusation. 
 “If you’ve got a problem, take it to Bradshaw,” Nicola said quickly. “Just report it, for goodness’ sake.” 
 “That isn’t right,” Stacy snarled at the girls. She pushed Nicola away so hard she stumbled against the wall and a coat hook bruised her shoulder. 
 “It doesn’t matter,” Nicola shot back. “Lay a finger on them and you’ll get expelled.” 
 Stacy’s glare turned cold then hot, hands balled by her sides. 
 “Fuck off, Nicki,” she spat. “Stop trying to mediate. You're not a bloody lawyer yet.” 
 Sensible heels echoed from down the corridor, ones which paced the school ad infinitum, and they all froze. 
 “What’s this shouting about?” came the calm, penetrating voice. 
 And Headmistress Bradshaw appeared at the changing room doors to find two blushing, Nicola rubbing her shoulder and Stacy red with rage. 
 “They were kissing, Miss. It was horrible.” Stacy pointed at the pair. 
 Bradshaw stiffened and Nicola saw cool analysis and calculation in her eyes. She wouldn’t have said she admired that about Bradshaw. That wasn't how she framed it then. But it was a model she emulated later. 
 “Come with me,” Bradshaw said. “My office, now.” 
 They followed her down the echoing corridor. Nicola's heart pounding. One blushing girl. One crying. Stacy gritting her teeth. 
 “You can go, Nicola,” Bradshaw murmured to her. “No need for you to be caught up in this business.” 
 And Nicola peeled away with a nod and a respectful, “Thank you, Miss.” 
 She walked towards the sixth form common room as if to go inside, then veered off to the loos. 
 Everything down to the smell lived vivid in memory too. The detergent. The musty chill and condensation. The cold, blue paint, distinctive and bobbled. The shadowy light from high windows into a bank of grass. 
 All cubicles stood empty and she took the second to the end, no-one liking the last. She locked the door and stepped further inside, so her feet weren’t visible. 
 She closed her eyes and steadied herself, her hands reaching either side for the partitions. She’d kept her head, pivoting and pitching exactly where she needed to stop Stacy. It was a clarity and quick thinking she’d use often as a barrister, but back then she trembled in its aftermath. 
 A kiss that looked wrong. A kiss that tickled inside. A kiss that made others violent. 
 Nicola understood the game she had to play. Already too tall and smart for a girl, there were only so many rules she could break, and she’d reached her limit. You could only stick out so much, and Nicola had been very young when she’d learned this. 
 “She’s a big girl,” she heard her grandmother say. “She’ll find it difficult to find a husband being tall like that.” 
 “She should learn to keep quiet,” another relative said. 
 The whispers of women who’d never had a bank account in their own name without a man’s permission, the name being their husband’s or father’s anyway. Those women who trained girls to accept the power imbalance enshrined in law and the unwritten rules of the game. 
 Nicki was damned if she was going to be restricted by them. But still, don't be a lesbian. There was no power or freedom in that. That was clear in her mind as she left the loos. 
 Everyone heard about the girls kissing in the changing rooms of course. One stayed at school, with red eyes and pleading it’d been a joke. Just practice kissing. The other had time off, and when she returned she said she’d seen a doctor and was better now. And because everyone had heard, there was the excruciating assembly. 
 Bradshaw paced the hall stage, looking down on them. 
 Yes, they were an all-girls’ school, Bradshaw said. And it was a time in their lives when everything was changing. Everyone was growing up. And there were confusing feelings and desires. 
 The entire throng shuddered at the concept from Bradshaw’s mouth. 
 And honestly, she continued, boys were smelly and only interested in football. But things would get better. Boys caught up eventually, Bradshaw tutted. So, in the meantime, if any of them were having these confusing feelings, and an inclination to ‘practice’, they should talk to Nurse. Then wait for the real thing when the boys grew up. 
 So not exactly a lesson on the ‘inalienable right to be gay’ as Thatcher later claimed happened in schools. 
 Nicola had no intention of talking to Nurse. She jumped into bed with her boyfriend from the boys’ school instead, who was delighted. And it was disappointing at first, considering people raved about sex. But Nicki wasn’t someone to lie back and think of England, and after she’d given some tuition, it scratched that itch just fine. And later, other men were much, much better. 
 See. She was already mature enough for the real thing. And she was destined for Oxford, marriage and a call to The Bar. 
   
 *** 
   
 Except here she was, decades afterwards, with an undeniable, unrelenting crush on a woman. That beautiful photo she’d deleted of Geeta came straight back in an email thread, and she peeked at the preview of the reply. 
 “Thank you for these!” it said. Effusive and warm. Very Geeta. “And thank you so much for Monday. I had a lovely time.” 
 At least Geeta wasn’t saying how surprising it was. Perhaps she saw Nicola as almost human now. 
 Oh, stop it. She was smiling. And not the way she usually did. 
 She left it unopened for a day. But it stayed there, tempting in a cropped preview, saying open me, gaze at beautiful Geeta, melt at those eyes that reach inside, making her warm. She tutted and eventually messaged:  
 “Have you updated your dating profile?” 
 No reply. Geeta would be busy of course, but it still nagged on Friday as she entered chambers. It was one of two urgent issues she needed to fix. She could at least start with the other. 
 Nicola strode into the depths of the building, up the oak stairs to the first floor, and barged through the half-open door into Philip’s office. 
 It overlooked the same garden as her room, and she sat on the corner of a similar partner’s desk. She towered over him while he swivelled in his seat and nonchalantly crossed his long legs towards her. 
 “Nicola,” he said with a smile. “What can I do for you?” 
 Few were so composed in the face of an entrance like that. She didn’t expect to intimidate him, but she intended to be heard. 
 “Why did you encourage me to be a tenant in these chambers?” 
 His expression turned more serious. 
 “Because it’s a disaster,” she continued, “and I’m regretting every second.” 
 “Go on,” he said, concerned. 
 “There are no meaty cases for the Silks. I’m solely working with clients that come direct, which is fine for me, but junior barristers are fighting for scraps.” 
 Philip nodded. 
 “I knew the star of these chambers had waned of late, but this is dire. We are running on vapours here. So, why am I here?” 
 Philip considered. “You wanted to come back to Oxford, Nicki.” 
 “I can be a sole practitioner, and I plan on being if this continues.” 
 It would be a pain to manage the administrative side, and she’d miss guiding people through pupillage. She enjoyed that. And while she’d considered easing into retirement in a few years, she wasn’t done yet and still craved challenge. She loved thriving chambers, with the cross-pollination of ideas, ways of working and networking. But this was not it. 
 Philip breathed in. “Bernard’s retiring and there's an opportunity to turn this organisation around.” 
 “That won’t happen overnight.” 
 Philip raised his hand. “And I hoped you’d be interested in becoming head of chambers.” 
 OK. She’d not expected that. 
 She narrowed her eyes. He knew her too well, dangling a carrot and challenge like that in front of her. Yes, she had ideas about shaking up these traditional chambers, with Oxford prestige but in urgent need of modernisation. Her mind ticked over. 
 “Why not you?” she said. “Aren't you interested?” 
 He nodded, slowly. “Sometimes. But I’ve been here too long. This place needs fresh impetus and blood and you, my dear,” he smiled, “have both clout and a new face to drive through change.” 
 “You think there’ll be resistance?” 
 “Tons!” He laughed. 
 She mulled it over. The chambers’ tenants were skewed, many barristers in residence for decades, then a gap until more junior members. 
 “Too many of the old brigade?” 
 He nodded. “I don't have your relentless drive to bulldoze changes through if necessary. And they are necessary.” 
 She knew him well enough, though, to spot other reasons haunted his eyes. 
 “And some,” he added, voice quieter, “don’t want an old queer heading chambers.” 
 She paused at the phrase, not letting her body twitch at Philip’s plain-spoken reason. She opened her mouth to reassure him. 
 “Don't say things are different now, Nicki,” He cut her off. “It’s not all gone. The veneer of acceptance is thin in places, outright hostile in others, and they’re in residence here.” 
 She mentally flicked through the tenants and clerks. Some bristled at her presence as a high-ranking woman, and she imagined them difficult with Philip too. 
 Was she any better than them? Really? 
 She’d known Philip a long time and over many changes, the two of them odd students at college, she realised – Philip gay and Nicola an early woman at the former men’s college. She’d thought of the eighties as modern and without limits, when women could have it all. But many Oxford colleges only opened fully to women a handful of years before. 
 “I’m not going to say it’s an even playing field,” she said, “but things have changed.” 
 “They have.” He pursed his lips and nodded. “But I’m tired now. And some days it feels like it could all flip back.” 
 Guilt gnawed at her. She’d followed the narrative of real and normal, and expected it from every aspect of her life. Hers, Philip’s, her daughter’s. She hadn’t understood or supported him, and he looked weary now. 
 “Why did you stay friends with me?” she said, suddenly. “Over the years. Why did you stay in touch?” 
 He looked at her, sharp eyes seeing through her guilt. “You weren’t as bad as the rest, Nicki,” he said, more kindly than she deserved. She hadn't been physically dangerous, like some at college. He was correct about that. 
 “And the queers I knew from the scene? Well...” he drifted a moment. “A lot of them died.” He shrugged. He said it so matter of fact, that it was more affecting. “I know hardly anyone from back then. The eighties tore through us.” 
 They gazed at each other, decades of loss and change uncomfortable between them. Then he smiled, giving her a reprieve. 
 “I’m going to take a comfy back seat on this one.” 
 She tilted her head. Seeing through each other went both ways. “You’re going to watch me get hammered by the old guard.” 
 “Exactly.” He chuckled. 
 “I will...” she smiled, “think about it.” 
 “Good.” 
 “And...” Guilt gnawed again. “Do you and, erm, Jonathon want to come round for dinner?” 
 His eyebrows shot up. 
 She hadn’t really acknowledged his husband. Not ignored him either. But the Philip she knew was different with him. She’d never reconciled the professional lawyer with the smiling husband who hugged his spouse and laughed with gay abandon, not seeing them as a ‘proper’ couple. 
 She should have tried harder for her oldest friend. 
 “Please spare us, Nicki.” 
 “What?” She laughed. 
 “Let’s have Jonathon cook instead.” He smiled. “Come round to ours.” 
 She skewered him with a look. “Very well. But I’ll have you know, some people appreciate my cooking.” 
 One person did. One curvy, beautiful person who was causing issues right now. 
   




Chapter 14 
   
 What if? 
 The question nagged at Nicola as she strode up St Giles towards Beaumont Street. 
 What if she’d met someone like Geeta earlier? Would she have questioned more? After she heard it was possible to be attracted to more than one gender. And, much later, that people thought it normal and appreciated attraction differed between people. 
 Would she have stepped outside the boundaries and social rules? 
 Philip never changed, staying with his husband longer than most straight marriages. And Charlotte never wavered, coming out despite Nicola insisting she should graduate to men. Her daughter seemed happier with Millie than Nicola had with any man, and all Nicola’s insistence on ‘real’ had done was drive a wedge between them. 
 Her goofy daughter had never played the social game, couldn't, even if someone gave her the rule book explicitly, and Nicola had tried often enough. It terrified her over the years, Charlotte blundering through life, seemingly oblivious to social mores, beyond just her queerness. For someone who upheld fairness and law, Charlotte showed a stunning lack of awareness of social convention at times. 
 But maybe this was one rule Nicola should have examined more closely, especially with the universe laughing at her with this crush. 
 Speaking of Charlotte though, Nicola climbed the steps into Bentley, Oduwole and Sachdeva on Beaumont Street, as her daughter descended the airy stairwell from her attic office, beaming at Millie by her side. Look at her. Despite the world, despite Nicola not embracing her coming out, look how happy she was. 
 Charlotte wore a smart, tailored, green dress. The girl could look so beautiful and presentable. She just needed to pull her shoulders back, that’s all. Next to her came shorter, curvy Millie in a polo top and stretchy jeans, likely popping in from working a physio session at a GP surgery further down the street. 
 Nicola shrugged off her nagging doubts. 
 “Darling,” she projected into the hallway as she strode inside. 
 “Mum!” 
 Ah, the look of horror on her daughter’s face. Big brown eyes wide, mouth open, waves of hair flying. 
 She was familiar with that look, and Nicola would brazen it out as always. It’s not like Charlotte did it on purpose. Her daughter couldn’t hide an emotion to save her life. Oh lord. Literally it seemed. Charlotte stumbled down the last step, long limbs everywhere. 
 The couple flinched, alarmed at the potential fall, then breathed a sigh of relief when Charlotte righted herself. 
 “You silly thing,” Millie said, gently. 
 An indulgent smile softened Millie’s face, and she held Charlotte’s hand to steady her. Not the brazen blonde bombshell this morning, and clearly more tender and nuanced when only the two of them. 
 Then the short woman with curves and attitude seemed to fill up with her usual chutzpa and swaggered over. 
 “Whatcha, Nicola,” Millie said. 
 There she was. That was the Millie Banks Nicola recognised. 
 “Good morning, Millie.” 
 It was difficult not to smile at the woman, who was so powerfully flirty and sexual and owned it, and who tore through men at college. Nicola could relate to a woman who took the world by the balls. She’d admired both Millie’s appetite and attitude, except she knew Millie would break her daughter’s heart at college. And predictably she had. 
 But here they were, years later, Charlotte and Millie in love and supporting each other. And while Nicola had reservations, their relationship showed no signs of breaking. 
 “Where are you two off to?” Nicola said. 
 A startled look came from Charlotte. 
 “Appointment!” she blurted. 
 Just as Millie nonchalantly said, “Lunch.” 
 The two looked at each other, then tried again. 
 “I mean lunch.” 
 “Appointment.” 
 It was typical of Charlotte not to know whether she was coming or going. But Millie? 
 The short blonde shrugged. “Lunch appointment.” 
 “How lovely for you,” Nicola said towards Charlotte. “And if your workload permits, how about lunch with me soon?” 
 More startled looks from Charlotte. Just utter horror, clearly, at the thought of spending time with her mother. 
 Yes, Nicola appreciated that she’d ambushed her, but it seemed the only way to spend time together these days. 
 Charlotte wriggled out of video calls with Nicola and sister Bryony. And Bryony did go on about husband Mark and the kids. Nicola saw Charlotte losing the will to live in her corner of the screen. But there were familial ties and obligations. Nicola enjoyed the kids’ news. And if Mark's only purpose in life was to keep Bryony happy, then Nicola was prepared to hear the spiel, tap ‘like’ on social media, and leave an encouraging comment. It wasn't a lot to ask of her and Charlotte. 
 Except guilt nagged at Nicola again. How much of that was her fault? 
 Charlotte drew herself up. “Erm...Of course. That would be lovely.” 
 It was forced to start with, Charlotte stuttering to recover. Then Charlotte's eyebrows rose in the middle, a smile flickered, pink flushed on her cheeks and brought out the beautiful scatter of freckles. As if she’d enjoy seeing Nicola, even though their relationship remained fraught with issues. 
 Ah, break her heart, why don’t you. The promise got Nicola every time. That glimpse of a love she once had. Why she never stopped trying. Even though she always failed, with understanding and respect coming too late for them. 
 “Yes,” Charlotte said again. “We should set that up.” 
 “Marvellous,” Nicola replied. “I’ll be in touch.” 
 “Looking forward to it.” 
 “Excellent.” 
   
 *** 
   
 Geeta could see the defensiveness in Nicola now as she watched the two tall women in the entrance to Bentley. They were so similar in stature but completely different in nature, Nicola with her shoulders squared and chin aloft, Charlotte stooping a little. 
 Charlotte spoke with the same RP accent as Nicola, that marked them as upper-middle class. She wore the same styling of classic clothes too, Charlotte in a tailored dress today and Nicola in a designer trouser suit. But Nicola owned the image, while Charlotte floundered, as if not fitting the mould. She had a goofiness and honesty that subverted it, which always endeared Charlotte to Geeta. 
 In fact, she wondered if the pair were so different, that they hardly understood each other. Like Olivia and her over the years, gears never quite catching and moving together, instead grinding through life. 
 Her heart originally went out to Charlotte when she realised her queerness wasn’t supported at home. But now a sympathy with Nicola kindled too. That arrogance, with sharp eyes and knowing smile, which Nicola must wield in court, was defensive here and prickly like a cat. As if she couldn’t quite reach out with open arms because she knew she’d be rejected, so it came out abrupt and dismissive instead. 
 Perhaps she wouldn’t have noticed it before, but she understood Nicola better now. 
 “Geeta?” 
 Charlotte loped towards her. Oh no. That big Charlotte sunshine smile beamed as she approached. Geeta welcomed it usually from her friend and colleague, but with Nicola close by and clearly vulnerable, it was terrible timing. 
 She sensed a chill from the barrister, maybe not aimed at her this time, but hardening at the situation. Had it always been this way? 
 “Yes, Charlotte?” 
 “I’m out for a couple of hours. It’s marked in my calendar, but in case anyone asks.” 
 “Of course. See you later.” Geeta kept it light, as if she hadn’t noticed all the tensions crackling in the hallway. 
 Charlotte and Millie left, and for a moment it was just Nicola in the hallway and Geeta at reception. Nicola looked towards her, a complicated expression on her face, full of so many things that Geeta couldn't begin to make it out. 
 She was about to say hello, but someone else got there first. 
 “Nicola!” came a voice through the front doors. 
 The barrister spun on her heel, and the atmosphere charged instantly. It was like she powered up her undisputable assurance and made every single feature work for her, from the height, through distinguished bands of grey, to the stars of laughter lines around her eyes that made her sparkle. 
 Two young barristers joined Nicola, a tall blond with an eager smile, and a shorter colleague. Geeta almost laughed because the air burst with idolisation. 
 “Are you two ready?” Nicola said, friendly and eager to work. “This is a good opportunity to take on more complex cases.” 
 They nodded, keen, stepping closer, and the three slipped into serious lawyer conversation that Nicola clearly thrived on. 
 Wow. Look at her. Nicola exuded sex appeal with her authority and quickness of mind, and the other lawyers clung captivated by her words. Whether a quirk from defined eyebrows, or the pleasing sweep of cheekbone and jaw, or a flash of those brilliant eyes that didn’t miss a thing, everything about her said intelligence, acumen and excellence. 
 Geeta watched intrigued, rarely catching Nicola in this context, as the respected barrister with colleagues. And these two obviously admired her. Did that admiration spill into more? Well, maybe, and Geeta couldn’t blame them. Nicola welcomed the pair with obvious support and receiving that from an eminent barrister could spin someone’s head. 
 Did Nicola encourage more than that? Flirt like Geeta had seen with others? Actually no. Her body language remained respectful. 
 They all laughed suddenly. 
 “That’s an excellent point,” Nicola said. And the blond grew with the approval. 
 Yes, definitely hero worship. And Geeta clearly wasn’t the only one to appreciate Nicola’s sex appeal. 
 “Shall we begin?” Nicola said. 
 And all three turned for the stairs with Nicola at the centre, no longer the prickly cat from before, but the lioness of the pride. 
 “Go ahead a moment,” Nicola commanded. 
 Nicola hung back as the others climbed the stairs, then she looked over her shoulder, and those sharp blue eyes met Geeta’s. 
 Like a beam of charisma, Nicola’s potent energy focused entirely on Geeta, and she heated under that gaze. Everything those colleagues craved in the senior barrister, but Nicola kept back with professional respect, was suddenly unleashed, as if she used all its potential on Geeta. 
 “Good morning,” the barrister purred. 
 Ooooh. That hit places she wasn’t prepared for. Unexpected. Actually it took her breath away. And she smiled, enjoying the silky warmth it elicited. 
 “Morning, Nicola,” Geeta replied with the same attitude. 
 Nicola paused, thoughtful a moment, then turned up the stairs, and Geeta watched her the whole way, stride after powerful stride. 
 She chuckled to herself and sat up straighter. 
 This was definitely becoming a thing for her, wasn’t it. Appreciating Nicola Albright. Feeling an attraction rather than simply seeing her as attractive. She inhaled sharply at the realisation. There were blurry lines between these things, but that glow said she was skipping over one. 
 Every time they’d met recently, something piqued her interest. The striding. The watch. The boldness mixed with the flirtatious. The compliments that mellowed her inside. That hint that Nicola wasn’t invulnerable, human after all, but also so definitely and defiantly strong. That was a combination that had Geeta intrigued and heart pumping. 
 She hadn’t felt like that about a woman before. Not this much. She blushed. Something new about herself then. 
 She should stop this though. Just because she acknowledged Nicola’s sex appeal didn’t mean she should indulge the inclination. In fact, Nicola was the last person she should admire. The feeling would not be mutual. Imagine if Nicola knew. 
 “Oof. Not good.” She laughed to herself. 
 Geeta listened for Nicola over the afternoon, knowing she shouldn’t dwell, but doing so anyway. She turned back to her work with more energy, and glanced up with every footstep, unable to resist checking for the barrister. 
 It was late and the office shutting down by the time she checked a last document. She gazed down at a printout to proofread for Liz. 
 Then footsteps. Geeta paused without looking up and listened, alert. She knew that sound for certain this time. Undisputable. There was a way that Nicola strode down stairs so that Geeta pictured exactly how she looked before lifting her head, and she perked up hearing it, irritation long gone, and a keenness shivering up her spine instead. 
 Stop it. 
 She looked up. 
 Chin aloft. Locks flowing. Dark trouser suit immaculate in cut and material. Nicola strode towards her, with a beaming smile, under which Geeta warmed. 
 “Geeta. I’m glad I caught you. I wanted to give you this.” The barrister strolled behind the reception desk. “Is it alright if I perch here?” 
 “Of course.” 
 Please do. 
 Nicola sat on the corner of the desk, one leg bent towards Geeta over the surface, the other straight, the toned thigh apparent beneath luxurious trouser material, so much that Geeta was tempted to reach out and stroke down her thigh to appreciate the firmness. Did Nicola do this to people on purpose? Because she looked magnificent. Her whole body was tactile temptation, from the soft luxury of the suit to the woman beneath. 
 “Olivia has an article in the latest Law Society Gazette,” Nicola said. “I’ve printed off a copy.” 
 Geeta sat up straighter to pay attention. 
 Nicola handed over a page with a photo of Olivia by a multipaned window in her office upstairs, looking intelligent, capable and serious, always. Geeta had to laugh. Even from two years old, her daughter spotted nonsense. The look she gave people who tried to ‘steal her nose’. 
 “It’s an excellent article,” Nicola continued. “Very persuasive. I was going to congratulate her, but wondered if you’d like to first.” 
 “Oh.” 
 Geeta looked at Nicola, both puzzled and pleased. She took the printout from her hand, as Nicola watched with a gentle thoughtfulness in those clever eyes. 
 Did Nicola know that compliments wore thin with Olivia, blending into fact and higher expectation of her, if she heard them too often. And if Nicola told her, then a compliment from Geeta would mean nothing? Whether Nicola realised it or not, this was incredibly thoughtful. 
 “Thank you.” Geeta held the article precious in her hand. “I’ll read it as soon as I get home.” 
 “It’s an accessible piece.” Nicola waved. “Someone intelligent like you will find it an easy read and Olivia always writes well.” 
 Geeta paused, again, this time at the double compliment to her and Olivia. 
 “I appreciate this,” Geeta said. 
 “It’s nothing.” Nicola dismissed the gesture and got up to leave. 
 It wasn’t nothing at all. They’d definitely established a truce recently and come a long way, especially to ask what occurred to her next. 
 “Nicola?” 
 The barrister hesitated. 
 “Would you like to come round for lunch tomorrow?” 
 “Because we’re friends now?” Nicola tilted her head, the play almost flirty. 
 “Yes.” Geeta grinned. Why not take this new friendship out for a spin. 
 “I’d love it. Should I bring something? Drinks? Dessert?” 
 “If you want. I’m doing a simple roast, putting on music and relaxing. I've family round on Sunday, but Saturday’s all to myself on my birthday.” 
 “Then,” Nicola strode back, “let me take you out for lunch!” She leant on the reception divider, tall and tantalising, but leaning close and intimate. “You mustn’t cook on your birthday.” 
 It was almost a command, in that velvet voice Nicola used when playful – definitely part of her mature sex appeal. But mature Geeta also knew how to stand her ground. 
 “But I want to,” Geeta replied, matching the lean and husky voice. “You cooked lunch last weekend, bought breakfast on Monday, and I want to repay you.” 
 “Not on your birthday though,” Nicola insisted, with such low tones and sensuality, it was like licking cream. 
 Geeta smiled. Yes, she was susceptible to those tones, but she wasn’t a youthful star-struck barrister, and she leaned closer. 
 “But I will,” she said. “And you will do as you’re told on my birthday.” 
 Nicola’s eyes flashed. She licked her lips, as if she’d found something to savour. She slowly straightened tall again, eyes considering Geeta up and down. 
 “If you insist. It would be a...pleasure,” she purred. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” And she turned on her heel and strode out the door. 
 Geeta swung back and forth in her chair. Well, that was fun and satisfying. Actually, she was grinning far too much. 
 “Was that Albright KC?” came from behind. 
 Geeta spun round to find Liz Oduwole. The office manager leant against the doorway, eyes wide and arms crossed. 
 “It was,” Geeta said. Still grinning. Damn it. 
 “She sounded friendly.” Liz rumbled suspicion and innuendo into that short sentence. 
 “I know.” Geeta wrinkled her nose, surprised. “She was being considerate too.” 
 “Hmm.” 
 “You know, she’s all right. Sometimes." 
 Liz chuckled. “Sometimes, she saves our arses here at Bentley. So I’m all for keeping Nicola Albright friendly.” 
 Geeta followed Nicola’s movement through the side window, and the eminent barrister smiled back at her. Like a powerful cat. Like a lion about to pounce on her, so they could maul each other in a very good way. 
 Oh my god, enough of that. There was acknowledging Nicola was sexy, then there was dreaming of being pounced on. Bugger, she was grinning again. 
   




Chapter 15 
   
 Should Nicola have refused that invitation from Geeta? 
 Would she even have been able to? 
 Because when Geeta pushed right back and said to do as she was told, Nicola thrummed inside. The defiance blooming in those beautiful brown eyes, delicious. The surprise of it coming from soft Geeta, who wasn’t afraid to show some strength and claws, irresistible. 
 Yet more undeniable evidence this was a crush, of course. Except here she was, knocking on Geeta’s front door. 
 It wasn’t as if she could avoid it anymore. It was like that children’s book etched into her mind from multiple readings. Oh no. A crush. A giant, lesbian crush. She couldn’t avoid it. She couldn’t hide it. She would have to go through it. 
 And her plan was to let it run its course and wane. 
 Nicola had seen crushes fade in other people's eyes. Never hers. She didn’t bother with yearning after people. If someone wasn’t interested in her, there were plenty more who were. My god, she despaired of that in her daughter – mournfully yearning for her straight best friend for years. That wasn’t Nicola with anyone. 
 She had plenty of flirtatious tension with others. Banter with men when sparks flew, and she knew some women appreciated her too. She’d just let this get the better of her. She'd pushed it down because Geeta was a woman, instead of facing it, and it had grown out of proportion, when she needed to let it free. 
 She needn’t even think of it as a crush. More an appreciation of Geeta beyond usual. Like a man she found attractive but nothing more. 
 There. Back on familiar territory. She could do this. Nicola had a problem, therefore she would fix it. Here we go. 
 “Happy birthday!” Nicola said, as the bungalow door opened in front of her. 
 And she was glad she uttered the words before seeing Geeta, because that sight... 
 The beaming smile. The fluid, easy manner. Geeta reaching out and kissing her on the cheek. The cushion of warmth as their bodies touched as delectable as the stroke of her cheek. Sigh. 
 “Thank you!” Geeta said. “Come in.” Geeta beckoned and turned down the hallway. 
 Bare foot and wearing soft cloth shorts. Smooth brown legs on show and curvy hips swaying as she walked. A bright white T-shirt that made her skin glow, and an open shirt that billowed as she moved. She looked beautiful and comfortable and happy. Nicola failed to hide her smile and the heat to her cheeks. Always with the transformation with Geeta. 
 “Excuse the mess,” Geeta said, as the smell of paint hit Nicola. 
 “Repainting?” 
 The plain white walls in the hallway were bare of the pictures Nicola remembered from years ago. 
 “I’ve finished the upstairs bedroom,” Geeta said over her shoulder. “I used Olivia’s old room when Sumit and I separated, and now I've reclaimed the loft. And the kids always hated the school photos in the hall anyway, so I decided to paint that too.” She waved at the wall. 
 “Although,” Geeta turned around beaming. “I bet Olivia will want them back again. She does not appreciate change, even when it means getting rid of something she doesn’t like.” Geeta raised both hands, in a gesture that betrayed years of the two bumping heads. 
 “Olivia likes things just so doesn't she.” 
 “She does.” Geeta laughed. 
 “And why not,” Nicola added. 
 Geeta swirled around with challenge in her smile. “Oh, I imagine you have strong opinions too.” 
 “Of course I do.” Nicola smacked her lips in a tut. “But change is exciting,” she added. 
 Change and challenge are what charged Nicola's life and kept her heart beating. 
 Geeta tutted with a broad smile, before swirling round in a fluid motion, the gorgeous flow of it accentuated by her curvy body. “Come into the kitchen.” She beckoned. 
 Nicola followed mesmerised into the light open space, the floor-to-ceiling windows revealing a lush garden that swept down to the river. Bird song filtered through the open sliding doors. The day roasted hot, and the garden shone bright in sunlight. Music sang from a player on the kitchen surface. And the smell. That wasn’t what Nicola classed as a simple dish coming from the oven. That had all kinds of spices thrilling the air. 
 “Your house is always so full of life,” Nicola said. 
 “Oh.” Geeta leant against the island that separated the kitchen space from the dining area. “It hasn’t seemed like it recently. But,” she smiled, “I have money coming in, I’m repainting and cooking my favourite chicken. And,” she pointed, “I’m going to play music!” 
 “A fresh start,” Nicola said. 
 “Fresh start.” Geeta grinned. 
 “Here...” 
 Nicola walked over to the dining table by more large windows onto a side path and shrubs. She put down her shoulder bag. 
 “A bottle for lunch,” she said, pulling out a chilled sparkling raspberry lemonade. “And a present.” 
 She placed the gift, wrapped in plain paper and a red-ribbon bow, on the table. 
 “Oh.” Geeta said, as if taken aback. “Thank you!” 
 Then pleasure bloomed on Geeta’s cheeks, and she stroked the wrapping paper. And that appreciation did something to Nicola. She liked doing this to Geeta. She’d never get tired of pleasing her. 
   
 *** 
   
 So, Nicola Albright arrived bearing gifts? Well, well, well. 
 Nicola looked fantastic in her tailored summer dress, sleeveless to show her toned arms, and the front cut high over the chest, but with a teasing slit down the middle. And it was absolutely made for her fabulous long legs. 
 Nicola wore the fragrance that Geeta had always liked. It was a subtle scent. Surprising since every other aspect of the woman hit you over the head with force. And Geeta found herself leaning closer, trying to determine the herbal and spice hints. God. Maybe it was a lure for the unsuspecting. If Nicola didn’t pound you down with her logic, delivery and presence, she’d capture you anyway. 
 But these smiles and gifts? This was nothing like the Nicola who dropped off Charlotte as a student and strode right back out again. 
 Geeta gently tugged at the ribbon and the paper fell apart revealing: 
 “The Chemistry of Spices!” 
 She picked it up, the weight and hardback cover satisfying in her hands. She’d coveted the book in Blackwell’s after breakfast on May Day. 
 “I bought the epidemiology and history one,” Nicola said, prising the paper further apart with long fingers. “I think this is the one you liked. I can take it back if not.” 
 “That’s the one! Thank you!” 
 “I couldn’t find the romance you were looking at though.” 
 “Oh...” Geeta paused. 
 It had been a sapphic romance that caught her attention, because she’d never seen one on the bookshelves before. Yes, she knew they existed, just not right in front of her. And she'd grown even more curious since, with how Nicola made her feel. 
 It was probably a good job Nicola didn’t know the book though. 
 “This is lovely,” Geeta said, skipping past it. “I’m impressed you remembered these.” 
 “They’re very different titles to what I read, so they stuck.” Nicola smiled. “Sorry I didn’t catch the romance. I’ll pick it up next time if you remember the title?” 
 “Oh. No. God. No,” Geeta said. “This...this...is enough already.” 
 It was funny how her heart jumped at the thought of her sapphic curiosity being found out. After years, decades in fact, of supporting Olivia and friends, and being open and used to queer company, it was still an issue, wasn't it. And this was about her, and new feelings. 
 She breathed out. 
 And there was the unknown factor regarding Nicola’s acceptance of queer folk too. She didn't know how tolerant she was. 
 “I’m going to put the history book on the stairs to read in bed tonight.” She hugged the book to her chest. 
 “OK,” Nicola said lightly. 
 Geeta wandered out of sight, down the hallway, and took a moment while she put the book at the bottom of the stairs. 
 She hadn’t expected to be reticent. A surprise. Geeta took another moment to settle herself. She was many things, and sure of most of them. She had a deep foundation by this age, but she wasn’t confident about this. It was new and unknown. She didn’t quite know the boundaries of this part of herself yet, and that was scary as well as exciting. 
 Then she paused again as she came back into the kitchen. Because Nicola Albright was flicking through the spices book, her toned arms flexing with the motion. And not only gazing at the pages with warmth on her face, but humming and gently dancing from side to side. 
 Nicola was another thing she didn’t know the boundaries of yet, and that was scary and exciting too. 
 Although she shouldn’t stand here admiring her with intrigue, difficult when Nicola kept luring her attention back recently. 
 She gave herself a mental kick. “The roast will be ready soon,” she said as she wandered into the kitchen area. “I’m going to make rotis and a salad.” 
 “Do you want some help?” Nicola said, putting down the book and coming over. 
 More surprise. 
 “Yes?” 
 “Are you sure?” Nicola shifted her weight to one side and lowered her voice into sultry. “Do you not trust me in your kitchen?” she said with a smirk of accusation. 
 Geeta laughed. She wasn't sure if she trusted Nicola anywhere. 
 “Of course I do,” she said though. “I’m not used to people helping, that’s all.” 
 Nicola took off her watch and laid it on the island, washed her hands and rubbed them together. “Tell me what to do.” 
 She almost laughed out loud. “Do people order you around normally?” She shouldn’t say it with suggestion, but Nicola kept bringing out this side of her. 
 “Not often.” Nicola blinked languidly with that knowing feline smile. 
 “And do you take it well if they do?” Geeta tilted her head, unable to rein in the suggestion. 
 “Depends on who’s trying.” Nicola’s eyes dropped and roamed around Geeta’s lips. “And what they want me to do.” 
 Lips warming with the attention, Geeta pursed her mouth and blushed a little. Did Nicola realise how flirty she was sometimes? Or how it made people’s hearts flutter. By people’s, she meant hers right now. 
 “OK,” she said, matching Nicola’s smile. 
 And she took a deep breath and exhaled long and hard. 
 She put out a pile of veg, spices, oils and vinegar and half watched Nicola grind seeds in a pestle and mortar, while she added water to the roti dough. She did it by feel because she made them so often. The habitual expertise also gave her time to appreciate the strangeness of Nicola pitching in beside her, chatting and dancing as she went, and, yes, flirting. Also more time to appreciate the toned bare arms, with the light tan and scattering of freckles. The watch again. The side eye and smirk. Accompanied by that feeling that Nicola could pounce any second. 
 God, honestly. The irony of blushing and being reticent about her sapphic side to a woman who was like a mature lesbian pin up. 
   
 *** 
   
 She liked the books. Nicola hummed while mixing spices. She liked books. She liked the books. 
 It was surprisingly pleasing. 
 And the suggestive flirtiness from Geeta? That was divine. 
 “What are you listening to?” Nicola said, squinting at the phone on the surface propped next to a small speaker. She hadn’t got her glasses on. 
 “It’s a random playlist,” Geeta replied. 
 Geeta had stripped to her T-shirt and balled the dough in her palms, her smooth brown arms rising at the bicep with the motion. She rolled the dough into a thin round circle, white flour dusting her dark fingers, and threw the roti into a dry frying pan. It puffed up for a few seconds, before she flipped it over for a few more and added it to a pile. The movement was tactile with a pleasing finesse and elicited a frisson of admiration. 
 That and how Geeta glowed. 
 “It’s one of those playlists that adds recommendations. I think it’s fixated on my love of trance and dance music, 90s Asian underground and Lady Gaga.” Geeta peered at her phone, squinting like Nicola did. 
 Nicola raised her eyebrows in question. 
 “Oh, I was relistening to some old favourites.” Geeta waved her hand. “They reminded me of college. Maybe because that was the last time I was single.” Geeta smiled absently, as if transported there. “Still love it though,” and she carried on rolling. 
 “Dance music?” Nicola said, intrigued. 
 “Yes,” Geeta replied, reminiscence still brightening her voice. “I was at Manchester for uni. Time of the Hacienda.” She drew out the last syllable while raising both hands in the air. 
 “Really?” Nicola tilted her head to consider Geeta. “I’m trying to imagine you out raving.” 
 But before she did, Geeta paused and glared at her, deep brown eyes shining with fury and pleasure. She loved it when Geeta did that. She really shouldn't. But Geeta with dark eyes and fire? That made Nicola feel more alive than high court. 
 “That’s,” Geeta pointed at her, “because you’re thinking of me as a wholesome mum again.” 
 No, she wasn't. But she indulged in a naughty smile. “Waving a rolling pin at me doesn’t help with that by the way.” 
 Geeta stared at the rolling pin she was brandishing. “Fair.” Then she laughed. “Hey,” she said lighter. 
 She switched off the hob, side stepped to rinse her hands, then grabbed her phone to stop the music and swipe at the screen. 
 “Look at this,” she said, grinning. 
 Geeta bumped her hip against Nicola’s leg, then touched her on the arm in that familiar way she did with everyone. Except Nicola felt it everywhere. 
 “I have a photo...” Geeta swiped and swiped. “Here.” She smiled and turned the phone towards her. 
 Elated faces with open mouths. Arms in the air and pale in the flash of a camera. A young white man in a sun hat and large, yellow-smiley T shirt, stood with Geeta very recognisable next to him, with beautiful long wavy black hair. 
 Nicola laughed. “Where is this?” 
 “An early rave somewhere. Can't remember exactly. Not a big one though. Not like the huge warehouse ones later.” 
 She looked at Geeta in the picture again, with long black hair, and a loose T-shirt of bright colours and patterns fabulous on her. 
 Mature Geeta was recognisable from the photograph. Still beautiful now. More so for Nicola. The smooth fullness of youth in the picture hid her face shape that Nicola found so attractive now. 
 “I wouldn’t have dared talk to you back then,” Nicola murmured. 
 She was suddenly surprised she dared now. 
 “What?” Those brown eyes narrowed at her. 
 “A cool girl like that.” Nicola pointed to the photo. “I wouldn’t have approached.” 
 “Like hell,” Geeta growled with disbelief. She glared at Nicola, her long inky eyelashes blinking with disdain. 
 “All true.” Nicola placed hand on hip. “You must have been bright. Gorgeous. Cool. Funny. Sharp. Confident. I wouldn’t have dared.” 
 Geeta opened her mouth. “Nicola Albright KC.” She crossed her arms. “Are you saying you're intimidated by me?” 
 Nicola stopped. And thought. Then she shrugged. 
 “Yes, I suppose I am.” She grinned. 
 And Geeta looked as if she wanted to stab her. It was a good job she was doing something with dough not knives. 
 “Stop being sarcastic,” Geeta said, pointing her finger. 
 “I’m not. I’d have felt like a stick in the mud compared with you.” 
 “Rubbish. You were having too much fun at Oxford balls and flinging yourself from bridges to get boys.” 
 Nicola leaned back and laughed. “Well, yes, but still.” 
 Geeta’s face blazed, annoyed at Nicola. Then she licked her lips and stepped closer, so the intimacy glowed between them. Geeta pressed a finger onto her chest with slow firmness. The pressure, commanding. The warm touch, intoxicating. Then Geeta lifted those beautiful deep brown eyes that shone with intelligence. 
 “You're playing with me.” Slow blink. “But you are not in court now, Nicola Albright.” Another delicious, languorous blink. “This is my birthday, and you have to be nice to me.” 
 And the very cool girl transfixed her with a single finger and look. Alchemy. 
 Not many told Nicola what to do. But when Geeta pressed a finger to her chest, as if it could burn right through her, Nicola would have done anything. 
   




Chapter 16 
   
 Nicola Albright standing beside her, with wonderful bare arms, strangely happy and sending her thrilling side eye at being told what to do – that certainly had an appeal. Geeta couldn’t stop smiling. She glowed after stepping into Nicola’s space and resting a hand on her chest to command her. 
 Well, it was her birthday. She was allowed the guilty pleasure of putting Nicola in her place. 
 She loved how the stars of lines came out around Nicola’s eyes when she smirked at Geeta for doing just that. And now Nicola obliged her, by cutting up mango for a quick, cheat chutney. 
 The tall woman swayed to the music as she diced. 
 “Oh, I love this one,” Nicola said. 
 She sang to a low-voice Gaga, the tones a perfect match for husky Nicola, then accentuated her expressions to fit the video version of the song. Geeta laughed. Not what she expected of Nicola. Although, none of this was what she expected of her. Not the movement of her hips in time to the music. Not doing as she was told. 
 And, oh my god, not belting out the chorus. 
 Geeta turned to stare at Nicola, who breathed in deep and summoned an absolute demon of a voice to match Gaga. 
 “What the...?” 
 She slapped the stop button and left Nicola hanging. 
 “Oh,” Nicola said, then threw her head back, laughing. “Was I annoying you?” 
 “What...? What the heck, Nicola?” 
 “What do you mean, what?” 
 “What–” Oh bloody hell. The barrister had her tangled up in whats. “What the heck is that voice?” 
 “Oh, I know.” Nicola dropped her weight to one side. “It’s not as consistent as it was. Age, I think, and lack of practice. When based in London, I sang regularly in an amateur group, but things came up and–” 
 “You can sing!” Is what she meant. 
 “Well yes.” Nicola looked at her, as if stupid. Nicola didn’t usually do that. Not to her anyway. “I said I was a choral scholar at college?” 
 Yes, she had, but Geeta had imagined voices of angels and children kind of singing, rather than belting it out like a Valkyrie. 
 “I’m a lyric mezzo soprano. Used to be fairly strong.” Nicola shrugged. “Very useful having a trained voice that travels in court.” 
 Geeta stared at her. 
 “You don’t get the parts as often as sopranos. I can only hit the high notes in my head voice.” Nicola waved a hand in the air. “I didn't have the power at that range. So I never pursued it properly after college.” She shrugged again. “Although I once sang the Habanera aria from Carmen on stage. Sometimes I think I became a barrister for the same buzz.” 
 She still stared. 
 Nicola must have assumed she didn’t know the piece. 
 “You’ll recognise it.” And the tall woman breathed in deep to her stomach and stepped back. She put a hand up. “It’s actually quite powerful close up.” 
 Then Nicola purred out a line in French about love, a rebellious bird. 
 And oh my god. Geeta loved it. The velvety notes sounded as if they started way down low and hit Geeta down low too. Like drinking in rich dark chocolate that slipped inside with silky warmth. Her mind hummed, her lips tingled, as if she drank in the smoothness of that sound. It soothed everywhere with the sweetness of honey, the fire of pepper, and seduced with cacao. 
 That was...potent. Nicola was always potent, but like this, Geeta felt drugged. 
 Nicola tilted her head. “You see?” 
 Geeta blinked and inhaled quickly, attempting to cool inside her heated body. 
 “Or Abba? Frida?” 
 As if Geeta didn’t understand, when she did down to her bones. 
 Nicola swept up Geeta’s phone and tapped in a search, and Abba sang about money. 
 “Ah see, this is my favourite. Frida didn’t get as many leads, but this is my voice range, so I love this one.” 
 And Nicola purred along to finding a wealthy man, wanting to fool around and have a very nice time. 
 Geeta knew what she meant, but couldn’t stop Nicola from singing. Because she was stunned by this version of her. When that arrogance became playful and slipped into appealing confidence. When that annoying drive was gusto and enthusiasm for everything in life, from food to song. When Nicola fired on all senses. Oh, she was highly susceptible to this. 
 “I always liked Frida,” Nicola said. 
 Geeta swallowed and heard herself say. “I liked their legs.” 
 She thought of tight-fitting seventies outfits. That was a decade that did legs. Eighties did shoulders. Nicola would have excelled that decade, even without the shoulder pads. And she’d have rocked the seventies too with those long legs. Nicola bloody Albright was clearly rocking every decade. 
 Nicola side eyed her. “Is that because you have magnificent thighs yourself?” And the accompanying smile flirted as much as it teased, and she was suddenly aware of her own thighs and Nicola’s attention on them. 
 Geeta laughed, intoxicated by Nicola’s singing and suggestion, that made her mind swirl and body pulse. 
 She shook her head. “I wasn't thinking of mine.” 
 She realised she’d always liked women’s thighs and the thought of how soft they’d be. She breathed in. She mustn’t think of Nicola’s Albright’s thighs. Do not think of Nicola’s long legs, swaying beside her, and the smooth cavity as they stroked together. Do not think of the curve of her hips or the dip to her waist. Or the way the tailored dress fit snug to Nicola's chest, or notice that she had full, Geeta would say, sizeable breasts. 
 For goodness' sake. She breathed in and looked away. They were the same size as her own – a not particularly rare C to D cup, probably. Nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing to stare at. 
 Nicola leant over her shoulder a moment. 
 Oh, they felt soft though. Geeta melted. 
 The sumptuous padded touch on her back sent fuzzy thrills everywhere. Caressing up her neck, tantalising round her chest, delicately seducing like a drop of erotic sedative. 
 “Let’s have that again,” Nicola said, leaning over further and tapping the player. 
 Those cushions nudging into her? Pillowy heaven. 
 What was she doing? She slapped her hand on the kitchen surface. Dammit. Stop falling like a sap for Nicola Albright. Geeta saw people trip over themselves every day for her. 
 “This was a bad choice, apparently.” 
 Nicola stood back, one hand on hip, regarding her. 
 “No, I...” Geeta shook her head and sighed. “Got distracted, by erm...something.” 
 “Something clearly annoying.” 
 Annoyingly soft and attractive. And, yes, Nicola was still annoying. 
 But this version of Nicola? Bringing presents. Smiling. A walking, singing, dancing bundle of pheromones? 
 Geeta held up her hands. 
 “Let’s...go and eat.” 
 Nicola helped her carry food and drinks down the sloping garden towards the river. Geeta took the time to let the buzzing of her body subside and allow the breeze through her hair to sober her mind, which had gone full erotic walkabout in there. 
 So, this finding-women-sexy thing? Had it always been there, waiting for a time to explore? 
 She’d vaguely wondered what it’d be like to kiss a woman. Didn’t everyone question that? Was that natural human curiosity or her disposition? 
 She also wondered, what if she’d kissed her friend Bela and not Sumit at that university party. Where would she be now? And what if she’d been single the odd time she’d met someone she felt was sexy rather than simply knowing. 
 Like the time she’d stepped back into a woman in a small, crowded space, while talking to a post grad. Her shoulders nudged into the soft chest of someone tall behind, and hands gently curled around arms to catch her. Their subtle strength made her quietly inhale, while the figure around her comforted in a charged way she hadn’t felt before. 
 It was fleeting. Neither said a word. Just, “Sorry,” from Geeta, who stepped forward and automatically continued the conversation with the post grad. But the impression of the woman hummed on her back. It stayed with her, warm and pleasurable, in a way that shouldn’t have lingered so long. It nudged her around the scale more than others, and she'd looked over her shoulder to see who it was, but too late to find her. 
 In that moment, years ago, she understood the appeal of women. It was one of those signs along the road that got louder until she was here, fully acknowledging how delicious a sensation it was, and wishing Nicola Albright would lean over her again. 
 Was now a time in her life to look again? To find out what it was like with a woman? 
 She sat on the sofa at the water’s edge with Nicola, who licked her fingers. 
 “Well, this is delicious, darling,” Nicola said, with that flirtatious smile and long legs crossed towards her, suggesting salacious pleasure. 
 Yes, this feeling for a woman was stronger than ever. What the heck should she do about this? 
   
 *** 
   
 Good lord, this food was good. 
 And this was fun. 
 Nicola licked her fingers covered in tangy and sweet mango juices. 
 She sat alongside Geeta in her soft shorts, voluptuous golden-brown legs on show. Her tight-fitting T-shirt glowed white in the sunshine and set off her complexion and curvy figure. 
 “And this is gorgeous.” 
 She put down her plate on a small table and raised her glass. Condensation ran over her fingers, and she sipped a piquant blend of apple juice, fragrant mint and ginger. 
 “Just delicious.” 
 The food, the sumptuous setting by the Isis River, surrounded by shrubs and trees in full leaf, and the company. Her body and mind thrilled with it all. She slung her arm around the back of the garden sofa, behind Geeta, and closed her eyes to the invigorating warmth of the sunshine, and inhaled the scent of Geeta’s hair in the sun. 
 Geeta looked stunning. 
 Nicola smiled. See, she could enjoy this crush. And the flirting that Geeta indulged too? Wonderful. The rush it gave was as good as when she excelled in court, battling on a knife edge. What had she ever worried about. 
 Nicola didn’t need to fear this. She’d even confidently face that beautiful photo of Geeta she’d taken. Simply a photo of a gorgeous woman. 
 “By the way,” she said, opening her eyes. “Have you updated your dating profile?” 
 “No, I haven’t.” Geeta sighed. 
 “Why?! What are you waiting for?” 
 “Well.” Geeta crossed her arms. “I’m not sure I'm ready.” Geeta peered at her, a furrow between her eyebrows and her gaze flicking everywhere. “But...” 
 “But what?” She brimmed too full of good feelings and optimism for procrastination. 
 “I don’t know.” Geeta picked up her phone from the table and pulled up her profile. “See, still no matches.” 
 “The photo, darling, is wretched. Update it.” She drew up her shoulders to communicate just how absurdly bad it was. 
 “But....” 
 “Pass it over.” Nicola beckoned with her fingers. “Come on.” 
 Geeta hesitated again. It wasn’t like her normally. Geeta was a confident, decisive woman. Why was she delaying? 
 “Give it here.” Nicola grabbed the phone. 
 “No!” Geeta said, laughing. “Stop it.” 
 And for a moment, their bare legs touched as they tussled, Geeta’s soft thighs in her shorts stroking against hers in her dress, as divine, silky caresses. They rolled together, laughing, until Geeta let go of her phone. 
 “Fine,” Geeta said, crossing her arms. “Put the damn photo up.” 
 Nicola beamed, delighted. Not just at Geeta relenting, but at the tussle too. The warmth and exhilaration made her body buzz and celebrate the contact. 
 “So have you got it on your phone?” Yes, it was ready to upload. 
 She tapped and waited for the new profile photo to appear of Geeta looking dangerously attractive at the Botanic Gardens. 
 Really, this was awfully good fun. 
 “And the rest of this profile,” she scrolled down. “Honestly.” She raised an eyebrow, delighting at teasing Geeta. 
 “Don’t even think about changing it.” Geeta glared at her and pointed a finger. 
 Nicola shifted around to face her, legs stroking Geeta’s thigh again. She dropped her voice. “I will do as I’m told,” she said, but with an edge that implied she’d do nothing of the kind. 
 “As if.” Geeta tutted. She crossed her arms again, unusually defensive. “But...” 
 “Yes?” Nicola kept scrolling down the profile, enjoying Geeta all snug against her. 
 “At the bottom...” 
 “Hmmhmm?” 
 “In the preference check boxes...” 
 “Yes?” 
 “Put women.” 
 “What was that?” 
 “Where it says, ‘who are you interested in’. Put women. Put everyone,” Geeta said. 
 “...” 
 “Check the box that says I don’t care what gender.” 
 She paused, finger hovering over the options. Did Geeta just say she was interested in women? 
 “Have you put it?” Geeta said, turning towards her, soft legs nudging hers. She peeked over the top to see the screen. 
 Heart pounding in her chest. Pulse thudding in her ears. Hot and tingling all over. What the... 
 Nicola swallowed. 
 “Did you say you were interested in women?” 
 It came out a whisper. 
 “Well...” Geeta frowned and leant away to stare at the river. 
 And Nicola’s heart didn’t abate one bit. 
 “Haven’t you ever wondered?” Geeta smiled, confusion and perhaps reticence flickering in her eyebrows. “What it's like to kiss a woman?” 
 Nicola’s throat collapsed and she couldn’t answer. 
 “Would it be so different?” 
 She didn’t know. She hadn’t allowed herself to think in that much detail. But yes, right now, Nicola did wonder what it’d be like to kiss a woman. So much it consumed her whole body. She couldn’t take her eyes off Geeta’s lips. Their fullness and curving shape. The dark colours of pinks and browns blending in beautiful mauve. The tip of her tongue just now, moistening them with a slow delicious sweep that trailed so suggestive that Nicola started to dip towards her. She wanted to taste her. Tease her tongue inside. Sweep their lips together. 
 Oh god. What was happening to her? 
 “Really, is it so different?” Geeta shrugged. “Gender and people are such a wonderful broad range. Never two the same. Why do I have to like one specific thing? I wondered growing up, why I didn’t have ‘a type’ like other people. You know, in magazine quizzes like Just Seventeen, ‘what’s my boyfriend type’...” 
 She only half heard Geeta above the thudding in her ears and her gasping breath that seemed to fill the air. 
 “...I wondered if it was fluid, depending on individuals and how you related to them. I had such a broad range of boyfriends, and after all these years, I wonder would I like women too...” 
 Is this what it was like to die? Heart bursting. Body burning. Everything in meltdown. No semblance of control over anything. 
 “...And women, all people, can be beautiful and handsome, don't you think. So why not?” Geeta gazed straight at Nicola, and she heard her with crystal clarity. 
 “So, I'd like to know,” Geeta said, face soft with gentle resolution. “I want to know what it’s like to kiss a woman.” 
 And now it was exactly what Nicola wanted to know too, because she couldn’t think of anything but kissing Geeta. She seemed full of her. Like the air between them was where she began, and Geeta ended. She leant, inextricably drawn closer by the scent of her hair, warm in the sun’s rays, the allure of her lips, the compulsion to hold her body against hers, naked and wet. 
 Oh god, what was this? 
 Geeta’s eyes looked skywards. “I think that was the bell.” 
 “What?” Nicola gasped. 
 “The doorbell. Excuse me a sec.” 
 Geeta rested her hand on Nicola’s leg, and her body turned liquid. Molten, burning, liquid. 
 The touch that a moment before might have been pleasurable and indulgent, now, with that snippet of knowledge, scorched with unleashed potential. 
 And her heart nearly burst out of her chest. 
   




Chapter 17 
   
 There. She’d said it. Geeta told someone that she was, well, queer, she supposed. 
 Her heart leaped. 
 Telling Nicola Albright wasn’t the most obvious choice and, walking up the undulating lawn, she didn’t dare glance back for her reaction. She hoped she was unfazed by it. Nicola’s attitude had changed towards Charlotte and Millie – supportive in action if not words – and the respect for Kate and Olivia showed hope, didn't it. In fact, Nicola always supported Olivia. 
 Geeta trembled. Must be nerves. They tickled down to her fingers and she clenched her hands over and over. 
 “Goodness,” she breathed. 
 She’d been grounded in her role for decades, adapting, learning, refining of course, but this felt a significant change. Not the upheaval of divorce, and the rawness left by ripping away Sumit. But diffuse elation at exploring beyond her own skin. Open. Vulnerable. Not finding her new shape yet. Exciting. Exhilarating. Terrifying. 
 She breathed out a laugh as she strode through the thickening green grass of the spring lawn. This felt freeing, like it released all her swirling potential that had been channelled in restricted directions for so long. This was the start of something. 
 She stepped into the kitchen and hurried down the hallway, the energy of her revelation making her high. 
 “Oh,” she said, when she saw two familiar shapes through the frosted glass of the front door. 
 Of all the people to visit. She blushed as she turned the handle. 
 “Charlotte! Millie!” She laughed out of nerves. 
 “Happy birthday!” they chorused. 
 Charlotte’s eyebrows shot up in apology. “We wanted to drop this round tomorrow, but we’ve got an appointment. Can we give it to you now?” She held out a wrapped parcel. 
 “Of course! Thank you.” She took the gift, tempted to say they shouldn’t have, but flattered that they had. “This is lovely of you.” 
 She ran her hands through her hair, flustered. 
 “You must come in!” she beckoned, realising she hesitated. 
 “Is that OK?” Charlotte asked, shoulders sloping and making herself smaller. 
 “Of course. I know I invited everyone to drop by tomorrow, but I’m in today. Actually, your mother's here right now.” 
 Did someone press pause on the pair? 
 She peered up to see two confused faces: tall Charlotte with waves of long hair tumbling around her shoulders, and all expression tumbling from her face; and shorter Millie, hands on hour-glass hips, blonde curls bouncing from a whiplash-inducing turn of the head, and an excuse-me-what-the-fuck reaction on her face. Millie even swore with her eyes. Geeta knew her mind enough to read that. 
 “What?” Charlotte said. “Mum? Do you mean...? Like, my mother?” 
 Millie wrinkled her nose and quirked her top lip. “Be weird if it was my mum, since they’ve never met, and Mum lives in Ireland now. Bit random.” 
 “I know, but... My mum?” 
 As if this was more unlikely. 
 “Yes,” Geeta said. “It would have surprised me not long ago.” 
 Yet, here they were, and more than one thing surprised her. 
 “Come on through, you two. Nicola’s sitting by the river.” 
 “Right,” Charlotte said, confusion rippling across her forehead. “I’ll tell her we’re here.” 
 Charlotte dipped her head inside and Millie followed, while Geeta closed the door. She assumed they both walked through, but when she turned round the short blond stood very present. Millie’s eyebrows shot up. 
 “Hanging out with Nicola Albright, hey?” 
 “Yes!” Geeta said with the same surprise. “She’s...” 
 She wanted to say, ‘not that bad’. But Nicola was also strangely very good. She needed to be diplomatic about Nicola with these two, though. Yes, they all thought Nicola an insensitive pain in the arse, but Geeta couldn’t say that out loud. 
 “She’s...” 
 Millie watched with tongue poking from amused lips. 
 “She’s...” How to sum up Nicola Albright right now. “...living virtually next door so we’re...” What on earth were they doing? “Actually, kind of friends these days.” 
 Millie nodded soberly, and many thoughts clearly whizzed round her head. “Right.” 
 “Right,” Geeta agreed. 
 Ah, that sparkle in Millie Banks’ eyes? She was capable of seeing far too much, and Geeta looped her arm through Millie’s to distract her. 
 “Come on. Would you like a cuppa?” 
 “Of course,” Millie grinned. “Do you have cake too?” 
 Geeta tugged Millie closer. “I do.” 
 Because being a mum for so long, loving cooking and wanting to stay home for her birthday meant she’d baked herself a cake. 
 “I told Charlotte we should bring one,” Millie said, as they walked arm in arm, “but she insisted you’d make a nicer one. Then you’d have to be polite about the crappy cake we bought. My words, not Charlotte’s.” 
 “That is...” Perceptive of Charlotte and typically blunt of Millie. “I'd never turn away cake.” 
 Millie beamed a huge smile. 
 The short woman always made Geeta want to clap her hands together and laugh. The swagger. The chutzpah. And underneath a quiet, deep adoration of Charlotte. Yes, Geeta saw it. Glimpses here and there, that Charlotte must be treated to more often, because people were so different with others, and through different eyes. 
 And Charlotte today. Goodness, she looked well. Since she’d got together with Millie, she’d been deliriously happy, but there was something else about her. Not less happy. But her face had changed. Reminded Geeta of herself when she was... 
 “Right, what can I do to help?” Millie said, spinning around to Geeta in the kitchen. “Because you shouldn’t be doing all this on your birthday.” 
 And they made a pot of tea, Millie walking on ahead with a tray of mugs, and Geeta following behind with cake. 
 This was turning out to be quite a birthday. Fifty-six and she was all over the place, not knowing what form she’d take yet. Life changing. 
 To think that Millie and Charlotte had done this already. Look at Millie. Not even coming out, just leaping with complete faith into this blossoming relationship with Charlotte. Friends who’d adored each other, now partners who gazed at each other as if amazed to find someone so wonderful by their side. They brought so much joy, it filled Geeta’s heart and made her smile brim with tears, and the world felt a better place with them in it. 
 Olivia, Kate, Charlotte, Millie. They all made that leap beyond the accepted narrative, going on an adventure and making their own stories. And, of course, they’d find themselves over and over in different ways, their story continuing ever onwards. But Geeta suddenly felt young doing this. Exciting. 
   
 *** 
   
 Nicola's head burned. Thoughts in paralysis. Body on fire. Heart thumping. World crashing down. 
 Because having a crush on someone was one thing. Thinking them beautiful. Having your chest beat low and strong when near. Skin prickling in exquisite goose bumps and seeing hearts and rainbows. 
 Then there was that. Wanting to kiss Geeta so strongly, Nicola feared she already leant in and drowned. 
 This full, blatant sexual attraction, ignited by possibility and Geeta’s curiosity, struck so powerfully Nicola distrusted her body – what it could do, how it might feel, the depth to which it unravelled with Geeta simply sitting there talking about kissing women. 
 The attraction had soared potent and dangerous when Geeta threw open the door from impossible into maybe. And all those admiring looks and glowing feelings that Nicola had sent out into an empty universe, suddenly bounced back at her with a question. Could Geeta find her attractive too? The possibility was tiny, but infinitely larger than nothing, and that sliver of hope apparently had her bursting. 
 What the hell was happening to her? 
 And now her daughter, Charlotte, and partner Millie were here. This couldn't be worse timing. 
 She stood and smoothed down her dress. 
 “Darling. Hi.” 
 She refrained from giving Charlotte a perfunctory kiss, the one she usually dabbed on her cheek so quickly she wouldn’t have to catch Charlotte’s recoil. 
 Charlotte loped towards her in a walk of her own. Nothing like Nicola’s. The number of times she’d tried to improve it, because the way you entered a room set the tone and your status. But that was the least of her worries today. 
 “Hi, Mum,” Charlotte said, almost as a question. 
 “Darling, how’s your weekend going?” Nicola managed at last. 
 “Erm...” Charlotte’s gaze quizzed her. “We bought a present for Geeta.” 
 “That’s nice darling. But what about the question I asked?” 
 That was mean of her. But, for the love of god, why wouldn't her daughter stay on topic in conversation. Damn it. She was flustered. And she didn't want Charlotte asking questions about why she visited Geeta. 
 Charlotte frowned as if it hurt, and Nicola immediately wanted to take it back. 
 “I’ll get the cushions for the other sofa,” Charlotte mumbled, and she loped to the sofa alongside, the hurt shadowing her. 
 Charlotte threw back the weatherproof cover and pulled out cushions hidden beneath, so familiar with the setup, it was like Geeta’s was the family home, not Nicola’s new cottage, which Charlotte still hadn’t visited. That hit too. 
 And now here came Millie, the last person she needed, followed by Geeta, the cause of her world imploding. 
 “Whatcha, Nicola,” Millie called out, swaying down the lawn and brandishing a tray. 
 “Good to see you, Millie,” Nicola replied, although it lacked her usual ocean of confidence. 
 Geeta called from further up, all smiles, curving beauty and generosity. “Make yourselves comfortable, everyone.” 
 And Millie plonked herself next to Charlotte, both distant from Nicola. 
 Was she being paranoid? She shook her head. She was never like this. 
 “You OK?” Geeta said, glancing up as she poured tea. 
 “Yes,” Nicola snapped. “Of course,” she added, trying to regain composure. 
 “Would you like to sit and have tea?” 
 “No, thank you.” She waved away concern. “I want to stretch my legs.” 
 She placed her hands on the small of her back and strolled to the water’s edge. 
 That reaction had come from nowhere. She’d experienced nothing as powerful before. Geeta could have said one word, commanded her with a single touch, and she would have been gone. No-one had ever sparked that level of attraction. 
 She paced along the river’s edge, back and forth, between the shrub boundaries of the garden, the laughter from the other three the backdrop to her spiral. 
 “While we’re here and Mum...” she heard Charlotte say. “Mum’s also here...” It filtered through slowly. 
 She turned round to find Geeta sitting up, energised. What was going on? 
 “There’s something we’d like to tell you.” Charlotte blushed, always, never hiding her thoughts or feelings – disastrous as a lawyer. 
 Geeta smiled in response and covered her mouth with praying hands. What did she know? 
 “Well...It’s just...” Charlotte looked to Millie and held her hand. 
 Oh, for goodness’ sake, spit it out. Distraction first, then lost for words, always with Charlotte. 
 “Millie and I have been talking and we’d like to grow our family.” Charlotte’s smile bloomed even larger. “We want to have a baby.” 
 “Wonderful. How exciting!” Geeta clapped her hands. 
 All three dissolved into smiles, arms reaching out, congratulations ringing in the air, cheeks blushing. Then slowly the excitement waned, and the laughter quietened. 
 They all looked at her, expectantly. 
 Were they serious? Charlotte as a mother? When she’d finally got her act together at work. And maybe, god maybe, she'd make partner one day. Still stumbling through life with Millie in their tiny home. She, of all people, was thinking of having children now? Her clueless girl had no idea how hard that would hit. 
 “Are you out of your mind?” Nicola said. 
 They stared at her. Charlotte’s face fell, Geeta slowly dropped her hands into her lap, and a frown pinched hard on Millie’s forehead. 
 “Are you seriously planning on having children?” 
 “Well...” Charlotte whispered. “Yes, we are.” 
 It was very quiet. 
 “I mean.” Nicola wanted to backtrack a pace. “Of course it’s a natural thing to want, but...” 
 How could she say this. That her daughter was not always competent. And this relationship with Millie was new. And having a baby would sink her. Look how much it took out of Nicola, and she was on top of life in a way Charlotte never was. Same with Geeta. Motherhood had its price. She knew that now. 
 “It's a huge responsibility, Charlotte.” 
 And yes, she heard her tone, talking to her daughter as if six years old and she’d asked for an inappropriate pet. 
 “Have you thought it through?” 
 Because even though Charlotte landed on her feet with her job and home, Nicola saw signs of the crash that often followed. The chaos in the aftermath of exams at sixteen and eighteen. The push to qualify, then difficulty starting her career. Charlotte floundered so often, leaving everything to a last-minute panic. Then she became frustrated with herself, because she was conscientious and a perfectionist at heart, and would stay up late and exhaust herself to put it right. And for the umpteenth time, Nicola would despair and ask Charlotte why on earth she didn’t start earlier. 
 She wished, Nicola really did, that Millie would help like she had at university. The two had worked side by side for three years. But the curvy blond filled Charlotte’s head with the candy floss of romance, and Nicola dreaded another, inevitable backslide. 
 Damn it. Why did they have to bring this up now, with Nicola stumbling. She’d never been on a back foot like this, not even in the worst court cases. She started again. 
 “You're both establishing your careers and your relationship is new. You’re not ready for everything a child brings.” 
 A dark cloud passed over the three of them. Geeta looked away, with thunder in her face. Millie crossed her arms so hard she might cut herself in two. And Charlotte... That was sobering. It pulled Nicola from her spiral, because she’d made Charlotte look like that before. 
 Nicola paused with cold regret sinking through her body. 
 Then it sank another mile, when Charlotte said: 
 “Mum. We’re not just planning. I’m already pregnant.” 
 The thick silence felt like the only thing holding Nicola up. She lifted her chin, opened her mouth, but nothing came out. 
 Completely. Utterly. Floored. 
 “I...erm...” Charlotte stuttered, then her shoulders slumped and face collapsed, as if she crumbled inside. Shrinking, hurting and breaking. 
 It was the same as when Charlotte's world fell apart at eight, her only friend at school moving away. She’d sat in the corner, still in her gingham uniform dress, unable to do anything since finding out. 
 The same heartbreak at the end of college, when she quietly explained she couldn’t be near Millie anymore without hurting, too much in love with her friend, and needing to find somewhere else to live. 
 And worst, the expression when Nicola came home from her most disastrous week at work. 
 The house had been in chaos, Daniel at the pub with a friend, and Charlotte’s application for university still not submitted. Nicola had let Daniel have it in the kitchen. Brought up every damned mistake he’d ever made. The times he forgot the bills she left to him. The homework he hadn’t reminded Charlotte to do. Between the pair of them, nothing was done on schedule. The birthdays missed. The jobs lost. 
 And if only Charlotte had spoken up at school, they could have submitted the damned application there. But no, she’d probably not listened, or failed to speak up anyway. 
 Daniel’s glare brimmed with every drop of resentment he’d stored up over two decades, and he shouted, “Maybe if you stopped bloody criticising Charlotte, she might have some confidence left to speak!” 
 And that tore her apart, because she saw it for what it was. He wanted her to stop nagging them both. But what the hell was she meant to do? Just put up with them knocking over a vase, or forgetting the one damned thing she’d asked them to do. At the same time, she heard loud and clear that she hurt her girl, and that cut like a knife. 
  She lashed out in defence. 
 “Do not blame me for Charlotte messing up. Because it's no wonder she’s such a shambles with you as a role model.” She’d slammed her hand on the kitchen counter. “I can only rely on you both to be one thing, and that’s unreliable.” 
 And the room had gone still. She hadn't realised Charlotte stood in the doorway. She’d meant every word about Daniel but she never wanted her daughter to hear that. 
 And Charlotte had worn that same expression as she did now, imploding with hurt. 
 Shit. 
 Shock smacked on Geeta’s face, and her eyes pleaded with Nicola, incredulous that she said nothing to make it better. 
 But Nicola still couldn’t move. 
 “I want to go home,” Charlotte croaked, and she reached for Millie's hand. 
 “Come here,” Geeta said, offering an arm. “I’ll wrap up some cake for you both.” 
 Charlotte opened her mouth but seemed too fatigued to form a sentence. It was a state that frustrated Nicola over the years. For goodness’ sake, just say what's wrong, use your words. And at the same time, she was devastated, again, that she made it worse. 
 The three turned up the lawn towards the house. 
 “I thought she’d be pleased,” she heard Charlotte finally say. 
 “Same,” Millie snapped. The venom was all about Nicola, not Charlotte. “She’s always bloody going on about Bryony and her children...” 
 She didn’t catch the rest. Devastated Charlotte, fuming Millie and incredulous Geeta disappeared into the house. 
 Oh god. What an absolute, wretched mess. 
 That moment with Geeta had torn her open, for all the world and herself to see. It left her flailing and raw and not knowing who she was anymore. Then interrupted by the worst people – of all the guilt-inducing people it could have been – she’d pivoted, so fucking badly, she landed flat on her face in front of two who mattered most. 
 Cool, calculating, incredible-under-pressure Nicola Albright KC, had built a career on delivering under extraordinary conditions. But she’d completely fucked up here. 
 She wandered up the lawn, head a maelstrom. When she stepped inside the kitchen, only Geeta remained. 
 Nicola breathed in, praying her next words came out steady, and she never needed divine help before. 
 “I think I should go too.” 
 Geeta glared agreement. Hands to hips, then arms tight across her chest, Geeta opened her mouth, then bit the words silent. 
 “I don’t know what to say,” Geeta finally managed. “It’s not my place to say anything, but...” She shook her head. “Where do I even start with that.” 
 Nicola nodded. She didn’t want to hear it either. 
 “I’ll see myself out,” she said. 
 It came out clearly, but guilt troubled her face. Geeta wouldn’t look at her though. 
 “Thank you for lunch,” Nicola said. 
 And she headed past Geeta, whose cheeks knotted with restrained fury that said they were nowhere near being friends. 
   




Chapter 18 
   
 There were two people in the world who got to her, Charlotte and Geeta. 
 Without even trying, they’d ambushed Nicola in a pincer movement, and she’d tripped spectacularly. 
 It was rare, but she’d tripped before. 
 Fifteen years ago, she travelled to Oxford to visit Charlotte. They were late, of course, because Daniel never took a bloody schedule seriously. He slept in the back of the car after pulling an all-nighter to write an article for The Telegraph, and Nicola drove. 
 She picked up Charlotte to shop for clothes and books before they were due to meet her friend for lunch, while Daniel insisted he’d take care of food for the picnic. Nicola bit her tongue, knowing he’d use the occasion to buy alcohol. 
 “I’ve been seeing someone,” Charlotte said. 
 Nicola flicked through a rail of smart coats in Hobbes on Oxford High Street. Charlotte claimed she didn’t want one, but Nicola knew she’d already be meeting influential future colleagues and needed to look the part. 
 “Oh, really?” Nicola replied, nonchalant and sweeping hangers aside. “What’s his name?” 
 “Mum.” Her daughter's voice was tiny. “Please don't make me say it again.” 
 Yes, she knew Charlotte had come out. 
 “Her name’s Becca, and she’s my first girlfriend.” 
 Nicola almost paused but swished another coat aside. She hoped they weren’t meeting this girlfriend today. No, Charlotte said they were meeting someone called Olivia. 
 She ground her teeth and scraped the hangers along the rail, while Charlotte wittered on and on about Becca. 
 Didn’t her daughter appreciate how little time Nicola had? How hard she’d worked to clear her schedule to come to Oxford today. And now Charlotte babbled about some woman instead of choosing a coat and taking her appearance seriously. Enough of this. 
 “For god's sake, Charlotte. When are you going to make that leap?” 
 Her daughter flinched on the other side of the rail, the two of them tall above it. 
 “Look,” Nicola relented. “I appreciate women are more attractive most of the time.” 
 The light in Charlotte’s eyes. 
 “They understand you. They’re generally more hygienic as teens. Smell nicer. They know what you’re going through. But you must grow out of this and make the leap to the real thing.” 
 The light in Charlotte’s eyes went out, and her face collapsed with despair. 
 But hadn’t Nicola been patient enough with this already. Yes, some boys took a few years to be civilised with girls. But honestly, there were plenty at Oxford and she didn’t have to crave girls anymore. 
 Nicola didn’t want people looking at Charlotte with the venom Stacy threw those girls at school. Caught in the changing room and whispered about for months. Years. Not her daughter. It killed her to think Charlotte would be treated that way. And a mix of shame and fear for her daughter curdled inside. She’d done everything possible to keep Charlotte from getting too close to girls. 
 “But if you understand...?” Charlotte said, before breathing out frustration. 
 “I can see why you might be tempted. But you can't be.” 
 People were tempted by all kinds of things, it didn't mean they should do them. Fantasies weren't always a safe scenario for reality. Why didn’t Charlotte understand that? But, no, she only had eyes for women. Why the hell couldn’t she turn away? 
 They left the shop, out of time, because of Charlotte's prevarication and distraction about girls, and they walked down High Street towards St Hilda’s, Nicola prickling the whole way. 
 You kissed boys, not other girls. It looked silly. Like pretending. Practicing at best. Definitely not the real thing. 
 “You have to move on,” she’d told Charlotte, over and over. 
 She spent years telling Charlotte that of course women were nice, but you couldn’t have babies and partner them and expect the world to approve. You had to make that switch. Plenty of girls horrified by boys as teens had wonderful marriages. 
 Daniel waited for them outside the porter’s lodge. Charlotte almost ran to him and his big easy smile, and lack of reprimand about this, because Daniel never faced up to anything difficult. 
 “Hey,” he said, giving Charlotte that smile and hugging her. 
 For the love of god. 
 “Daniel!” Nicola snapped. “Have you bought the sandwiches?” 
 The cool-bag swinging from his hand bulged with bottles and didn’t have room for anything else. 
 “I forgot!” He laughed. “I took a call then rushed back after getting these. Come and choose something with me baby girl.” 
 And Charlotte fled to him, just like she always did. Jesus Christ. 
 “Fine,” Nicola said. “I'll go ahead and make our apologies for being late.” Always tidying up after him. 
 Then moments later, Nicola met someone who affected her from head to toe. Who pulled at every atom in her body like a force of nature. 
 She saw her in the porter's lodge talking to a student. Nicola assumed she was a lecturer, perhaps chatting with a post-graduate, from the subject matter of the conversation and the ease and good humour of the way they talked. 
 Long, wavy, black hair, with the tiniest hints of chestnut catching the sunlight. Glowing golden-brown skin, complemented by the deep green silk of her embroidered salwar kameez. The most beautiful, generous smile and intelligent eyes. 
 Just seconds. That’s all it took to make an indelible mark on Nicola. The way the woman moved, comfortable with herself and others. Her expression open and engaging. The way she spoke, informed and interested. The mellow mid tones of her voice. Nicola adored it all. 
 She knew enough about that woman in a single minute to be infatuated, like the tone and outline was set, and more detail and flourishes would only make the picture more beautiful. That first impression touched Nicola with an enduring impact. 
 Nicola blinked, not realising she’d stopped in her tracks to gaze at the woman. She made herself move on towards the college-side door. The small lodge busy, she turned sideways to squeeze past the woman without making contact, but as she passed, the woman stepped back into her. 
 The soft warmth of the woman pressed to her chest was instantly intimate. Nicola held her arms to stop her from stumbling and it was the loveliest sensation she’d ever experienced. She felt compelled to hold her gently in place, and Nicola closed her eyes with the woman’s smooth hair against her cheek and subtle fragrance filling her head. It was all there. 
 “Oh, my goodness, I’m so sorry,” the woman said, unable to turn around in the confines of the lodge. 
 Nicola couldn't speak. She gently squeezed her arms, to say it was fine, and the sumptuous warmth in her hands tugged deep inside. Her face burned. Her heart thumped so hard her chest ached. 
 Finally, she did understand. How a woman could be the only person in a room. How you couldn’t turn away. And with leaden regret, she walked on. 
 She took a moment outside. So unlike her. Heart cantering and mind racing, she was forced to take a detour to calm herself, and minutes later, still not composed, she threw back her head anyway and strode towards the lawns. 
 But here she faltered again. Because the same woman hosted a magnificent spread of food, smiling with Daniel and Charlotte, and looking like the most beautiful person she’d ever seen. 
 The woman was Geeta Sachdeva, and before Geeta even knew she existed, Nicola experienced a powerful attraction to her that toppled her faith in herself. 
 Throughout the picnic, Geeta unwittingly compounded her shame by being the accepting, wonderful mother she'd never been, right in front of her. Such a double whammy. Nicola's heart responding to Geeta, then having to sit there, with everyone’s disapproval as an outsider, while Geeta held up a mirror to Nicola’s faults and so much more. 
 This had been the nub of her antagonism with Geeta for fifteen years, with Geeta’s enduring support for Charlotte the perpetual twist of the knife. 
 Geeta prodded sore points without even realising. Those parts of Nicola that said she’d been a bad mother. That said she’d been bigoted and unsupportive. And that she’d been wrong about her daughter’s sexuality. But most of all, she’d been wrong about her own. 
 Yes, there were precisely two people who got under her skin, her youngest daughter and Geeta Sachdeva, for very different reasons. And, of course, they would have to be friends. 
   




Chapter 19 
   
 Nicola had taken many careful steps towards Charlotte over fifteen years. 
 Stopping comments about her queerness cold and dead in their tracks, Geeta’s presence bursting into Nicola’s psyche and making her wince at every guilty thing she’d said. 
 Slowly accepting that Charlotte was a lesbian and would never change, and that Nicola should never have suggested it. 
 Supporting Millie as Charlotte’s new girlfriend because, no matter how ill-advised, they seemed destined. She’d have to see where they landed, rather than stopping them. 
 Showing her genuine respect for people like Olivia, Kate and belatedly Philip. 
 Yes, she’d come a long way. 
 But now she’d blown all her progress to pieces, tripped up by her powerful attraction to Geeta, sharp mind thrown into a spin and messing up spectacularly. In front of Charlotte. In front of Geeta. 
 She realised, despite her small steps to accepting Charlotte’s sexuality and that of others, she hadn’t really examined her own in those fifteen years. She’d kept the cogs of her life turning fast, but the spanner that threatened and rattled the edges now plunged into the works, bringing her life to a standstill. 
 Damn it. Ignore this crush, or face it, whatever she did, it became a bigger and bigger issue. 
 For years, Geeta made her question everything about sexuality, then, unaware, enthralled her with a touch at the garden party. And when Geeta said ‘put women’ Nicola had unravelled, and nothing could halt it. The woman, who made her stop and stare and melt and sigh, was interested in women too. 
 It was as if Nicola’s years-long resistance strengthened her attraction. Like pulling back an unseen powerful elastic thread, and it suddenly letting go when Geeta said she was queer. Except this attraction had nowhere to go. Geeta hated her. And Nicola hurtled towards a stonewall of defiance. 
 How excruciating. The woman who made her melt burned with rage in return. 
 First things first, however. 
 “I’m sorry,” Nicola tapped out a message to Charlotte on her phone. 
 She’d already called, three times an hour apart, all unanswered, and got the message loud and clear that her daughter didn’t want to talk to her. Which was understandable. 
 But Nicola didn’t delay sorting problems. See an issue – fix it. Firefighting was what she did best, despite rarely starting the fires. 
 “Can we do that again, please? I'd love to help you and Millie.” 
 She imagined Charlotte showing Millie the message, and the latter cynically cackling. 
 “How about I take you to lunch? Ashmolean?” 
 Still no reply on Sunday. 
 Charlotte made her sweat. Also, understandable. Then she corrected herself. Charlotte wouldn't make her sweat for the sake of it because the girl was not calculating. She’d just be extremely hurt. 
 New message then. 
 “BTW, I’m free today and next weekend,” she tapped out. “Or Monday lunchtime at a push,” she added as a desperate alternative. 
 “OK. Monday,” came back. 
 So Charlotte chose the shortest slot. Fine. She’d work with that. Her daughter was giving her a chance. 
 She cancelled appointments and strode down the broad boulevard of St Giles, up the wide stone steps of the museum, through the columned entrance and climbed the sleek new stairs of the atrium to the rooftop restaurant. She sat at a table by the window wall with a view across the spires, always enjoying the sensation of being on top of Oxford. 
 Charlotte hadn’t arrived yet, so she ordered sparkling water for them both. She’d be forever grateful that her daughter didn’t like the taste of alcohol, and Nicola twisted the top with a satisfying crack and poured two fizzing drinks. 
 “Well, I’m not bloody putting up with it,” filtered through the air in London tones. 
 Ah. Charlotte brought Millie then. She would have preferred a private chat with Charlotte, but of course she’d bring reinforcements. 
 Nicola sighed, realising this was where she’d first met Millie. Before Nicola melted at Geeta. Long before Millie fell in love with Charlotte. The short, curvy blond had swaggered in with Charlotte, hips swaying, head thrown back with laughter, curls bouncing with the same energy as the woman herself. Nicola had instantly recognised trouble and almost welcomed the challenge. 
 Brash, outspoken and a man-eater, Millie let everyone know how much she enjoyed life without shame. Nicola had quietly approved of her: the gusto, the conviction, coming from an ordinary school and blazing into every room. That’s what women needed to cut their way through Oxford. She’d even admired Millie for standing up to her. 
 Because in preparation for that first meeting, Charlotte must have told her that Nicola didn’t approve of her coming out. Millie had entered with a glint in her eye and a defiant smile on her lips, clearly with an intention of socking it to Nicola. Millie's loud voice had carried in the respectable restaurant, referring to Charlotte as a ‘luscious lesbian’ and other names. Anything to rub Nicola’s nose in it. And Charlotte grew, sitting taller every time Millie shouted out another term, knowing it came from a place of unshakeable support. 
 Nicola had watched her, almost enjoying it, wondering how far Millie would take it. 
 Kissing Charlotte was how far, right in front of Nicola and Daniel – a theatrical smooch that delighted Millie and turned Charlotte the colour of borscht. 
 Nicola remained under no illusion that Millie wanted Charlotte as a lover. That was not her intention. But Nicola also knew she’d break Charlotte’s heart one day. Which she did. 
 Now Millie was back, and here to support Charlotte again. So be it. She stood to welcome them. Appropriate, she thought, given her mistake. She could show humility and respect when needed. 
 “Mum,” Charlotte said. 
 Quiet. But Nicola wouldn’t berate her for not speaking up today. 
 “Charlotte, darling. Come and sit.” 
 Charlotte nodded, eyes down, evading Nicola’s. 
 “Nicola,” Millie almost growled, pitching up the end of her name in defiance. 
 “Millie, darling. Good to see you too, because I owe you both an apology. I’m sorry for my behaviour at the weekend.” 
 The tiniest nod from Charlotte. Nothing from Millie. 
 They both sat opposite, a show of strength together, Nicola without Daniel this time. Although Nicola had effectively been on her own back then anyway. 
  “Lunch is on me, so order whatever you fancy,” Nicola said, with a generous wave at the menus. 
 “I’m...” A frown took up residence between Charlotte's eyebrows. “I’m feeling sick, so I might not have much.” 
 “Of course,” Nicola said. 
 How odd. It hadn’t sunk in that Charlotte was actually pregnant. She’d been too focused on fixing this rift between them. 
 She should have known, looking at Charlotte closer now. Face fuller, chest larger, like Nicola when pregnant with Bryony. 
 And now her youngest was expecting. How strange and miraculous and terrifying. She tried not to think of everything that might go wrong. But, of course, she did. That was her job, both as barrister and mother. 
 “Tell me everything,” Nicola demanded, in a friendly way. “I was incredibly rude on Saturday and cut you off. I'd be grateful if you could fill me in.” 
 A smile promised to appear on Charlotte’s face, like an almost-dawn of happiness. 
 “Please,” Nicola said, wanting to see it break into sunshine. 
 “Well, erm...” Charlotte reached for Millie’s hand. “It’s...” 
 They looked at each other and Charlotte tripped over several starts. 
 Just spit it out, for goodness’ sake. Nicola took a sip of water so she wouldn’t say it. Patience. Patience. 
 “We only talked about it at the end of last year,” Millie said. And Charlotte’s sunshine smile dawned for her instead. 
 “We approached the clinic in January,” Millie continued. 
 OK. So they were going to a clinic. She appreciated the information. Clearly Nicola wanted to know where this child came from, but couldn't ask. 
 Millie twitched, not quite her robust, blunt self today. “We chose an anonymous donor they’d had success with before,” Millie carried on. 
 “We want a child. Just...” Charlotte squeezed Millie’s hand hard. 
 “And we were expecting this to take months.” 
 “Years.” Charlotte’s eyes stretched wide with surprise. 
 “But Charlotte's pregnant. We had the three-month scan last week. And...” 
 Millie beamed at Charlotte as if the most miraculous thing on earth, and they gazed at each other, amazed and nervous and very much in love. Nicola read it all. 
 She was almost envious. 
 “Turns out I’m ridiculously fertile.” Charlotte looked embarrassed about it. “Which is ironic, considering.” 
 Considering? Nicola didn't press though. This wasn't the time to bulldoze answers out of them. 
 “Well congratulations, both.” 
 Nicola raised her glass and clinked it against Millie’s. Charlotte almost dropped hers when she attempted the same. 
 Nicola bit her tongue. She must not say anything about how dreadfully clumsy Charlotte was. How, for such a clever, studious girl, she was ineptitude itself at the basics – frustrating when Nicola saw moments of brilliance from her. And how she’d definitely need to speak up if she was going to be a mother. 
 Charlotte was many exasperating things. Late teens were a maelstrom of tensions with Charlotte never following Nicola’s advice. Nicola introduced her to a Fellow of prestigious Magdalen College, then Charlotte applied to St Hilda’s. She scored higher on the Oxford entrance exam than sister Bryony, but dragged her heels when revising for A levels. Nicola paid for tennis club for Charlotte, but she wouldn’t even try, more interested in gazing at the surrounding trees than the ball Nicola served to her. 
 Then suddenly Charlotte would put on headphones, to tune Nicola out she suspected, got on with revision and into Oxford. Nicola couldn’t decide if it was deliberate stubbornness, or if Charlotte blundered through, oblivious to anything Nicola told her. And just when Nicola thought she’d finally, finally, finally pulled her life together, getting an IPR and Tech job at Bentley, she fell head in the clouds in love with Millie, lapsed into distraction and was now entertaining the fantasy of raising another human. 
 She stopped herself. There was no point indulging these misgivings when Charlotte was already pregnant. 
 “So, when’s your due date?” Nicola asked instead. 
 “End of the year,” Millie answered. 
 “How lovely. A Christmas baby.” 
 A miracle baby. She hadn't seen this coming. It hadn’t settled into her consciousness as real yet. When had Charlotte been interested in having children, for goodness’ sake? She showed little interest in Bryony’s. Avoided her sister like the plague. Almost as much as she avoided Nicola, except Nicola kept insisting on seeing her. 
 “Is there anything you need now?” Because Nicola could be practical even though the emotional reality hadn’t settled yet. “I’d love to help you buy baby things. They cost a fortune. You wouldn't believe the paraphernalia you need.” 
 “We’re...” Charlotte frowned. “We’re not rushing yet.” 
 Their hands squeezed tighter. 
 “We’re decorating the bedroom,” Charlotte said. 
 That would account for the patch of paint in Charlotte's hair that Nicola also tried not to comment on. 
 “And after the twenty-week scan, we’ll buy everything.” 
 Still the tight hands. 
 “OK,” Nicola said lightly. “I'll transfer some cash, so you can pick up things when you see them.” 
 “Right.” Charlotte nodded. “That’s....” 
 “Very welcome,” Millie finished. “Thank you, Nicola.” 
 They remained quiet over lunch, and Nicola watched as they ate, Charlotte fussy about the food. Nicola remembered this stage of pregnancy well. A whiff of chocolate or coffee and she'd throw up. Millie hovered attentive. Not quite the ballsy version she saw usually. They were nervous about this. 
 Nicola leant her elbows on the table, fingers entwined, anxious for them too. How on earth was her girl going to navigate this? 
 “Have you told Bryony?” she threw out there. 
 Charlotte breathed in with a slight smile. “Yes. It surprised her but she said congratulations, and she’s saving the kids’ clothes to hand down.” 
 Her two daughters, so tall and similar in looks, couldn't be more different in every other way. Nicola understood that. She also knew she shared Bryony’s wavelength more than Charlotte's. 
 She was about to ask if Charlotte had told Daniel, but she would have told him first. Nicola silently sighed. Then it hit her. Charlotte had told her in the safety of company, Geeta’s, rather than telling Nicola on her own. The sigh was deep and pinched at the end. 
 Millie checked her watch. “I need to get back.” 
 “Me too,” Charlotte said, in a hurry. 
 It had been brief but they'd given her time. This was progress. Although she recognised Charlotte fleeing with Millie. 
 “I need the loo.” Charlotte stood, with another squeeze of Millie’s hand. 
 Which left Nicola and Millie. 
 The blond gazed at her from the other side of the table, with eyes that shimmered between green and blue as if reflecting shifting thoughts. What did Millie have planned for her today? 
 “Thank you for coming,” Nicola said, an opening move. 
 “Thank you for lunch.” 
 Still the gaze. 
 “I’m sorry I wasn’t more supportive when Charlotte announced she was....” 
 Pregnant. Her daughter was pregnant. Her youngest, who was surely still that goofy affectionate girl, was about to have her own child. 
 Millie sat back and considered her. 
 “I know you, Nicola.” Millie crossed her arms. “You don’t think anything different to what you said before. You’re just being more diplomatic about it.” 
 Nicola listened. 
 “You can switch this on whenever you want.” Millie waved her hand dismissively. “Changing tack with whatever wind suits you.” 
 Nicola waited. There was more coming. 
 “I’ve teased Charlotte for years. How she’s like a mini you and always trying to emulate her mother. How she dresses and speaks. Choosing law and Oxford.” 
 Millie leant forward so her words would remain private, while Nicola also heard her loud and clear. 
 “But think how much happier you and Charlotte might be. How much easier life would become,” she tilted her head, “if you both respected Charlotte, as a perfect version of her, instead of a shit version of you.” 
 There were few Nicola would tolerate speaking like that, but Millie had seen right through her. Admiration kindled too. It’s why she’d always nudged Millie towards being a barrister and offered support. 
 They looked at each other, neither wavering. And Nicola said nothing, because a good barrister also knew when to keep quiet. 
 Millie stood and left. 
 Fair enough. Point to Millie. 
 Also, ouch. It hurt deep down, alluding to a history she didn’t understand, never really appreciating where Charlotte was coming from. 
   




Chapter 20 
   
 Blunt home truths Nicola might take as deserved from Millie, but she wouldn’t oblige the head clerk. She dismissed his email with a swipe at the Ashmolean and drew back her shoulders. As she strode up St Giles, she imagined the clerk crushed beneath her heels the whole way, and when she blasted through the oak doors into the hallowed chambers, she spied Neville immediately. 
 The head clerk didn’t scuttle away this time. He smiled at her like a lizard and waited for her to approach. 
 “What do you mean, the date for Head of Chambers nominations has passed?” she projected, not needing to reach him for her voice to arrive. 
 She stopped and towered above him. 
 The supercilious clerk smirked. 
 “The date is today, and the time was nine this morning, Nicola,” he said, bowing a little, as if respectful. 
 “Not close-of-business like any other sensible organisation?” 
 “We have our traditions, Nicola, as you are learning.” 
 “Yes, you do. I'm not convinced this is one of them, however.” 
 The head clerk shrugged with his eyebrows. “You’re new here. You were not to know. But no-one else has a problem with this.” 
 “I am new here. In fact, I'm the only Silk who’s joined the organisation in years. But it's plain and obvious what anyone would expect.” 
 “Those are our rules,” he said, with teeth bared. It definitely wasn’t a smile. 
 They’d gained attention. She didn’t need to turn round to know people loitered in doorways listening to the confrontation. He must think he stood on safe ground today, not scurrying away to hide in the clerks’ office. But Nicola had more practice at this kind of spectator sport. 
 “It lacks transparency, Neville.” 
 His cheek twitched. 
 “The last thing reputable chambers need is opacity,” she added. “It’s not appreciated by clients or any barrister worth their salt.” 
 “That may be but–” 
 “And,” she cut him off, then softened her voice as if reasonable, while letting its power work into every room, “I can be open about these chambers’ lack of transparency. You know my links to law publications.” 
 “But still–” 
 “Put my name in the hat, Neville.” She blinked slowly. “By close of business. And I promise to drag these chambers out of the graveyard and zap its dying heart back to life.” 
 His eyes flicked everywhere. Yes, people watched. 
 “Very well.” He performed an ingratiating smile. “You have to win though, Nicola. Perhaps you won’t receive as many votes as you assume. Where would that leave you?” 
 “I’m happy to accept the result.” She smiled right back, then stepped forward. “I can take my clients and reputation elsewhere whenever it suits me. And...” she drew it out, “take your best lawyers with me.” 
 Silence. Just the notion of a crackle in the atmosphere. Yes, everyone watched. 
 “Do we understand each other?” She smiled, letting every intention of crushing him shine through. 
 “We do,” Neville muttered. 
 “Good,” Nicola snapped, and she strode down the hallway towards her room. 
 As she sat, a tall colleague poked his head round the door. 
 “Yes, Philip,” she projected, swinging around in her chair. 
 He didn’t flinch, more than used to facing her on the warpath. “So, you’ve announced your candidacy for head of chambers then.” 
 “Yes, I have,” she said emphatically. 
 “Good.” He grinned. “Good, good, good.” 
 Which left personal issue number three this Monday. Still only Monday. 
 Actually, the one she dreaded. Was that nerves? Out of her depth and into the unknown. Of course, this person would bring them out. 
   
 *** 
   
 “Could I treat you to a coffee? Ashmolean cafe?” said the message that pinged on Geeta’s phone. 
 No, Geeta didn’t bloody fancy coffee with Nicola. 
 Not after her behaviour towards Charlotte and Millie. What the heck was she playing at? That was the world’s worst reception to a pregnancy announcement. 
 “Oh for–” She was so cross with her. 
 She hadn’t been this livid with anyone, ever. Apart from the last time Nicola had earned it. And, no, she wouldn’t be summoned to the Ashmolean. 
 “I’m late with my lunch break and going out at 3. You can meet me then if you like,” Geeta tapped into her phone, then set it down next to her screen on the reception desk. 
 She was buggered if she was leaping at Nicola’s beck and call. Besides, she was also busy. 
 “I’ve emailed you the list of caterers we used last time,” came from behind. 
 Liz, the office manager, appeared over her shoulder from the small office behind the reception desk. She slumped into the chair beside Geeta with an ‘oof’. 
 “You know,” Liz grumbled, “your daughter is one of my favourite people. But,” she growled, “I nearly swore at her when she voted with Hugo. Resurrecting the company event last minute? I am not pleased with her.” Liz waggled her finger. 
 The manager looked tired. Older than Olivia, with grey smoking through her black curls and the beginnings of creases on her dark skin, but younger than Geeta, she’d always found her easy company. 
 “I’ll try the whole list.” Geeta squeezed Liz on the knee. “We’ll find someone.” 
 “Luckily Annie, the events officer at Worcester College, kept the slot open for us.” 
 Geeta nodded. 
 “Although right now I could throttle her too,” Liz added. “Because if she hadn't, I could say no to Olivia and Hugo.” 
 Geeta chuckled. “We can do this,” she said, scanning through the list of companies to contact. 
 She’d been on the phone most of the day, chatting with musicians, food van owners and Annie. Her most fun day at Bentley, Oduwole and Sachdeva so far. And with the benefit of stopping her from stewing about Nicola bloody Albright. 
 An hour later though, while mid email, the front door opened. Footsteps approached and a presence loomed over the desk. 
 She knew it was Nicola. That perfume for a start. She was annoyed she recognised it now, even discerning the individual scents. The fragrance was surprisingly subtle, vanilla and cinnamon, and annoyingly nice. It was harder to be cross with someone when they smelled so good you wanted to taste them. Or at least, ask which perfume they wore. 
 “I’ll be with you in moment,” Geeta said, with a tut on the T at the end. And yes, it was petty using a busy-receptionist voice to an anonymous client, when she knew it was Nicola stood there. 
 Oh, she was still livid though. Getting her head down in work hadn't eased it one bit. She looked up and opened her mouth to say...something that instantly disappeared from her mind. 
 Blazer slung over shoulder, cream silky shirt open at the collar, weight dropped to one side, designer suit trousers luxurious, and long fingers curled on hip. The watch. The stance. The bloody arrogance of the woman. 
 Geeta blinked. Eroticism didn’t usually work its magic from someone simply standing there, but Nicola like that hit her everywhere. She took a breath to revive her body that was slinking off somewhere with Nicola’s sheer bloody charisma. 
 Why on earth did it have to be this woman? Why was it Nicola who prodded and teased open her queer awakening? 
 “Nicola,” Geeta said. 
 “Geeta,” Nicola purred in reply. 
 “I hear you had lunch with Charlotte,” she said with another tut. 
 “I did. And I apologised to both her and Millie.” 
 “Good.” 
 Because Geeta would not be having this conversation with her if she hadn’t. 
 She’d seen Charlotte come back from lunch, a little lighter, a little happier, though still melancholy. And a quiet: “Saw Mum. She...she apologised...About...You know...” 
 “I know,” Geeta had said and squeezed her hand. 
 Nicola tilted her head in that unique Nicola way. Chin lifted, smile curling on her lips. Staggeringly confident and annoyingly attractive. 
 “So, where are we off to?” 
 Geeta didn’t have a plan, but while being petty minded about Nicola, one occurred to her. 
 “I need to go up Broad Street,” she said, grabbing her bag from beneath the desk. 
 “OK,” Nicola shrugged as if easy. 
 Geeta rolled her eyes. As if Nicola was ever easy. 
 She slung her bag over her shoulder and called into the office behind. “Caterer’s booked. I’m off for my break.” 
 “Fantastic!” Liz shouted back. “I could kiss you right now!” 
 Geeta laughed, swung around the desk and looked up to find Nicola glowering. 
 What was that look? 
 “Problem?” she said, drawing herself up. 
 Nicola’s gusto waned a little. Her bright blue eyes bored into Geeta’s, swept around her face, then looked away, almost evasive at what she’d concluded. The arrogance didn’t have a long vacation though. With a tilt of her head and a lick of the lips, Nicola purred: 
 “No.” 
 Really? 
 “Hmm,” Geeta said. 
 See, she had a suspicion about Nicola. 
 “Come on then,” Geeta said, bustling out of Bentley. “Ms I don’t have a problem with anything queer,” she grumbled under her breath. 
 Because that was definitely a look from Nicola when Liz joked about kissing her. 
 Geeta intended walking off in a huff, but damn it, Nicola didn’t even let her flounce off into the distance, because those long, sexy legs immediately caught up. 
 They strode up Beaumont Street, Geeta glaring at Nicola, who returned an indolent questioning expression, as if tired of Geeta’s mood. 
 They passed the ridiculous, gothic Randolph Hotel and crossed the road, past a group of students in bright colours rattling a bucket by the spire monument. A rainbow flag and banner said they raised money for Oxford Pride. 
 Geeta stopped, glared at Nicola some more, then turned all smiles for the student selling rainbow pins. She popped several coins into the slot, pushed the pin into her blazer lapel and patted it pointedly with yet another glare at Nicola. 
 Nicola rolled her eyes. “What is this?” 
 “What is what?” Geeta muttered, forging ahead towards Broad Street. 
 “First, welcoming Liz’s offer to kiss you. Then the very pointed pride flag. Is this an attempt to rub my nose in everything queer, like some military tactic? Operation Gay?” 
 “Maybe,” Geeta growled. 
 “For goodness’ sake, why?” 
 Geeta spun round to Nicola, stopping them both dead. 
 “Because I have a tiny suspicion,” she pinched her fingers close, “that your response to Charlotte being pregnant is homophobic.” 
 “What?” 
 Geeta waited for Nicola to consider it. 
 “I have no idea what you mean,” Nicola purred in that indolent tone she used with underlings. 
 “Actually,” Geeta added, “I think you’re being homophobic and misogynistic about it.” 
 Oh, that did rile her. 
 “I said nothing,” Nicola pointed a finger, “about them being lesbians.” 
 “Lesbian and bi.” 
  Nicola inhaled. “Lesbian and bi,” she muttered. 
 Geeta stared at the tall woman, trying to fathom what went on behind those startling blue eyes. 
 “I don’t think, for one moment, you'd have said anything to Charlotte if she’d been with a man.” 
 Nicola tipped her chin higher. “I’ve supported Charlotte and Millie ever since they got together as a couple.” 
 “True. But there are degrees of support. And degrees of homophobia.” 
 “Oh, for goodness’ sake.” A petulant roll of the eyes. 
 Geeta stood her ground. “Is it,” she paused for emphasis, “because they are two women?” 
 “Well, it does introduce issues,” Nicola said dismissively. “The child will grow up in a different family to most and will encounter issues at school because of it. Of course, I worry about that.” 
 Fury burned in Geeta’s belly. “I hope that means you'll be ready with support if that happens, rather than using it as a reason they shouldn’t have children?” 
 Nicola watched her. 
 Geeta carried on, “Because I’d hate to think you're saying marginalised people shouldn’t have children because those children would face discrimination.” 
 Nicola nodded. “I agree. It’s a reason I should provide more support, not less.” 
 “Good.” 
 Geeta turned on her heel and they fell into step, walking in the middle of the wide street with large planters and spring flowers blooming in the sun’s rays. 
 “Is that it then?” Nicola said. “Have I passed your gay tolerance test?” 
 Geeta spun around, but gave herself a moment. Did she believe her? Was Nicola Albright changed from all those years ago? 
 “You might remember,” she said carefully, “that last Saturday, I came out to you.” 
 Nicola opened her mouth but paused. See, there was an issue. 
 “I remember vividly,” she said. 
 “Well then. Maybe you’ll appreciate why I’m touchy about this, given your responses in the past and Saturday’s chaos.” 
 Silence. 
 Nothing. Nothing at all from the barrister. 
 Damn her. Geeta marched on. Damn, damn, damn her. Because her new boundaries were fresh and tender and far too vulnerable to the likes of Nicola. 
 “Geeta,” Nicola called from behind. And the sound of stabbing heels caught up. “I'm sorry about Saturday and how I reacted. Charlotte's announcement...and yours...took me by surprise. I've apologised to Charlotte, even though it hasn't sunk in yet.” 
 “So, you’re all right with it? Me being...” 
 Geeta stopped and waved her hand around, then placed it on her hip, challenging Nicola for an answer. 
 Sharp eyes searched hers with an intensity. There was so much going on in Nicola Albright’s mind, always. Her lips opened, eyes searched more, but no words came out. And Nicola always had words. 
 Knew it. 
 Nicola wasn’t flipping all right about this. 
 “Fine,” Geeta growled, intending to march off. 
 But before she turned, fingers slipped between arm and breast and gently tugged her back. 
 “I didn’t say anything was wrong about it, Geeta.” 
 Oh for–  
 The patronising– 
 “Do not use that tone with me,” she pointed at Nicola. “Because it’s not obvious you’d be accepting.” 
 And she was livid about how good Nicola’s fingers felt, slipping between her arm and breast. 
 Geeta detoured sharply into Blackwell's Bookshop and marched to the fiction section they’d browsed weeks before. There it was. She was damn well buying this. She didn’t care what Nicola thought. 
 “Oh, you're going to buy it,” Nicola said. “That’s the romance you were looking at.” 
 “Yes it is.” Geeta snatched up the colourful book. “And.” She paused while she engaged Nicola's full attention. “It’s a sapphic romance.” 
 Nicola gazed at her. Was that amusement curling at her lips? 
 “This one’s woman on woman.” Geeta stepped forward and thrust the cover at Nicola. “Boob on boob.” She added, pointing to the chests on the small figures. 
 She wanted to say more, but wasn’t actually certain what lesbians did in bed. Although she’d been wondering and had several good ideas. 
 “Sounds delightful,” Nicola said. 
 Really? Geeta narrowed her eyes. 
 “Chock full of lesbians,” she challenged. 
 And she stepped right into Nicola’s space, up warm and personal, to watch for the slightest twitch on that striking face. 
 Blue eyes glinted down at her. Stars of lines shone. The lips curled. And the fragrance, both the perfume and its particular magic blend on Nicola’s skin, filled her senses. 
 Geeta inhaled and paused. She possibly hadn’t thought this through. 
 Nicola reached up. For a moment she assumed Nicola would take the book, but instead she wrapped soft fingers around Geeta’s and stepped into their intimate space. The tall woman gazed over the book and held Geeta’s hands with a sensuality that made her want to growl, in a mauling lioness kind of way. 
 “Well,” Nicola’s voice dropped into velvet suggestion, “perhaps I could borrow it afterwards.” 
 Geeta’s head spun in the cushion of warmth, talking woman on woman with Nicola Albright. Who smiled with assured sex appeal. Whose body heat touched hers. And the temptation to draw that book and Nicola closer... 
 “I...erm...” She gulped. “...Need to pay for this.” 
 “Then coffee afterwards?” Nicola murmured. 
 That seductive purr resonated inside. It caressed through Geeta’s fingers, tingled up her arms, lavished pleasure on her neck and sought every sensitive place, up and down. 
 “Fine,” Geeta gasped. 
 “Looking forward to it,” Nicola whispered, before slowly letting her go. 
 And Nicola murmuring then gently releasing her was also peak delicious. Geeta swayed and stepped back. 
 “So, are we friends again?” Nicola grinned. 
 Geeta swallowed. And regrouped. “S’pose.” 
 And in a daze, she left to pay, sensing Nicola’s eyes all over her, and feeling an entirely different person while she clutched her paperback lesbian lovers. 
 So. Nicola as a friend again. 
 A friend she’d like to.... 
   




Chapter 21 
   
 Fuck. 
 Nicola rarely swore, even to herself, but this was excruciating. 
 Karma was giving her a nasty and, she conceded, deserved nip, having to prove she wasn’t homophobic to the woman on whom she had the biggest crush. 
 Geeta marched off to pay for her romance book, face dark and fuming. And although this was clearly a ‘very bad thing’ it was irresistible. 
 Look at her raging. 
 Geeta was gorgeous when she laughed, eyes shining with fondness for acquaintances, and deep love for those closer. Her generous soul had a way of reaching out with a kind expression and relaxed body language, which set others at ease and comforted without even touching. 
 But furious, dark-eyed Geeta made her blood boil in the best way. Swishing her head round to glare so the peppered waves bounced. Standing with one hand resting on the payment desk and the other on hip, accentuating her curves. That was a voluptuous woman who knew her mind, whose heart was strong, and tongue turned sharp for Nicola only, and she was besotted. 
 At this point, Geeta could be a secret serial killer and Nicola would melt. She found every single facet beguiling. 
 And now the beguiling woman apparently stormed out the door. 
 “Where are we going?” Nicola called after her. 
 Geeta threw back a glower. “You’ll see.” 
 Nicola caught up in a few strides, inextricably drawn to follow. 
 “Will you at least let me walk off in a huff?” Geeta tutted. 
 “Could you at least tell me why you’re in a huff?” 
 Geeta gave her a look that said, so many reasons and not to start with her. 
 They cut into Cornmarket, the busy central shopping street, then detoured to escape crowds down narrower St Michael’s. Nicola followed while Geeta stomped past an ancient pub, and cafes, and a hall. 
 “Well, what about here?” Nicola waved towards the cycle shop and cafe in the old bookbinders. 
 “Nope.” 
 And Geeta stormed ahead, around the college and towards the west. When she continued downhill past the curving entrance of the Westgate, Nicola paused and rolled her eyes. 
 She sighed. 
 “So, we’re still on Operation Gay?” she called out. 
 Geeta glanced back with a sweet, but also livid, smile. 
 “Fine,” Nicola muttered. 
 In the eighties, when she’d been at college, it had been a quiet, shadowy part of town, overlooked by a looming wall of tired shopping centre and the dark block of multistorey carpark. There was only one reason students lurked down here with glances over their shoulders, and she’d steered clear. 
 Now though, the space had opened up with redevelopment, at the castle and heritage prison too, and pride flags proudly decorated a timber-framed pub that still nestled in a side street. 
 Geeta stood in the doorway, with triumph written on her face. 
 “Really?” Nicola crossed her arms. “A gay pub?” 
 “I’m exploring and expressing my queerness,” Geeta replied. 
 “OK then,” Nicola said. She waved her in. “Let’s go in the Jolly Farmers.” 
 She ducked her head and followed Geeta. There was no patterned carpet or horse brasses any longer in this medieval pub, and it had a different arrangement of tables and snug, but behind the bar stood someone familiar. 
 “Oh, my goodness. Marta?” Nicola said. 
 Still here. 
 The server with long, dark hair glanced up with large hazel eyes. 
 “Yes? Can I help?” 
 Nicola smiled, striding up and putting out her hand. “You won’t remember me, but I’m–” 
 “Nicola Albright, QC,” Marta finished. 
 She put hands on hips, looked Nicola up and down and grinned. 
 “Although I suppose that’s KC now?” 
 “That’s right,” Nicola smiled as they shook hands. “You are looking very well.” 
 Marta gave a shimmy. “Happiness, acceptance and hormones,” she pointed her finger in the air, “have made me the beautiful woman you see before you.” 
 “I’m glad to see it.” 
 “I was starting my transition when we met, was it...?” 
 “Fifteen years ago,” Nicola finished for her. 
 “Oh my god. Fifteen years of oestrogen and patches. Powerful things.” 
 “Tell me about it.” Nicola lifted her shirt a little and patted her side. “Post menopause, I rely on them too. Keeps me feeling like myself.” 
 Marta laughed. 
 And Geeta stared. 
 Nicola smiled at Geeta being flummoxed for once. “HRT darling,” she said to her. 
 Although it was obvious Geeta wondered at Nicola’s familiarity with the gay bar, rather than being on menopausal HRT. But she also kept looking at Nicola's side. 
 Nicola bought them coffees and they ducked down a narrow passage into a courtyard beer garden behind the pub. She sat at a small table and Geeta chose to sit opposite, clearly to fume at her front on. 
 “So?” Geeta crossed her arms. 
 “What?” Nicola said innocently. 
 “You know what.” 
 She did. 
 “What were you doing in a gay pub fifteen years ago?” 
 Feeling guilty, that’s what. 
 Nicola took a sip of coffee, sat back and crossed her legs. 
 “I wandered in one afternoon after Charlotte started university. I’d finally accepted that Charlotte was out and wouldn’t change.” 
 One of the first actions Nicola took after that fateful picnic, with Geeta holding up a mirror and forcing her to give her life and attitudes a hard look. 
 “I feared for her, and what she’d encounter on the gay scene.” She shrugged. “So, I thought I’d take a look.” 
 “What the heck did you worry about?” Geeta rolled her eyes. “Competent lesbians living their best, independent life and gregarious gays? How terrifying.” 
 Nicola allowed herself a smile. “The Admiral Duncan pub bombing was still fresh in memory, and I was...” Always fretting about Charlotte. “Scared for her. And actually, yes, I didn’t know what to expect.” 
 She gazed at Geeta, waiting for more disapproval. 
 “So you talked to...?” Geeta pointed back towards the pub. 
 “Marta. Yes. I sat at the bar chatting with her. She was very generous with her time and reassured me that the Oxford scene was safe and the city liberal in general. And that Charlotte had found a safe place to land in this community.” 
 Paths to understanding were often guided by kind individuals with patient words, and she regretted all her harsh ones to Charlotte. 
 Geeta nodded and looked away, mulling it over. 
 “Well, what?” Nicola asked. 
 She received an unimpressed side-eye. 
 “I’m not being homophobic,” Nicola insisted. “I won’t say I never was.” She lifted her hand to stop Geeta’s correction. “Many times, I wish I’d said or did something different. But not anymore. Or at least, I’ll check my attitudes and improve when necessary. There.” 
 Really not anymore. Given the growing attraction she fully acknowledged to herself now. The way her heart beat quicker when Geeta looked at her, whether with fire, or warm sunshine. The way Geeta crossed her arms beneath her full chest, which lured Nicola’s gaze to the soft mounds of her golden brown decolletage. The way her hair moved when she swung annoyed towards her. The deep brown eyes, livid right now. The silky black eyebrows furrowed incandescent. The high curve of her cheeks that Nicola wanted to cup, and the defiant lines that had smiled, frowned, laughed and cried over life that only deepened her beauty. 
 Nicola’s blood warmed and pulsed whenever she admired her. 
 “For goodness’ sake.” Nicola tutted. It was aggravatingly obvious how strong her feelings were now. “I’d even read this sapphic smut.” She waved towards the novel in front of Geeta. 
 “It’s not smut.” Geeta pointed. “Not the way you meant it.” 
 “Lesbian sex then.” 
 “Yup. That’s why I bought it,” Geeta replied. “Lots and lots of lesbian sex.” Geeta licked over the words. 
 Nicola bit her lip to stop herself from laughing. 
 Geeta raised her chin defiant, and upped her offer to, “Sexy sapphic scissoring,” proudly emphasising every single term, and not caring who heard her. 
 But two could play that game. 
 “Frequent fabulous finger fucking?” Nicola nonchalantly suggested. 
 Geeta’s mouth dropped open. Then she narrowed her eyes. “Legions of luscious labia lapping.” 
 Nicola shrugged. “A multitude of magnificent muff munching.” 
 She grinned, because she could play this all day long. It was even more fun than her beloved court, and she had to restrain her glee at Geeta, earth mother, talking cunnilingus. She really, really, loved Geeta talking sex. It made her thrill and glow, and fire on all cylinders in multiple ways. 
 “So,” Nicola blinked languidly. “Is that it? Is that the extent of your lesbian sex knowledge?” 
 Geeta raised an eyebrow, as if to accuse her of the same deficit. 
 “Well, maybe,” Nicola purred, “we can both learn a thing or two from your romance novel?” 
 She let her gaze fall to the book, then reengaged with Geeta’s. 
 Fingers tensed around Geeta’s arm. Her attention darted to the book. Then back to Nicola. She opened her mouth to say, “No,” just as Nicola thrust out a hand and snatched it up. 
 “Stop it,” Geeta snapped. “Do not mock the book or queerness.” 
 “I’m not. I’m genuinely interested.” She plucked out her glasses from her blazer pocket and flicked through the pages, watching for keywords like breast and boob. She honed in on a flap and a clit. 
 “Here we are.” Nicola opened the book wider. “She touched her–” 
 “No!” Geeta stood up and scuttled round the table. “I'm not sitting here, listening to you make fun of this.” 
 “I’m not. I’m simply trying to prove–” 
 A hand reached for the book, and Nicola clutched it to her chest. Geeta leaned over, one arm around her back, the other curling in front, attempting to wrestle it back. 
 “Wait. It’ll tear if we fight over it.” 
 But Geeta wouldn’t let go, and when Nicola tugged, Geeta fell closer. 
 Nicola lifted her face to find Geeta’s right there. Eyes burning. Breath steamy and mingling with hers. Lips a short gap away. And the warmth of her chest the most wonderful intimacy. And her head spun, succumbing again in Geeta’s furious embrace. 
 “Look,” Nicola tried, “the truth is...” 
 She floundered, hypnotised by Geeta’s expression, blushing and gazing into Nicola’s eyes, and attention darting to lips and back again. 
 Nicola swallowed and tried again. “The truth is, I’m curious too...” Her voice slipped into a honeyed murmur, because Geeta always turned her sweet. 
 “And I want to know what it’s like to kiss a woman.” 
 Her. What it was like to kiss her. Because that peek inside the box of Geeta’s desires, that she’d admitted to Nicola in the garden, was compulsively intriguing, and she couldn’t stop thinking about it. 
 “That I find women not just beautiful.” 
 Oh, her head swirled in this embrace. 
 “But I find them attractive. Sexy.” 
 Her. Always her. 
 “And I want to touch them.” 
 Like this and so much more. 
 “To be clear, I want to know what it’s like to fuck women.” Nicola said. “And I don't feel bad about it. At all.” 
   




Chapter 22 
   
 Close enough to feel the warmth of her face, a breath away from touching lips, a little knowledge changed everything for Geeta. 
 “I want to kiss women,” Nicola murmured. 
 And Geeta’s body buzzed alive, receptive to sudden possibility – no longer Geeta’s one-sided attraction, or sliding around that scale of sexiness, but Nicola opening the door to women too. 
 More than the little knowledge, however, was the enormous look of intent. That Nicola meant her, the option open specifically to Geeta. And that shot through her like fire. 
 Body light and not quite her own, the compulsion to take off Nicola’s glasses and run hands through her hair ached in her limbs. She wanted to lean down to those full lips, deep red and so very kissable. The dark eyes said come hither or I’ll grab you anyway. The strength of Nicola’s magnetism had Geeta’s head falling. And her fingers tingled, wanting to slip beneath Nicola’s shirt, and touch the pale skin she’d glimpsed at the bar. She’d admired the firm physique, and slight dip above the hip, but also the softness of the rising pillow of tummy. The white lack of tan was alluringly private, and it had captured her gaze and now called to her, unrelenting. 
 Her head spun, drowsy with longing. “What did you say?” she whispered. 
 Nicola's eyes fell to her mouth. “I said I want to kiss women.” 
 Was she hearing this right? Nicola Albright, sitting there with moist lips and dark eyes, was into women? 
 She’d been safely appreciating Nicola, as someone uninterested beyond men, and someone who disliked her much of the time. Who’d been distant, dismissive and coolly sexy. But now she turned on her, a breath away, to say she was curious too? 
 Geeta was not prepared. Undone by the husky voice, and the way Nicola’s eyes craved, with the sudden understanding that it was her Nicola wanted. Geeta's head dipped, lured in. 
 Stop. 
 She closed her eyes. 
 Just stop right there. 
 A complicated mix of feelings flooded in. Nothing so simple as the fury she’d channelled at Nicola’s homophobia. Nothing so easy as welcoming Nicola’s change of attitude. This was something she needed to sit with and untangle, to comprehend this complex woman who wasn’t quite any of the versions she’d thought so far. 
 Nicola had been shifting these past weeks, further and further away from what she'd assumed, while Geeta changed too. 
 One thing though... 
 Geeta tilted her head and simmered at Nicola. She slowly and deliberately accused, “You could have said.” 
 Nicola blinked. “I am saying.” 
 That spark between them had her burning differently now. Not the raging red flames, but a glow of many colours and Geeta wasn't sure if she wanted to stamp them out, or breathe on the embers to combust. 
 Geeta ground her teeth. “You could. Have said. Before.” 
 Before Geeta got up in Nicola’s face to goad her about attitudes. And before Nicola came right back with luscious lips and heady scent. It was like Geeta had prodded Nicola towards a trap, then the barrister spun around, and Geeta walked straight in instead. 
 Was Nicola playing with her? She glanced from one sparkling blue eye to the other. She’d seen Nicola toy with others, and fury flared at being Nicola’s latest plaything. At the same time, she was livid at her for being enragingly attractive too. 
 Geeta inhaled. And made herself calm. Before saying evenly, “I am going back to work.” 
 Then she stood as dignified as possible. 
 “Not staying to finish your coffee?” Nicola purred. 
 “No,” Geeta replied, slowly and deliberately. “I am not staying.” 
 “Perhaps another time?” 
 She wasn’t even going to dignify that with an answer. She put out her hand and flexed her fingers. 
 “Your book.” Nicola obliged, handing it over. 
 Geeta didn't thank her. She took it back, turned and walked. 
 “I hope it’s educational,” she heard Nicola calling behind. 
 “Oh, I’m sure it will be,” Geeta called back. “I’m learning a lot at the moment.” 
 And she left. 
   
 *** 
   
 Apparently, no-one on Earth wound up Geeta like Nicola. She'd never been this infuriated by anyone. 
 As she mulled over the situation at work, being Geeta, she had to credit Nicola. That she'd been more tolerant than Geeta realised and changed her attitudes. That she’d always looked out for Charlotte more than anyone appreciated, even though, like Geeta with Olivia, it didn’t always work. 
 But did she have to feel this damned, powerful attraction to the one person who also wound her wild. And in so many ways. For being an insensitive arse one moment, then pure seductive confidence the next. For her terrible attitude to Charlotte that blended, unknown to her, into embracing openness. For being the best company she’d had in a long time. There was no doubt about that. They had fun together. For looking like that, and making her head spin, and heart pound, then turning around to say she wanted to fuck women and honestly...Geeta inhaled... implied she was one of them. 
 She blushed hard and long and deep. She tugged off her blazer before it triggered a whole flurry of hot flushes. 
 Then she imagined Nicola, as if she were there, looking at her stripping and saying, “do you fancy it right now?” 
 Gaaaaaaaah. The woman lived in her head. 
 And it was also possible – oh, she did not want to admit this – there’d always been a frisson between them. If honest, she’d thought Nicola attractive from the start. She closed her eyes in despair. It had given Geeta's attitude an edge and energy above others, always more patient with everyone else. 
 After several days of stewing, and avoiding Nicola, she’d like to say she’d come to terms with it. But she hadn’t. She glowered while shopping with Satinder at the weekend. 
 She snatched up ground coriander, cumin and turmeric from the Asian Supermarket shelves on Cowley Road, which stocked decent-sized bags of her store cupboard essentials. She picked up some galangal and lemon grass too, because she wanted to make herself and Satinder a Thai green curry for a change. 
 Her mother glared at the galangal. 
 “What?” Geeta said. “You like green curry.” 
 Satinder grumbled and shrugged. “Of course I do. But you used to do the full spread with murgh makhani every Saturday.” 
 When married to Sumit, you could have named the day of the week by what they ate. Pasta Tuesday, parathas for his packed lunch every day. The man needed his routine. 
 Satinder used to join them every Saturday. Or when she hadn’t got somewhere better to go with friends. And she knew Satinder missed it and him, but Geeta had been cooking Sumit’s favourite foods for decades, and she wanted a change. At least which flipping day they ate it. 
 “I’m mixing it up,” Geeta said. “What’s wrong with that?” 
 She glared at her mother, daring her to mention Sumit. 
 “You’re grumpy.” Satinder threw up her hands. “I’ve never seen you this bad.” 
 “I’m grumpy?!” 
 Flipping heck. 
 “Is it Olivia?” Satinder asked. 
 “What?” 
 No, she hadn’t been thinking about Olivia. Although now she felt guilty about that, which wasn’t an extra concern she needed, thanks Maa. 
 “I know you miss them being little,” Satinder said. 
 Yes, she did. She used to be Olivia’s favourite person and got the biggest smiles. Then she seemed to annoy her as a tween and Sumit became the one tolerated for advice, and Olivia hid in his study for homework and quiet. And whether it coincided with Adam being born, or whether Olivia just hit that stage where she no longer listened to a parent’s voice and sought different role models, she didn’t know. Geeta always kept trying, with her open smiles and love for her daughter. But a look usually came back, saying she was a bit much. A part of her worried that splitting up with Sumit meant Olivia would never return now. 
 “She’s a cat.” Satinder nodded sagely as they wandered up Cowley Road, past independent cafes and colourful small shops. 
 “I’m not grumpy at Olivia,” Geeta said. “And what do you mean, she’s a cat?” 
 “She’s a cat,” her mother said again, not particularly helpfully. “When will you learn she’s a cat? Leave her be. She will come to you.” 
 “What does that mean?” 
 “She needs her independence, and to approach on her own terms.” 
 Geeta stared at her mother, who was more like Olivia than Geeta was. Right down to the tetchy independence. 
 “She’s like me,” Satinder continued. Which Geeta already knew, except the way her mother said it implied cats were clearly superior. 
 “And what does that make me?” 
 “A dog, obviously,” Satinder said, raising her eyebrows. “You. Adam. Both dogs. Offer any sign of attention and you come bounding up to play.” 
 “But...” 
 It was infuriatingly true. If anyone opened up to Geeta, she’d turn with a smile and chat for as long as they wanted. Always. 
 “A dog?” she’d said, though. “We’re dogs?” Because Satinder thought these an inferior sort of folk. 
 “It’s just how it is.” Satinder raised both hands as an end to the matter, and they wandered on. 
 “So is this how you all see me?” Geeta said, admittedly very grumpily at this point. “As a great big friendly labrador?” 
 Satinder shrugged. “Yes. One that’s menopausal and grumpy about having to live with cats.” 
 Well, it wasn’t how she saw herself. Or Nicola saw her in fact. She perked up on the affirmation. Nicola appreciated there was more to middle age than being a mum, while still being a life-changing and affirming part of both their lives. 
 Except she was still furious with Nicola, so it didn't console her right now. 
 “And I suppose people like Nicola are cats,” she muttered to herself. 
 Satinder overheard. “Oh, definitely a big cat,” she said. “No doubt about it.” 
 Flipping heck. Satinder didn’t have to approve of Nicola quite so blatantly, obvious with the cat analogy. It was bad enough with Olivia idolising the barrister. 
 And dammit, she was thinking of Nicola again. Big cat Nicola, prowling and playing with her. They paused by the bakery, Satinder whittering on about something. 
 Was she simply another person to torment for Nicola? 
 But there was an undeniable spark between them. She’d assumed it was antagonism, but it turned out to be a hell of a lot of chemistry. The air crackled when they bickered, then flared heated, with everything becoming gorgeous and sultry between them. And she was transported right back to the moment where she could have leant down and found out exactly what it was like to kiss a woman. Right there. In public. In the garden of the Jolly Farmers. That’s how powerful the pull had been. 
 The woman was undeniably attractive. And she damn well knew it too. In her summer dresses and legs for days, and soft bosom inadvertently nudging at Geeta’s back. Then the shirt open with more than a suggestion of pale cleavage as she strode into Bentley and swaggered around the pub. 
 “Why are we glaring at iced buns?” Satinder said next to her. 
 “Hmm?” Geeta said, staring at the bakery window. 
 “Why are you glaring at iced rolls as if they’re responsible for all the ill in the world?” 
 At the pairs of big, round, white rolls with a cherry in the middle. 
 Oh my god. She closed her eyes. She was obsessed. That bloody woman was in her head all day long. 
 She turned to her mother and pointed a finger. 
 “I’m not. Putting up. With big, iced rolls,” she said. 
 “Okaaaay,” Satinder drew out, and slowly raised an eyebrow. 
   




Chapter 23  
   
 At least a starry summer night in the great court of Worcester college put a smile on Geeta’s face. What a relief. A work event, but Geeta rarely got to dress up and socialise somewhere as beautiful as this. 
 She looked out from beneath the stone arcade of the entrance, down onto the green lawn with marquee and dancefloor. Ancient cottages bordered the left side of the quad, and a magnificent North Range the right, and landscaped gardens ran into the night. 
 It was a nice distraction from barristers with dark, come-hither eyes. 
 Geeta checked in on food stalls around the edge of the cottages and servers pouring Champagne. Bentley’s partners and associates attended in their finest tuxedos and evening dress, including the seniors: Hugo in the main quad; Liz at the college gates to greet guests who were staff from Bentley, clients and others linked to the company; and Olivia circling the event in a long black dress, always elegant. 
 Look at her. 
 Olivia sauntered beneath the arcade arches towards her, and Geeta floated with pride. 
 “I’m leaving early this evening,” Olivia said. “But I wanted to check in with you.” 
 And a smile. Oh, my goodness. 
 It might seem understated, barely visible to others, but Geeta recognised it as huge in her daughter. More significantly, the smile beamed at her. 
 Love and guilt pounded in her chest all at once. She hadn’t spent extended time with her recently, Olivia busy with Kate and family, and Geeta honestly still fearful of how her daughter took Geeta and Sumit’s now-finalised divorce. 
 “Everything's ready,” Geeta said. “And you look beautiful,” she couldn’t help adding. 
 It was the kind of comment that made Olivia scowl, hating observations on her appearance as a teen, on anything in fact. But she said nothing this evening. She simply smiled and quietly stood alongside, close enough for Geeta to feel her presence as they gazed out over the court. 
 Don’t peek at her. Don’t say anything. Don't say how extraordinary and lovely this was. Geeta beamed at the gardens instead, sending all her appreciation of her daughter's company into the night. 
 Her phone buzzed in her pocket, accompanied by a distinctive ping, and guilt struck again. The dating app. Now that had become more active since her new photo. The latest interest came from a man so much like Sumit she’d succumbed to waves of remorse. What was the point of breaking Sumit’s heart to run off with another quiet, obsessed academic in Oxford, who’d eventually tire of socialising with her, when Geeta needed company. 
 Whereas fooling around with Nicola, a little voice said, couldn't be more different. 
 “People are arriving now,” Olivia said. And she gave another of those subtle smiles. Just a curve in the lips, eyes relaxed and content, expression open. The one that maybe said she did love Geeta. 
 It made Geeta want to hug her to death, and tell her what an amazing child she’d been, and how she couldn’t love anyone more. Impossible. How damn proud of her she was. And she’d love her forever and ever and ever. 
 “If I don't see you later, have a nice evening with Kate,” Geeta said instead, her smile, which bordered on happy tears, saying everything that burst in her chest. 
 Right, she was ready. She smoothed down the long tunic of her black kurta set over slim-cut formal trousers. She felt smart but also dressed up, with gold earrings and the embroidered edging of her kurta adding a touch of luxury. She breathed in and swept back her hair, ready to face the evening. 
 The quad filled with smiling faces and laughter – Hugo’s deep guffaw with a group of older clients, Liz chuckling with them too, sparkling glasses of Champagne glinting in the mellow lantern light. 
 She circulated through the crowds, checking on drink supply, food stalls, sometimes being stopped by the odd client who recognised her from temping on reception. Music struck up from a small quintet, that Annie had organised from college musicians and that lent a harmonious backdrop to the evening. 
 She gently tugged on her daughter’s arm when she was free. “Is Charlotte here?” 
 “No. Still feeling sick with first trimester.” 
 “I hope that passes soon. I wanted to check she was OK.” 
 Another smile from Olivia. The same gentle one as before. And Geeta squeezed her arm and circled away to let her senior-partner daughter get on with her evening. 
 She didn’t know how Bentley evenings ran normally, but this seemed to be going well. She climbed the steps at the end of the cottages to join Annie, the events organiser, under an arch of the arcade that ran beneath the library and college entrance. 
 “Is there anything I can do at the moment?” Geeta asked. 
  Annie smiled and swished her long red hair over her shoulder. 
 “All running smoothly.” She checked her watch. “We’ll have dancing in an hour, after everyone’s settled in with drinks and food, but we can relax for now.” 
 Annie was, Geeta would say, in her thirties and experienced in her role. Very easy and reassuring to work with. She assumed she was queer or an ally from the rainbow badges she wore in her gown. 
 “Good.” Geeta stayed alongside as they cast a gaze over the evening. 
 Her pocket buzzed again. That app. She plucked out her phone and swiped away a notification, uncomfortable at anonymous internet people taking an interest in her. 
 “You OK?” Annie asked. 
 “Oh, yes,” She must have grimaced before. “I’ve started online dating, well trying, and,” she sighed, “it’s taking a bit of getting used to.” 
 “I tried apps, but I find meeting people through friends better for me.” 
 “Wish I could do the same, but all my friends and theirs are married.” 
 “Any luck so far?” 
 “The last match was too similar to my ex-husband. Although,” she laughed, “I’m hearing from lots of women, all kinds of ages too.” 
 She hadn’t been fussy about age range, anticipating her own would be self-selecting, and had been amazed by the broad range of people interested. 
 “I didn’t know you were queer,” Annie said, voice higher, as if pleasantly surprised. 
 Geeta paused at being called that so easily when she feared she didn't have a right to the identity yet. Then she checked herself. Her feelings were clear enough. 
 “Yes, I am,” she said with quiet confidence. 
 “Hey.” Annie puzzled for a minute, looking skywards. “I’ve thought of someone you might like. You know casually, friends, maybe more. No pressure.” 
 Annie scrolled her phone before Geeta could answer. Then they both must have felt or heard it. 
 A change in the atmosphere of the party. Faces in the quad peering towards the entrance. Shuffling beneath the arcade as people made way for someone. And heels. She’d recognise those heels and that stride anywhere. 
 “What’s going on?” Annie said, looking up from her phone. 
 You know what, Geeta had an inkling. She closed her eyes and tried not to growl. Whose entrance created a stir like that? Who would she bump into again and again? 
 “Holy shit,” Annie gasped. Then she covered her mouth. “Sorry, but who is that?” 
 Geeta rolled her eyes before turning to search for the inevitable. 
 “That,” she said, convinced of whose entrance made everyone turn, “is...” 
 Then she almost exclaimed the same. 
 Because evening-Nicola, party-Nicola-Albright, was something else. That dress. Those legs. Oh my god, that chest as well. That was a power dress that celebrated Nicola from head to toe. Bright ruby, with a cut that had merciless respect for her shoulders and none for those who saw her. It lifted her chest and afforded a tantalising glimpse of long shapely legs with every stride into the quad. Chin up, hair flowing, legs eating up the ground with every stride. Geeta wanted to cover her eyes to stop the potency. 
 Annie gawped. 
 “That,” Geeta sighed, “is Nicola Albright.” 
 “Albright?” Annie whipped her head round. “Did you say Albright?” 
 “Nicola Albright, KC? You might have met her daughter, Charlotte?” 
 Annie slumped. “Yes, I have.” Then she turned to gaze along the arcade. “Another Albright,” she groaned. 
 She wondered what Annie alluded to but was distracted by chatter nearby. 
 “Next head of chambers at Bernard’s place if word is on the money,” a man said to companions. “That organisation needs a shake up too.” 
 Nicola’s progress into the night was slowed by two women, then Hugo wanting to catch a word. All eyes lingered on Nicola with awe, respect and plain adulation. In this company of lawyers and business clients, Nicola was queen. 
 Geeta turned away, determined not to look. She didn’t want to gawp with the same obvious wide-eyed admiration. 
 Except those heels became louder, and she watched Annie's eyes get bigger, until the heels and presence stopped close by, and she felt Nicola’s arrival with her whole body. 
 Geeta breathed in. “Nicola,” she said, swinging round to...oooohhhh. Even more breathtaking close up. 
 Nicola worked with everything she had, and she had a lot. Geeta appreciated that more and more. 
 The woman was walking pheromones this evening, and when Nicola’s gaze swept across Geeta’s mouth, she felt the kiss it intimated. 
 A lick of the lips. The sound of them smacking open. 
 “Good evening, Geeta,” purred the reply. “You look exquisite.” 
 The nerve of the woman. Only Nicola would pay a compliment to wind her up. 
 “Thank you, Nicola,” Geeta replied, raising her chin. “You are stunning of course.” 
 “Appreciated. But you’re clearly the most beautiful woman in the room.” 
 Annie’s eyes followed the conversation back and forth. 
 “It’s very kind of you,” Geeta managed through gritted teeth. Because, what was Nicola playing at? Her tone could be any and all of mocking, complimentary, seductive and provocative. And she carried it off with swaggering aplomb. 
 “Are you two trying to fight...” Annie’s frown deepened, “...with compliments?” 
 Bickering already it seemed. So, nowhere near resolved about her opinion of Nicola and the latest insight. 
 “I’m not fighting at all.” Nicola smiled. “Merely pointing out that Geeta is always the most beautiful in the room.” 
 Geeta’s mouth dropped open. How did Nicola give her flattery, in a way that also made Geeta want to kill her. Oh my god. No-one else. Literally no-one else did this to her. 
 “We’ve known each other a long time,” Geeta said, as an explanation to wide-eyed Annie. “Nicola’s always playing some sort of game.” 
 “No games,” Nicola said. She shrugged her shoulders, with the charm and power of a deadly panther. 
 “I...” Annie tried to swallow, while gazing at Nicola as if happy to throw herself into the panther’s path. 
 But Nicola’s gaze bored into Geeta's, not bothering to notice the adoration from others. 
 “I’m going to organise the dancing,” Annie managed, and moved to go. “Oh, remind me to set you up on a date,” she said to Geeta, then finally left. 
 She wished Annie hadn’t raised the issue in present company. 
 Nicola drew closer, her scent slightly different tonight. A sharper tone of cedar and perhaps jasmine added to the mix. Definitely an edge. 
 “So.” Nicola tilted her head. “How’s dating going? Find any women to kiss?” 
 No, because anonymous people online hadn't tempted her like Nicola, who stood there with more irresistible and visceral reality than any profile on a dating app. She smelled of vanilla and cinnamon and fire, and tension smouldered between them. 
 “Not yet,” Geeta replied calmly. “And you? 
 Nicola’s lips curled. “Also, not yet.” 
 “I’m sure you’ll find some willing colleague.” 
 A more serious look this time. 
 “Oh, come on,” Geeta said. She couldn't help hands flying to her hips. “You must notice how they look at you.” 
 Nicola stepped closer, the scent of flames engulfing Geeta. 
 “Yes, I have,” Nicola replied, although quiet this time, her voice solely for Geeta. “But I don’t give it a second thought. Because I’m only looking at one person.” 
 And those deadly eyes gazed into Geeta’s with longing. 
 It was her. Nicola meant her. There was no doubt. 
 “Do you know that?” Nicola murmured. 
 Geeta’s heart fluttered. Because nothing pulled at her so strongly as Nicola saying a few soft words. As if she didn’t toy with her. As if her yearning was genuine. As if Nicola was the one entrapped and helplessly attracted. 
 And they stared at each other, in the lantern light beneath the arcade. 
   




Chapter 24 
   
 Nicola recognised the look in Geeta’s eyes – deep and unrelenting, brown turning to black. She’d seen it at the bookshop, and right up close when they wrestled with the novel, and she saw it now. Definite attraction. Unmistakable. And mixed with fury? Irresistible. 
 When Geeta burned that gaze, Nicola's body lit up in flames. 
 Nicola intended to make her interest blatantly obvious, now the same was apparent in Geeta. They were both curious about women and drawn to each other, and she saw no point in obfuscating it. 
 She tilted her head – a question. Did Geeta understand what Nicola offered? 
 Geeta knotted her cheeks. Yes, she did, and ‘no’ was her answer. 
 So, fury won out beneath Geeta’s restraint. Geeta would consider every aspect and point of view, always trying to balance everyone’s perspective. The fact that wrath still sizzled in this considered woman, showed how much Nicola annoyed her. 
 But years of inclination had Nicola stuck and unwavering. Her gaze dropped to Geeta’s dark lips, her attention lingering there, making no attempt to hide her attraction or that she wanted to kiss her. 
 “I need to circulate,” those beautiful lips said. 
 And when Nicola looked up, she found livid brown eyes battling with thoughts. 
 “Of course,” Nicola murmured. 
 She blinked, disappointed, but not giving up. And with a swish of hair, Geeta walked away. 
 Would Geeta look back as she descended the steps, Nicola wondered. Was temptation growing in that irresistible woman? 
 Tonight, more than ever, Geeta was stunning in her long, elegant tunic. Hair luxurious in waves. Gold jewellery glowing against her dark skin. The tunic and trousers tailored and cropped so that the glimpse of arm and leg lured Nicola’s imagination. Sophisticated, tantalising, gorgeous, and Nicola stood rooted to the spot, unable to move. 
 Geeta paused as she reached the lawn. Even though turned away, Nicola sensed her attention drew towards her. 
 Look at me, she willed. 
 A slight turn of the head, and Geeta’s profile glowed in lantern light. A further glance back so their eyes met, and Geeta’s mouth opened in a tiny gasp. 
 Oh, that was potent. If Nicola wasn’t enthralled before, that inhalation pulled her under. 
 How did anyone carry on while Geeta was in the room? It was absurd everyone didn’t stop and stare. Her beauty captured Nicola’s gaze and made her heart beat as if her life was threatened and everything hinged on looking at this woman. Previous existence felt like a facade for the sake of social rules, administration and propriety. When she saw Geeta that first time over a decade ago, she undid Nicola’s belief in less than a minute. And Nicola was still here, years later, longing harder than ever. 
 She came to, breathing hard. 
 The world apparently did turn for others, the crowd chatting, drinking, laughing, and Nicola moved away. 
 She took another route through the arches, her back yearning to pull the other way, unable to shake the desire to close the gap with Geeta. She chose the North Range steps down to the lawn, and music and chatter became louder as she descended into the throng. 
 “Well, your arrival caused quite a stir,” a voice said. 
 She spun to find old friend and colleague, Philip, as expected. 
 “You always knew how to make an entrance.” He smiled. 
 She hoped he hadn’t watched the whole time. He’d not miss what hungered through her. 
 “Thank you, darling,” she said. She smoothly leant forward and kissed his cheek. “You're handsome as ever.” 
 Nicola said it by rote, Philip always dressed well in a bespoke tux, while her nerves prickled and her body sought Geeta’s. 
 “Shall we dance?” he said, offering his arm. 
 She accepted the invitation and took to the busy floor in front of the marquee, hoping to move the conversation away from her entrance. She was grateful for this respectful man as partner at gatherings like this, though tonight her body danced by habit, as her attention searched for someone else. She felt Geeta’s presence, pieced together from glimpses in the corner of her eye, Geeta’s shape and the way her body moved instantly recognised deep inside. 
 “Are you doing the rounds?” he said. “Schmoozing?” 
 Her attention flicked back. 
 “Of course.” She blinked languidly. “There are plenty of potential clients and influential connections to see, especially if I’m going to head chambers and attract more business.” 
 Then her mind wandered, searching again. 
 Someone bumped into her. The sensation jarred, contacting another body while hers only sought Geeta’s. She glanced over her shoulder. 
 “So sorry!” said Kirsty from chambers. The younger barrister flushed red and waved her apology. 
 “No worries,” Nicola replied automatically and turned back to Philip, though all her awareness threaded into the crowd again. 
 Then she noticed Philip's attention on her. 
 “What?” 
 He barely suppressed his amusement. “Perhaps you’ll have time for other pleasant social activities too?” he suggested, no doubt alluding to Kirsty. 
 “Don't be silly.” She laughed. 
 Her eyes wandered over his shoulder. There she was. A clear view of Geeta this time. Talking to the red-head, the college organiser, and laughing together. A shadow of envy shrouded Nicola as she watched. Ridiculous. And yet, of course it was unattainable Geeta who’d make her feel that. The red-head moved away and Geeta remained, gazing over the event, somehow more beautiful than ever. 
 “Who's that?” 
 “What?” She snapped her head round. 
 Philip looked at her, with an understanding that had watched for some time. 
 “The stunning woman in the black kurta standing beneath the arcade,” he said. “Who is she?” 
 Caught. Her heart beat quicker. Could he tell? 
 “Geeta.” 
 She wasn’t certain the word came out evenly, the shape and sound of it so large, as the name of the woman who stole all her attention. 
 “My neighbour,” she added, attempting to make her seem ordinary. 
 She continued dancing, praying muscle memory would see her through this situation, and begging her hands not to flinch in his. 
 Philip tilted his head. “Is this why you have no interest in pretty colleagues?” 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “Why you dumped Blake and ignore anyone else who’s interested?” 
 She kept dancing and staring. 
 “Because you only have eyes for the girl next door?” 
 Her grip tightened on his hand. Trapped. No way to avoid his interrogation. They matched height for height, and he looked straight into her eyes and saw everything. 
 His expression softened, but troubled too. “Is that it, Nicki? 
 “No.” 
 “Why not?” 
 Her heart thumped and she broke into a sweat beneath his scrutiny. 
 “You look at her as if no-one else exists,” he whispered. “It’s like I’m barely here.” 
 She couldn’t speak. 
 “Is she the reason you’ve changed, Nicki?” 
 Of course she was. Everything had changed when Nicola set eyes on Geeta the first time, and now it burst into the open. 
 “Is she interested in you?” 
 “She’s...mainly furious with me.” 
 “Oh, we all are sometimes. But is she?” he looked at her, concerned. “Does the girl next door want you too?” 
 “The girl next door...” 
 Would Nicola always crave her, and Geeta never return that longing. Would Nicola keep falling, more and more drawn until she searched for Geeta, enthralled, in front of everyone. 
 “The girl next door is a mature woman,” her breath caught, “who doesn't put up with crap from me.” 
 It took everything to keep swaying to the music. And Philip pulled her close, so she wouldn’t have to look him in the eye. 
   
 *** 
   
 Nicola danced with a man. They were familiar with each other, tender even. Geeta flinched when that cut sharp inside. She hadn’t expected that. 
 Nicola had blasted her way through the event from the start, circling the court, talking to anyone she desired and dazzling them. And others clearly wanted more than a chat. Nicola got whoever she wanted, from flinging herself off a bridge for her man as a student, to striding into the quad, as if she could demand the moon. 
 Since parting beneath the arches, Geeta followed the glamorous barrister with her eyes, turning away whenever Nicola glanced in her direction. She knew where Nicola was every second, simultaneously enthralled and enraged, sensing the woman had eyes on her too. 
 Then this man took Nicola in his arms, and Geeta’s heart tripped. He held Nicola like he cared, and Geeta stared with surprise, craving the attention back again. He treated Nicola as a human being, and jealousy rose at seeing him support her, wanting to be the one to hold Nicola instead. 
 “All those for dancing, stand in a line please!” jolted Geeta from her reverie. “One down this side!” Annie shouted, waving her arm to indicate the left of the dance floor. “And another opposite.” 
 Annie encouraged the most reluctant of partners, Liz and Hugo, into a line. And others with Champagne in their veins leapt in happy to do anything. 
 “Come on,” Annie beckoned to Geeta with a grin. “You too.” 
 “Of course!” She smiled. 
 She lined up, willing, but disturbed by the loss of connection to Nicola. Was she still with that man? 
 “Right everyone!” Annie called from the head of the dancefloor. “We did this at the May Ball before the students left for summer, and it was very popular. Don’t worry.” Annie raised a palm. “We’ll take this nice and easy. It’s a slow baroque tune, and you can walk the steps if you prefer.” 
 People shuffled in the line, giving each other room, then Geeta glanced up to see who she’d partner. She smiled at Alec, who worked with Olivia. 
 “Are you having a good evening?” he said, with a grin, always happy. The unassuming man, the same height as Geeta, seemed to have it all. A wife he adored. A child he adored as much. And the respect of colleagues, even Olivia. 
 “This is fun!” she cried out, embracing the distraction from her unease, while at the same time only wanting to look for Nicola. 
 “OK,” Annie shouted from a small platform. “You’re going to walk towards each other, turn around your partner, shoulder to shoulder, and return to your places.” 
 They practiced with lots of stumbling and giggling, then repeated the move, this time holding hands down low. Alec pulled a mock sexy pout. Geeta laughed. Then they did the same again, with their right arms around each other’s waists. 
 She could do this. Forget about Nicola in a warm embrace with someone else. 
 “OK, now with the music,” Annie shouted, and the quintet launched in. 
 They began the dance, fluid this time, joining the variations into a sequence. They ended with a step diagonally to move along the line and swap partners. And when she turned, she came face to face with Nicola. 
 The draw toward Nicola was instant, and she almost stepped forward before the musical timing. 
 Irritation prickled, annoyed with herself for succumbing. Nicola would leap on that misstep, and she peered up, expecting to see a satisfied smile on Nicola’s lips. But that’s not what she found. Nicola gazed unflinchingly, yes, but something troubled her too. Desperation? She’d never seen that on Nicola's face. 
 The quintet kept playing, the dance moved on, and the beat thrust them closer. Stepping towards Nicola, not daring to look in her eyes, Geeta pulled alongside so their bodies almost touched. The heat flared between them. Awareness surged. As if a cushion of air surrounded them and crackled, drawing her in. Then Geeta's shoulder nudged against Nicola’s warm upper arm, and the difference between this and the previous partner made her sigh. Every inch of her skin came alive, like she sensed the shape of every inch of Nicola too, and they blended as she leaned in. 
 When the music pulled them apart, she moaned at the loss, the cool evening air sweeping into the gap between them. 
 Then forwards again, and coming together, they turned round each other. They should be holding hands. She wanted to hold hands. Why wouldn't Nicola touch her? And she reached out, part for the dance, part in need, until tender fingers slipped between hers. 
 It shocked her, the nudity of hands suddenly a most intimate act. She couldn't resist looking up and caved with what she found. Longing in those blue eyes. Almost hurt. And without thinking, she dropped her gaze to Nicola’s lips. 
 Parting again and yearning for closeness, she stepped forward with obvious eagerness. And when their arms slipped around each others’ waists, Geeta closed her eyes to the supple proximity. 
 Did she imagine the difference in Nicola? The strength and stature unyielding to others but softening towards her. That Nicola caved with their touch and leaned in too. Her head tilted wanting to be closer, dizzy and swirling and needing. 
 When they spun away and changed partners, Geeta snapped open her eyes, her body cold without Nicola there. 
 “I knew you’d have fun with this.” Annie was her new partner. “By the way, I know someone else you’d get on with. Would you like me to set up some dates?” 
 She flinched, the suggestion intruding on what she had with Nicola a moment before, and she instinctively looked for her. But Nicola had left the line. 
   
 *** 
   
 Excuses. Apologies. Threading through the crowd. 
 “Excuse me.” 
 Nicola fled the dance, striding from the quad beneath the stone arcade and seeking a place of privacy. 
 She was losing it. From the mellifluous sense of Geeta's touch and eyes all over her, to cold absence, and the red-head setting her up with someone else. The feelings clashed so wildly, Nicola wanted to scream. 
 Her footsteps echoed under the arched ceiling, and she marched toward the hall and quiet. No-one here. Thank god. 
 She closed her eyes, breathing loud in the empty room, the sound of the dance muffled and distant. She wanted to push it away entirely, because she didn’t want to imagine what went on out there. 
 That intimacy with Geeta had consumed her, both piquant and delicious. A mellowness flowed through her body, and she couldn’t think of anything else. Then it stung that someone else shared it instead, and she craved Geeta back again, over and over. 
 Footsteps though, softer than her own, and she realised she wasn’t alone. 
 She turned and stopped dead. 
 Geeta hurried towards her, an urgency in her sway and the expression on her face. She paused close and gazed up at Nicola with concerned eyes, the shape of them accentuated with painted dark lines this evening, and the high cheeks no longer knotted in fury and her lips softened, irresistible. 
 “Nicola. Are you all right?” Geeta whispered. 
 “Of course, I am.” 
 Brusque, she put up a wall before her heart could bleed into the open. She’d never had to with anyone before, because she simply didn't feel enough to need one. And she was not practiced. Always Geeta who tripped her up. 
 “I wanted a moment’s quiet. That’s all, and I’m heading back,” she said. 
 But her body wouldn’t move. 
 “Just...” Nicola started. 
 She reached out without thinking, and the vivid immediacy of Geeta’s soft arm filled her palm. 
 Just...” she tried again. 
 But that touch had her reeling. 
 The heat of Geeta’s face near hers. The familiar scent. The sweetness of a drink on her lips, and that Nicola was close enough to discern it. All pulled on her hard. There was nothing so compelling as this humid intimacy, and she yearned for more with her whole chest, as she gazed into those beautiful eyes. 
 “Kiss me,” Nicola said. “Kiss me.” 
 She barely believed she said it, but she couldn’t stop. 
 “If you want to know what it’s like to kiss a woman, why don’t you kiss me?” 
 There. 
 Plain, pleading and desperate. Who'd ever fall for that. 
 Then her world stopped. 
 Fingers stroked around her cheek and caressed with delicate care under her chin. With a pause of gentle consideration, Geeta enticed her into a sultry closeness. Then plump lips took hers, and Nicola shut her eyes, as she plunged into silence. Senses took in nothing but the kiss upon her lips. The intense human intimacy of it. The taste of her. The most sweetly supple mouth she’d ever known, that slipped over hers meaningfully, as if wanting to take in every sensation of this first kiss of its kind. Every part of her body melted under its spell, like drinking in an elixir that soothed everything she’d ever craved. 
 Pure, delicious, alchemy. 
 She wanted it to last forever. 
 When Geeta drew away, Nicola hung suspended, breathing harsh and hot, and her eyelids leaden. She still felt the kiss on her lips, while everything else disappeared into air. 
 “There,” Geeta whispered. 
 The sweet breath swept Nicola’s mouth, and she blinked, intoxicated and unable to speak. Her lips wanted more, unwilling to form words and craving only the shape of Geeta. 
 “There,” Geeta murmured again. 
 A finger ran delicately along Nicola's lips, and she remained hypnotised by gaze and touch. 
 “Now we know,” Geeta said. 
 Now they knew that Geeta touched her like no other. That her kiss caressed every part of her. That the simple act opened Nicola wide. 
 And she stared as Geeta returned to the party. 
   




Chapter 25 
   
 Geeta hurried back to the party, floating, out of body. 
 No-one had seen them, attendees either dancing or spectating, and she stood in the shadows of the cottages, not ready to face anyone yet. 
 She’d kissed a woman. She’d kissed Nicola. 
 Geeta didn’t know which was more extraordinary. 
 Sexy Nicola had dominated her attention all evening, but it was the flicker of vulnerability at the dance that made Geeta run after her. When she’d caught up in the quiet hall, the tall woman stood faced away, shoulders lifting in deep breaths, clearly struggling. And the relentless draw pulled hard. 
 She’d murmured her name. And for a moment, Nicola’s arrogance returned, and she thought she'd push past. But last second, Nicola held her arm with a gentle strength, and suggested she kiss her. And not with the absolute assumption that she should, but with a need that had Geeta falling. 
 Drawn to her lips, head already dipping and their warm breath mingling, she’d rested her fingertips on Nicola’s cheek, on the soft place she’d savoured in their goodnight kisses. The ones that made her quiver forbidden inside. And Nicola’s lips had fallen open, glistening and wet. 
 She’d stepped in, traced her finger around Nicola’s jaw and beneath her chin, watching for any lack of sincerity. But there was only urgency, and the gasp said it was no lie. Her fingers stayed light on Nicola’s cheek, she closed her eyes and kissed her. And nothing else had existed except the softest join of their lips. 
 It had been a kiss that silenced Nicola Albright, and made the world disappear. 
 Stunned. Hardly able to open her eyelids. Drowsy with the headiness of that intimacy. She’d had to pull herself away before anyone discovered them. And now she breathed in deep, waiting for her body to settle. 
 Now she knew that women, Nicola, were soft and delicious, a silkier smoothness than she’d imagined or craved before. And Geeta wanted more. 
 She’d followed as one person and turned back as another, heart beating with certainty, world changed, body exploding, and she stepped into the crowd again, barely hearing what people said. 
 She nodded to a caterer, hoping that’s what they needed, while her body hummed, wanting to seek Nicola at every turn. Limbs shaking as if nervous, she checked around the partners and Annie, and hung back at the edge of the crowd as Hugo and Liz led the speeches in front of the marquee. The shapes of people merged in a single silhouette against the night-lit college, and she stared, barely able to listen above the pulsing in her ears and longing of her body. 
 Then she felt Nicola near, more than saw her. A figure in front looked back, and quietly moved beside her. 
 Tingling again, the entire length of her side wanted to close the gap between them, Geeta blinked, wondering if she moved without knowing. She slowly turned her head, raising her gaze inch by inch, until she found Nicola’s sculpted face caressed by lantern light and eyes fixed on her. 
 “I want to kiss you again,” Nicola murmured. 
 Like lightning and a gentle question at the same time, Nicola’s finger touched hers. Body immediately buzzing, Geeta grasped Nicola’s hand, and a soft strength returned the same desperation. 
 “Come home with me,” Geeta whispered, and they gazed at each other, knowing Nicola meant yes. 
 Last guests gone, servers packed up, the hour late, they travelled in silence in Nicola’s car, the only sound the quiet whir of the engine and roll of tyres along the empty High Street. Colleges blurred past as Geeta stared through the windscreen, achingly aware that Nicola’s dress fell open over long bare legs as she drove. Her fingers twitched, wanting to reach out and curl around Nicola’s thigh, and her palms burned imagining the sensation. 
 The clunk of the car door was loud in Iffley, the village otherwise quiet and empty under glowing streetlights. 
 “Come inside,” she urged, reaching for Nicola’s hand, and they moved into the house. 
 Geeta closed the door. The house fell silent. And Nicola remained wordless. Then she stepped into Nicola’s space, just as the taller woman leant down, cupped her cheeks and delicately held her to her lips. 
 Cool and surprising at first, from the night outside, but then dipping hot and wet inside. 
 “Mmmmm,” Geeta let out. The feeling worked deep within, suggestive of hot, wet longing elsewhere. 
 They both halted with Geeta’s reaction, Nicola’s eyes wide at the shock and hunger of it. 
 “I want more.” Geeta whispered. 
 And they kissed again. 
 Not like their first, which left her floating and changed. This thrummed deep and low. What was she unleashing here? She’d never imagined she’d react so quickly. 
 Nicola’s hand swept around her back and pulled her close, everything heightening again as their bodies met, and Nicola groaned. 
 “Not just me then,” Geeta gasped. 
 “Not just you.” Nicola swallowed. 
 Kissing again, holding each other close, urgent hands beginning to wander and explore. She moaned as fingers swept around the side of her breast, then pulled away shocked to find her own at the top of Nicola’s chest, desperate to feel her fullness. 
 “I want to know more,” she whispered. “Much more.” 
 “Please,” Nicola shot back. 
 And they switched on the landing light and went upstairs. 
 Nervous. Oh my god, she was nervous. Her hand trembled as she switched on a standard lamp in the corner to cast a glow over the room. 
 She stood before Nicola, who towered over her. 
 “I don't know what I’m doing,” she whispered quickly. “Not a clue what to do.” 
 Nicola smiled, a hint of arrogance in the curl of her mouth, but gentler than ever before. “How about we make it up?” she murmured. “We can do whatever we want.” 
 “Then...” Geeta started. “I want to take off our clothes,” she blurted. 
 “OK.” Nicola’s smile broadened. 
 Nicola reached behind her own back and the sound of a zip undone was like a sensual stroke inside Geeta’s own clothes. 
 “Wow,” she breathed. “That’s...real.” 
 Because it really was her and Nicola standing there, both burning for each other and about to reveal themselves. 
 Nicola looked at her, with no hint of blue in the low light, only dark desire. When she stroked away the ruby red dress from her shoulders, Geeta felt the undressing on her own. Then Nicola let the dress fall low. 
 “Oh wow,” Geeta breathed. 
 Her eyes hungered over Nicola’s chest, and the plunge bra that breasts threatened to burst from, down the line of tummy and rise towards hips. 
 Nicola hesitated with a smile, before sliding her dress over her hips and stepping out. She cast the garment aside, eyes not moving once from Geeta’s. It was like she performed a private stripping, confident and taking pleasure in it. She reached around and unclipped her bra, and Geeta’s eyes widened when Nicola threw away the coverage. 
 Such beautiful, large, pale breasts, with deep pink nipples. Geeta didn’t know whether to cover her eyes or her mouth. She chose her mouth to stop herself from laughing. 
 “Sorry,” she breathed. “I feel like I shouldn’t be looking at your chest.” 
 Nicola tilted her head and quirked a smile, both mischievous and lustful. “I rather hoped we’d do more than look.” 
 And Geeta moaned with the suggestion. 
 Dizzy with longing, she stepped closer. She pulled her drunken gaze away from Nicola’s chest and searched her eyes. 
 “I’m not used to this. It’s been a while...” A long time since Sumit. Decades since anyone else. 
 Nicola nodded, patient and gorgeous, like it was natural to strip in front of her. But, of course, she was used to being nude and admired. 
 The realisation settled Geeta strangely, as did the fact that this was another woman. Someone used to being the same shape as Geeta, likely with her own vulnerabilities. Used to everything a mature woman’s body did and how it changed. It calmed her. At the same time her body thrilled because this was a woman. It was Nicola. Both facets of forbidden. Nicola as both friend and adversary was exhilarating and terrifying and reassuring all at once. 
 It was almost too much, but she couldn't stop gazing at Nicola’s body. In front of her stood a woman who’d lived, and still lived fully, both mature and gorgeous. Geeta thought Nicola should wander around naked all day with her strong, tanned arms and large pale breasts that made Geeta smile – beautiful and naughty – and those long shapely legs, and the softness of her tummy, which wasn’t perfectly taut. She was magnificent. 
 “Do you want to touch me?” Nicola whispered. 
 “Yes,” Geeta replied without hesitation. 
 She reached forward, her hand dark in the low light and against the whiteness of Nicola’s chest. She paused, cupping a fraction before Nicola’s breasts. Her thumb touched nipple first, the skin so soft she barely felt it, before pebbling, rude and firm beneath her touch. 
 She heard Nicola’s breath heighten, and she stepped closer to cup her breasts with more confidence. 
 “Is that nice?” she asked, searching Nicola’s eyes. She didn't have to wait for an answer. The look on Nicola's face gave it away. 
 “Yes,” Nicola gasped. “Although,” and amusement entered her tone, “I think you mentioned a ‘we’ when you suggested getting naked.” 
 Geeta smiled. “I did.” She stroked around Nicola’s breast as she took her hand away, her palm mourning its absence. 
 “Help me, please?” 
 Tunic gently tugged over her head. Bra released behind. A shiver of air thrilling over her own breasts. There. They were bare and chest to chest. 
 Nicola stared at her, face slack with want, and Geeta no longer felt the censure of staring at a woman, not when the other woman ate her up with her eyes like that. She loved being naked in front of Nicola when she looked at her so entranced. 
 Nicola reached forwards and Geeta expected her to touch. But Nicola dropped to her knees and kissed her nipple. 
 “Oh fuck,” Geeta slapped a hand over her mouth. 
 The sensation of hot, moist lips sucking her nipple struck everywhere at once. She knew she was already wet, and thrummed from chest to core. Nicola swirled her tongue around her, the sight naughty and shocking – the last person Geeta expected on her breast, and intensely erotic as the person she craved most. 
 Her legs shook. 
 “Can we sit down?” 
 “Mmm,” Nicola groaned, as if reluctant and drunk before leaning back. “Let me take these off first though.” 
 Nicola ran her hands down Geeta’s stomach and slipped beneath the waistband of her trousers. She stroked them down around her behind, the impossibly smooth insides of Nicola's arms caressing her thighs as they swept lower, and she threw the trousers aside. 
 Nicola breathed warmth over her stomach as she asked, “What about these?” 
 A finger traced around Geeta’s hip and trailed over the material to the top of her slit. She couldn't answer for a second, the touch of Nicola, so close, sending her into a spiral. 
 “Yes,” she managed. “Take them off.” 
 The waist loosened, and she was suddenly naked where most sensitive. She pulsed beneath Nicola’s captured attention, the look of awe on the other woman’s face an intense, erotic touch all of its own. She dizzied. 
 “I need to sit down.” 
 “Of course.” 
 Nicola followed on her knees to the edge of the bed, while Geeta sat with legs on either side of her. 
 “Is this OK?” Geeta whispered. 
 Nicola lifted her head as if it weighed heavy, her eyes unfocused as they tried to find Geeta’s. “This is...” 
 Nicola's cheeks flushed deep pink, and mouth dropped open with lustful breaths instead of words. 
 Geeta leant forward to kiss her, lips hot and devouring now. When their breasts met, they both moaned and kissed deeper, before moving backwards onto the bed, desperate to kiss and move and touch all at once. 
 “Lie down,” Nicola panted. 
 And Geeta lay back, shaking with anticipation. 
 “I want to touch you,” Nicola murmured, and she lay alongside, her breast coming to rest lusciously on hers. 
 Geeta sighed incoherent, and their kisses became snatched between hoarse breath, as Nicola's hand trailed lower, over her hips and dipped between her thighs. 
 She couldn’t help thrusting in short bursts. She wanted to apologise, but Nicola’s urgent breaths heightened in the same rhythm. Then quicker again, as Nicola’s fingers sought higher and keener. Then suddenly ceasing when they slipped into Geeta’s moisture. 
 “Oh god.” 
 She didn’t know who said it. She tensed, aching and reaching around Nicola as she climbed. 
 “Ooooh,” Nicola groaned, her head falling overcome. 
 She wondered if Nicola would find her, and opened her mouth, ready to guide, when a soft sure touch found her clit. Tension shot over her whole body. She cried out as she pulsed in rhythm and pushed onto Nicola. She clung on, riding the sensation of Nicola touching her, and Nicola swept slow and deliberate, every circle pulling a groan from Geeta’s throat. 
 Then Nicola slowly widened her touch and her finger slipped inside. 
 “Wait,” Geeta whispered. “Will you be gentle?” 
 The movement paused. Nicola pressed her hand over her clit, as if to hold in her high. When Geeta opened her eyes, she found Nicola delirious. 
 “Tell me what you like,” Nicola whispered, her eyes hooded. 
 “Slow,” Geeta panted. “Like small nudging circles.” She kept having to pause for breath. “Shallow inside.” 
 “Tell me how far.” Nicola teased slowly in. “Tell me when–”  
 “There,” Geeta gasped. 
 Oh that touch, barely an inch inside, and she was climbing the bed. One finger then two. Geeta opened her legs, wanting more. Nicola gently rocked circles inside her, a small massaging movement conjuring something magical. The gentle but firm rhythm had Geeta groaning every time it caressed the sides, always a sensitive place for her. And, oh, that spot up high made her head light, and charged pleasure leaped up her spine, tingling through her teeth and inside her skull. 
 “Ah,” she breathed out, clinging hard around Nicola's back. 
 “Like that?” 
 “Yes,” Geeta managed, before a moan took all her words. 
 Nicola's firm, rhythmic caress had her climbing higher and higher, and she squeezed around her shoulders. Just as she thought her body had plateaued and couldn’t reach any higher, Nicola’s thumb swept to massage her clit, and she leapt into the sensational. 
 “Please don’t stop,” Geeta cried out. 
 She struck one arm down onto the bed, pushing into her climax, the other gripping Nicola. And a feral shout of ecstasy shot from her throat. 
 Like exploding. Like fireworks. Like she died and woke again. 
 She blinked open her eyes, coming to and squeezing Nicola – far too hard. 
 “Sorry,” she gasped. 
 She leant back on the mattress and released Nicola’s shoulders, then reached out to stroke her skin. “Are you OK?” 
 Nicola stared at her with the darkest eyes she’d seen, clearly incapable of speech. 
 Geeta smiled, breathing heavily. Then laughed, her eyebrows shooting up. She might cry with the intensity of it all. “I wasn’t expecting that...It’s been...Oh my god. It’s been a long time since I had an orgasm like that.” 
 She couldn’t help laughing. 
 “Oh my god that was nice.” 
 A flood of happy hormones, fatigue and ecstasy lifted her on cloud nine thousand. She still shook. 
 “Are you ok?” 
 And Nicola attempted to say something, but her head dropped and she quietly growled. 
   




Chapter 26  
   
 The most beautiful and astonishing thing Nicola had ever witnessed. The sound of Geeta's cry alone reduced her to atoms. That most personal and private of reactions shocked her, because this was Geeta who despaired of her, was enraged by her, but came at her touch. Geeta’s warmth still softened her fingertips, Nicola’s hand resting inside her. 
 She’d never recover from Geeta clinging to her in desperation at how hard she came. All of it resonated as deep and true, a sound and touch and sensation she recognised, as real and honest as her own. 
 “Oh,” trembled from her lips. 
 She melted a thousand times. 
 Brazen, she’d stripped in front of her, but when Geeta slipped off her clothes, she’d turned weak and collapsed to her knees. Overcome at the sight of the sumptuous curve of generous hips, the soft undulation of her tummy and beautiful brown skin. Drawn to large teardrop breasts that she craved against her cheek, the mauve perfection of her nipple turning firm and warm beneath her tongue. Tasting the subtle, natural salts and oils, distinctive to each human being, and Geeta’s instantly addictive. 
 She groaned. All of it shocked with intense forbidden eroticism, and Nicola’s body had moved compelled against any inhibition. Kissing, caressing, seducing. Listening to Geeta’s breathing, that edged higher and faster, driving Nicola’s touch as if Geeta controlled her hand. 
 Nicola tried to speak, but it came out as another quiet moan. 
 “Turn over,” Geeta whispered. 
 She opened her eyes, lids heavy, to find Geeta’s satiated face dozy and dark eyed. Obediently, she rolled on her back, trembling and brimming with arousal. 
 "Are you OK to touch me?” she said, lips clumsy and slurring. 
 Geeta leant over, her breast silkily cushioning hers. 
 The sweep of Nicola's pale body trembled against Geeta’s golden curves, and twitched, longing for attention, while she desperately tried to sound reasoned. 
 “Are you too tired?” she added. 
 Something seemed to switch in Geeta, and she murmured, “Oh I am very OK to touch you.” And the look she gave had Nicola almost undone before she even started. 
 Geeta smiled, with both admiration and pleasure, as if drinking in Nicola's shaking body. Like she’d dine on her, rather than simply return a favour. A finger trailed down Nicola’s stomach, and she let out the most ridiculous moan. She'd never let anyone else hear something like that, but she had no choice here. When Geeta touched, her control relinquished. 
 “Soft,” Geeta gasped, and her head lolled, seduced again. 
 The finger trailed lower and encouraged Nicola to open her legs, to a gasp from them both as it slipped lower. 
 “Wet,” Geeta whispered. 
 The way Geeta looked at her. The way she touched her. With a compulsive care and addicted longing. She didn’t know if how Geeta caressed or gazed seduced her more. 
 Then it was like a tidal wave over her whole body, because Geeta circled her clit, and Nicola closed her eyes and groaned loud and long. 
 Breathing hard, she opened her eyes again, and Geeta stared at her, incredulous and delighted. 
 “I wondered if I needed to ask, but I think I’ve found you,” she whispered. 
 Nicola opened her mouth to say yes, but the harsh gasp that escaped said more. 
 Just this simple touch. Just Geeta gazing into her eyes, with their quick breaths mingling. The intense sensation of the most deft of strokes on her clit. Circling in small, firm motions, building and building, deeper and deeper. Like a mountain of intensity grew inside her. 
 The moan started at the back of her throat, and she couldn’t stop it, even though the sensation still built, as if it pushed at her from within. And Geeta held her tight as she exploded, and everything was dark and stars. 
 Body without boundaries. Nothing but light and the sound of rasping breaths. In the quiet of the little death of Nicola Albright, she realised she’d never be the same again. 
 Not just pretty. Not just practice. Curiosity not satisfied, but instead soaring insatiable. Way beyond the real thing. Overpowering lust had burned her body and now craved harder than ever before. How had she thought it would be anything less. 
 She turned her head slowly to Geeta, knowing her eyes were wide and astonished. She found the same expression on Geeta’s face. 
 “I do not have words,” Geeta whispered. “I have no words.” And she leant down and kissed her, gentle and tender, while Nicola lay struck down by their coming together. 
   
 ***  
   
 Slowly, they seemed to come to, waking up again. Nicola propped herself up on her elbow, to gaze at Geeta who lay alongside. 
 She swallowed to clear her throat to speak, but a grin kept spreading on her face. It was as if they sobered up and found themselves in bed with each other. 
 “Well that was...” Geeta grinned too. 
 So many things. 
 “A surprise?” Nicola offered. 
 “An incredible surprise.” 
 They both quietly laughed. 
 “I feel a bit embarrassed now,” Geeta said, still with a beautiful smile. “I’m not sure what to do.” 
 Nicola shrugged. 
 “Would you like a cup of tea?” Geeta asked. 
 And they laughed again. 
 How wonderful was that sound from Geeta. Another new one for Nicola. Content, elated, satisfied. She never heard it like that before. Nicola didn’t want the spell to break yet, and she stroked the waves of Geeta’s soft hair behind an ear and leant forwards and kissed her again. 
 “Are you OK?” Geeta asked quietly, when she lay back. 
 She nodded. “I don’t know what to say, but nothing about that is bad.” 
 Nicola shouldn’t say more though, not when Geeta’s laugh worked magic on her. 
 “I think I know what you mean,” Geeta said. “I haven’t the words yet.” 
 And neither did Nicola. It kept sinking in. The encounter had blown her apart, and she was forming again, over and over, and more clear with every definition. 
 “Can I say I liked this, though?” Nicola asked. 
 That was understated enough. 
 A wave of concern touched Geeta's eyes. “Yes, you can.” And she cupped her cheek. “And I did too. Very much. More than I can express right now.” 
 And that hit her in the chest. 
 “Is this a big deal for you?” Geeta asked. “Sleeping with a woman?” 
 It stirred things. Regrets. Mistakes. Feelings. Always with the feelings. 
 “Yes and no,” Nicola replied. 
 Not in the way Geeta meant perhaps. There was nothing she regretted here. No doubts about her sexuality. “I loved everything we did.” 
 And Geeta kissed her delicately. “I’m glad.” 
 They both propped themselves up higher, pulling the duvet around their chests, waking properly into themselves again – Nicola Albright and Geeta Sachdeva, naked in bed, and a little self-conscious. 
 “What do we do now?” Geeta asked, her smile both gentle and amused. “What are we doing Nicola Albright KC?” 
 The fun and challenge in Geeta’s tone revitalised Nicola. 
 “Well,” Nicola considered, “we seem to be making a terrible mess of being friends.” 
 Geeta chuckled, irresistible post-coital mellowness mixing with their usual banter. 
 “And we are some kind of complicated,” Nicola added. 
 “That is true,” Geeta agreed. “So, what are we doing?” 
 Multiple things for Nicola. Looking at Geeta right now was complex and fluid and terrible and wonderful. Still blown apart and waiting to reform, her boundaries were undefined and insubstantial. But all of her was drawn to Geeta who lay beside her naked, hand propping up cheek, and irresistible. 
 Nicola wanted to reach out and trace along the shape of her eyebrows, over her high cheeks, along the line of her nose, the slight rise of its line distinctive and compelling. Trail her finger along her lips, full, and achingly beautiful. Cup her cheek and kiss her and kiss her and kiss her. 
 Black velvety eyebrows lifted with concern. 
 “Exploring?” Nicola offered quickly. “Having fun?” she added, anticipating what Geeta needed to hear. 
 Nicola knew where Geeta stood – recently divorced, finding her feet and herself again, and stretching into new experiences. And her heart, never so present as this, ached. 
 “Are you enjoying this?” Nicola asked. 
 “Yes, I am,” Geeta murmured. 
 “What’s the time, by the way?” 
 “Oh god,” Geeta said, rolling away to check a bedside clock. “Gone two o’clock.” She rolled back and sighed. “I have to work in a handful of hours.” 
 “OK,” Nicola said. “Then,” she leant forward and kissed her. “I will let you get some sleep. But...” she kissed her again. Tenderly. Dreamily. “Who knows, perhaps we’ll bump into each other sometime.” 
 Geeta grinned. “And what if that happens? What should we do?” 
 “Hmmm,” Nicola pondered, thinking all kinds of things. “See how this settles. Then we’ll make something up?” 
 “OK,” Geeta said. 
 Geeta was content. That’s all she could ask for. 
 “Maybe,” Nicola added playfully, “you could read your book for inspiration?” 
 “Maybe.” Geeta laughed. 
 “But also...” Her heart thudded and a frisson of fear shot inside. “We can just have a cup of tea, if you want.” 
 Geeta took in what she said, nodding, still dazed by their night together. 
 “I’d like that.” 
 “Good.” 
 Nicola sat up and pulled back the duvet. Then her eyes trespassed down the bed, and she licked her lips. 
 Geeta gave her a look that both welcomed the attention and chastised her, before giving her the once up and down too. 
 Nicola smiled and tugged on her dress while Geeta threw on a T-shirt and shorts. 
 “You don’t have to get up.” 
 “I want to,” Geeta said simply. 
 They padded down the stairs and Geeta took her to the door, and they kissed, not on the cheek, to say goodbye. 
 “Good night,” Nicola said. 
 “Sleep tight.” 
 Geeta smiled at her with dozy satisfaction and fondness. And Nicola had to make herself walk away. 
   




Chapter 27 
   
 Geeta was wide, nerve-jangling, awake. The alarm clock blared far too early, and she couldn't believe it wasn't the middle of the night. Then visions of Nicola Albright in bed flooded her brain, her body tumbled into sensory assault, and she lay helpless as an exquisite quiver travelled from head to curling toes. 
 She cycled to work to clear her mind, racing along the meadows and riverbank into central Oxford. Except it kept happening while she sat at her desk. Every few seconds, her thoughts wandered and always to the same place. In bed, touching Nicola’s soft, warm pearl, and watching her expression when she came – the arched back, mouth taut and open, eyebrows intensely despairing and celebrating at the same time. 
 “Ooooh,” she breathed, overpowered by the memory again. 
 She covered her eyes, as if that would help. 
 At least the office was quiet this Friday. Many took the day off, after the late-night company event and before the weekend. Liz phoned in for time off in lieu, and a strict instruction to tell senior partner Hugo where to stick it if he questioned the absence. 
 And Hugo dawdled in late anyway with an, “Oh my lord, why didn't I take the day off. I’m too old for this.” And others looked similarly wrecked. 
 But Geeta...Geeta was wide awake and couldn't stop thinking about sex. She sat, exhausted but sparking alive, hyperaware of her body, because she had been touched, by Nicola. 
 Did that really happen? Had she been naked, in bed, with Nicola Albright? With Nicola’s fingers inside her and caressing her clit. She covered her mouth. Because, oh my god, she’d shouted when she came. 
 She’d been so turned on by the time they arrived home, she’d inflamed at their first touches. Then seeing Nicola nude had her leaping higher. Nicola caressed inside, and everything had delighted and melted, mind dissociating and body climbing the bed. 
 She covered her face, everything humming with the recollection. 
 “Nyuuuh.” 
 She uncovered her eyes and checked around the entrance hall. No-one. What a relief. 
 Willing her hands to stay put, rather than leaping to cover her guilty conscience, she sat up straight and professional. Then she smiled because no, she didn’t feel guilty. But this did feel huge. 
 Could people tell, Geeta wondered, that she, at the Bentley and partners reception desk, was daydreaming about slipping her fingers inside Nicola Albright. How the wet tenderness had shocked her. The intimacy of it, with someone who’d been closed off to her. The surprise and revelation, because she was a woman. Even more so because it was Nicola Albright, of all the bloody people. 
 She shook her head. Was this a terrible idea? 
 Why, in her mid-fifties, was she bewitched by someone completely inadvisable, who was arrogant, insensitive, possessed an ocean of confidence, but had talents and charisma too. You were meant to get this kind of thing out of your system in your teens. And sleeping together changed people, didn’t it. Geeta could be sexual without deep romance, but it was never just sex for her, and she’d never look at Nicola the same. 
 Who was she kidding? Of course, Nicola was a terrible idea. But also, so good. 
 The door. Footsteps. A familiar, sexy presence arrived, and she knew who without glancing up. Excitement thrilled across her body, and she closed her eyes and smiled, more alert to her than ever, and in multiple ways. Gah. What the hell had she done? 
 She looked up. 
 Long hair flowing, the stunning profile, classic cream shirt, hands slung in wide leg trousers pockets, the added touch of a tan belt and the watch. 
 “Oh my...” she breathed. Done for. 
 Curious, Geeta had opened a box and peeked inside, and there was no closing it now. This awakening was expansive, life-affirming, like letting a part of her grow again. Her heart fluttered. Where the hell was this going? She held her breath to calm herself. 
 Would Nicola keep walking today, so often consulted that she didn’t need to sign in at the desk? 
 The tall woman paused, a smile curled at her lips, aware that Geeta watched her. But would she look at Geeta? 
 Oh yes, she did, and the look said Nicola could eat her alive. 
 Nicola turned on her heel and sauntered closer in the most deliberate way, lascivious intent in every feature, from the unflinching gaze to the swagger. And, god, the assurance of it, that knew it worked, with her open shirt and glimpse of cleavage. Sigh. It was a beautiful sight and Geeta nearly melted into a heap and dribbled on the desk. 
 Nicola stopped at the partition, tilted her head, and blinked slowly and so very meaningfully, as if she took in Geeta, played with her in her mind, and did the most wonderful things to her. 
 “Well,” Nicola said, as if innocent. “I wondered if we’d bump into each other today.” 
 Geeta licked her lips. Then laughed, because there was no hiding she’d done that. 
 Nicola’s eyes dropped to her mouth, spotting the indiscretion, and flipped amused back to capture Geeta’s gaze. 
 So, Nicola had an interest this morning. There was no doubt about that. Seduction and intent dripped from her. Were they friends still? Ever? Who knew. But there were clearly benefits on offer. 
 “Morning,” Nicola purred, and her smile softened. Not a smirk. This one had real knowledge, had known intimacy with her, and warmth spread everywhere. 
 “Morning,” Geeta replied. 
 And damn it, she was grinning like a fool. 
 Nicola's smile morphed into pure satisfaction, and she blatantly licked her lips too. 
 “Stop it,” Geeta snapped, but she burst into another grin. 
 “What?” Nicola feigned innocence. 
 “You know exactly what you’re doing.” 
 “Is it working?” 
 “You know it is.” 
 Another smile and a tilt of the head. “I wondered...” Nicola dropped her weight to one side and idly stroked a finger along the smooth rim of the partition. Back and forth, a slow deliberate seductive motion. “...if you had a break today?” 
 Geeta gazed at that finger and felt it everywhere, back and forth and round and round. 
 “Did you,” Geeta swallowed, “have something in mind?” 
 The motion stopped. She could read Nicola’s thoughts, because she projected them so clearly in her eyes. 
 “Yes, I did. But we won't have the time for that during your break.” 
 Geeta bit her lip. She shuffled a little, becoming restless and uncomfortable. 
 “But would you like a coffee, perhaps?” Nicola’s voice lowered, the velvet seduction another stroke towards her unravelling. Geeta had to look away because her face burned. She touched the back of her hands to her cheeks. 
 “You’re making me blush and hot flush.” 
 Nicola gazed at her, undaunted. “Then how about an ice cream?” And having ice cream never sounded so loaded or rude. 
 “Erm, Rachel?” Geeta called out. 
 Then she cleared her throat when it came out sideways. She spun in her chair and called into the office. “Taking my break.” 
 The associate called back that she’d cover the desk, and Geeta snatched up her bag. 
 Oxford shone in bright summer sunshine, and Geeta took off her blazer. She didn't miss Nicola’s gaze journey around the low V-neck of her T-shirt. Nicola didn’t try to hide it either. 
 Just accompanying her made Geeta burn. She knew what Nicola was thinking, and the thoughts caressed her as they walked. And this felt naughty, as if sneaking out of work with a bad influence, not a respected lawyer. 
 “I was actually in Bentley to see Alec about pro bono clients,” Nicola said, “but I seem to have got distracted.” 
 “Sudden need for a drink?” 
 “Thirsty, certainly.” 
 Geeta pursed her lips. So, Nicola wasn’t going to be subtle about this. It was absolutely part of Nicola's appeal – that confidence to simply ask for what she wanted, so brazen it left Geeta’s mouth hanging open and her body screaming yes. 
 “Then let’s find something to satisfy you,” Geeta said. 
 “Let’s.” Nicola grinned. 
 Cafes burst with tourists, so they grabbed tubs of clotted cream and blueberry flavour ice cream from a stall on Broad Street and sat on a wooden flower-bed seat, one of many that lined the wide road of colleges and colourful tall, thin timber-framed shops. 
 They sat soft thigh to soft thigh, Nicola’s warmth and proximity unsubtle, and Geeta had no plans to move away. 
 “So...” Geeta said, tilting her head to see Nicola. 
 “So,” Nicola replied, returning a delicious side-eye of intention. 
 Geeta sighed, the heat from Nicola and the chill of ice cream a tantalising combination. 
 “How’s your morning been?” Nicola asked. 
 “I’ve been a little distracted too.” 
 “Oh?” Nicola raised innocent eyebrows and scooped a creamy morsel inside her lips. 
 “I...erm...” Geeta blushed again, thinking of sex and needing Nicola, while tourists and others walked by. “I had new experiences to think over.” 
 “Oh, yes? Have you been exploring? Doing some experimentation?” 
 Geeta laughed, “A little.” 
 “And has it answered your curiosity?” 
 It had flipping inflamed her curiosity. Her body and mind longed for all sorts of knowledge, and with Nicola up close and soft against her she wasn’t far from trying them right here. 
 “What about you?” Geeta asked, still grinning at this fun side of Nicola, which brought out the naughtiness in both. “Did you like the answer to our mutual curiosity?” 
 “Hmm?” Nicola asked. 
 Geeta lowered her voice. Tourists and lunchtime workers passed close by, although neither likely knew anyone. But she still murmured it. 
 “Did you find you liked kissing women?” 
 Nicola put her arm around the back of the bench and leaned closer, the warmth from her chest dreamy. She made a show of thinking it over. 
 “I don’t know,” Nicola said. 
 “Excuse me?” Geeta laughed. 
 Nicola shrugged. “I don’t know.” 
 “What?!” Geeta whispered hoarsely. Was she being serious? 
 “Too soon to tell,” Nicola murmured. 
 “You don’t know?!” 
 The insufferable... How could she not after last night. The way she’d sounded, the way she looked, and... Heat rose up Geeta’s body, flaming from the insult and memory. 
 “How can you not know?” 
 Nicola leaned closer, breath tickling Geeta’s cheek and down her neck, suggestion travelling lower. “Well, I haven’t kissed you everywhere yet.” 
 Oh. God. She might have moaned out loud in the middle of the street. She thrummed hot and moist, all from the suggestive power of Nicola clearly wanting to kiss her...there. 
 “OK,” she gasped. “There’s that I suppose.” 
 “Exactly. So, I’m intrigued and wonder...” Nicola’s eyes ravished her, as if she could see the thoughts and feelings she provoked, “would you help satisfy my curiosity?” 
 Geeta gulped. And again, when Nicola pressed closer. 
 “May I taste yours?” Nicola whispered. 
 “Wha...?” 
 She stared as Nicola leant down and licked a smooth groove in Geeta’s ice cream, the motion slow and deliberately sensual. 
 “Ooooooh,” Geeta groaned. 
 Then she whimpered when cold dripped on her chest. 
 “Oh dear,” Nicola purred. “We’re making a mess already. Let me wipe that up.” Nicola stroked a finger over the top of Geeta's breasts, with a slow deliberation that was incendiary. The absolute intention, the curve of it, the burning look in Nicola’s eyes. It went straight through her. 
 “Mmyuh,” Geeta mumbled. 
 Then her mouth wordlessly dropped as she watched that finger glide towards lips, and Nicola lapped the ice cream with the tip of her tongue. 
 “Come and see me tonight,” Geeta blurted. 
 And she didn’t miss Nicola’s eyes widen, and definitely not the delighted smile. 
 “How soon?” Or the desperation in Nicola's voice. 
 “Be there at eight.” 
   




Chapter 28 
   
 Nicola knocked on the door at exactly eight o’clock and almost fell inside when it immediately opened. 
 And the sight that met her. 
 “Sorry, I was coming out of the shower...” Geeta started. 
 Stunning. No-one switched Nicola alert like this. The urgency in Geeta’s eyes. The heightened breathing. Then the glimpse of naked body beneath the dressing gown, the charcoal grey of the material deepening the beautiful tone of Geeta's skin. Nicola reached out without thinking and sank into a kiss, the door slamming behind her. 
 “You look...” And she kissed her again. 
 The gown fell open and her hands cupped her breasts, dipped to Geeta’s waist, and hungered lower over her hips. The sight of Geeta nude consumed her attention, all gorgeous curves of golden brown. 
 “I've been thinking about this all day,” Nicola whispered, the catch in her throat giving her away. 
 “Same,” Geeta murmured. 
 They kissed urgently, both of them pulling at the buttons of her shirt, tearing it down her arms while their lips sought each other. Then, bra gone, she slipped beneath Geeta’s open gown. 
 She almost blacked out, the eroticism of naked breast to breast sumptuously engulfing her. Nothing had been like this for Nicola, and the sensitivity of her own against the obvious pleasure in Geeta’s had her body thrilling higher in leagues and leagues. 
 “Can we...?” 
 They knew what they were there for. Both shook with expectation, neither naïve about what their bodies liked, but drunk with the anticipation of indulging with someone new, with a different dimension to their pasts. 
 “Come upstairs.” 
 She followed Geeta into the sole loft bedroom, the heat from the summer day intense and evening sunlight glowing through a glass door onto the rooftop. Geeta threw back the light duvet on the double bed, flipping it into a roll, but Nicola couldn’t keep her hands off her and she reached for her before she even turned round. 
 “You must be too warm,” she whispered into Geeta’s nape, as her fingers agitated along her shoulders. 
 Geeta tilted her head with a smile. “You’re right,” she said, gently laughing at Nicola’s need while clearly filled with her own. “I do not need this robe.” 
 Ah, this was heaven, slipping away material over smooth, soft shoulders, her fingertips tantalised by the warmth beneath. One shoulder, then the other, revealing Geeta’s tapering back and gorgeous curve of her wide rounded hips. With the caress of gown over skin, she could see the anticipation build in Geeta, feel the heat of their closeness and the pull that drew them both. 
 “There.” 
 She let the gown drop to the bed. Then, with a deliberation that savoured the moment, she closed the gap between them, to gently press her naked breasts into Geeta’s back. 
 “Oh, that’s nice,” Geeta breathed. 
 Geeta’s head rolled back, and their bodies melted together. 
 She kissed along her shoulder and sighed at the taste of her. It was so distinctively Geeta and compulsive for Nicola, a second sample after the night before, the beginnings of familiarity intensifying her appetite. She couldn’t stop tasting her way up the slope, devouring her neck, nuzzling her nose across the sweep of soft black hair at the nape, where the scent of Geeta filled her head. She dabbed tongue then lips in kisses down the curve of her back. 
 “How do you taste so good?” 
 She stroked her hands around Geeta’s chest, caressing over breasts and finding receptive nipples firm between her fingers. The sensation was almost unbearable in the sensitive dip between fingers, teased by the almost intangible softness of pert nipple, the kind of unbearable that was exquisite and turned her liquid inside. She circled a finger and pinched gently in rhythm to her hungry kisses, Geeta's breathing and squirming quickly following in time. 
 “Let’s lie down,” Nicola whispered. And Geeta knelt down and climbed into bed. 
 She followed as if tied, unable to stop kissing her and becoming greedier. She clasped around her curving behind and nibbled firmer into the flesh above her hips. 
 “Oh!” Geeta said in surprise. 
 “Too much?” Nicola gasped. 
 “No.” And Geeta lay flatter on the bed. “I like that.” 
 “Mmmmm,” Nicola moaned incoherent, as she took large, massaging mouthfuls of her. 
 But she felt the lure around Geeta's side and stroked underneath to encourage Geeta to roll over. 
 Nicola had loved Geeta’s aroma the night before and couldn't stop thinking of how she’d taste. It teased relentlessly all day. How that softness would touch her tongue. How that dizzying scent would fill her mouth. How it would feel to be connected to her most vividly as she came. 
 Further she kissed, around her hip. 
 “Oh.” Nicola encountered the softest skin on the inside of Geeta's thighs. She stroked her cheek over it, to appreciate the silkiness. 
 Then a hint of moisture dabbed her nose, and a cool taste enticed her lips. Drunk and drawn without thinking, she started licking while Geeta gasped with every touch. 
 “Ooooh,” Nicola moaned, collapsing with face wet between Geeta's legs. “This is...” 
 And dazed, she kissed at beautiful dark lips. 
 “Mmmmm.” 
 Overcome with the delicate savoury flavour, moreish and sumptuous. The silky wet body heat of it. There was nothing like this. Powerful and transformative, she explored and flailed. This was the most hypnotic part of sex she’d encountered. How could anyone resist this? 
 She lifted her neck, intending to apologise for clumsiness. But Geeta pressed into the bed and arched upwards, needing her. She dropped her head in instant response, tongue relaxed and gently massaging Geeta’s lips, finding where Geeta reacted most strongly and tuning into how she wanted her. 
 A long, slow lick from inside, and Geeta moaned as Nicola’s tongue-tip hit her just there, where she’d guided the night before. Then relaxed and sensuously over her nub, and Geeta shuddered in ecstasy. 
 Oh, Nicola was losing it. The eroticism of the fresh experience had her unravelling, with the unique potency of it being Geeta coming undone beneath her tongue. And her arms shook. 
 Geeta writhed beneath her mouth, and she tipped her head to deepen her touch and to see the effect. Geeta lay with glowing curves bathed sensational in evening sunlight. She clawed the bed, pushing up and climbing the more her orgasm built. Nicola knew where she was, from the tension, her moan, the deep glow at the top of her chest, the swollen longing between her legs. It seemed to amplify and tremble in her own body. 
 She lapped deeper, firmer, unhurried but intense, and she groaned with helpless fucking appreciation when Geeta’s thighs seized around her face. 
 Geeta hit the back of the bed with a clatter, her shout everything to do with the waves of shuddering orgasm that swept her in the air. Body wound up and ecstatic, Nicola pressed her tongue firm to let Geeta’s every wave peak without diminishing. And only when Geeta began to relax and descend did she gently soften her lips, to soothe the kiss and ease her back down. 
 Did Nicola slur? She raised her head a little. She meant to say that Geeta should choose a softer padded headboard, rather than rails, if they did this to each other. Whether it came out coherent, she didn’t know. 
 “Oh my god,” she sighed. 
 And she dropped her cheek to Geeta's thigh, covered in the most addictive moisture in the world. 
   
 *** 
   
 Like the night before, her peak had been massive, and Geeta lay seeing stars with body pulsing from the most delicious explosion. Except this time, it seemed to reside longer and deeper, from the tenderness with which Nicola touched her. 
 But what had she done to Nicola? 
 The woman looked drugged and enthralled between her legs. Eyes hooded and mouth hanging open, Nicola pushed up onto her arms. And when she dabbed her lips with the back of her hand to stop them dripping, Geeta felt something kindle inside her. 
 She sat up, trembling with the aftershock of her orgasm, intending not to let Nicola wait. 
 “Take these off,” she said, tugging at Nicola’s trousers. Groaning, Nicola did as she was told. “And these.” She dipped her fingers inside the waistband of Nicola’s underwear to an appreciative shiver. 
 “Now come back onto the bed.” She guided her, to kneel with one leg either side. “Come closer.” 
 Now Nicola understood what she wanted to do. The gasp. The shiver that shot through the woman’s body above. Exhilarating. 
 “Closer again,” Geeta entreated, pulling Nicola's soft thighs around her shoulders. 
 “Mmmmmmm,” she let out as she raised her chin and tasted Nicola's delicacy with the tip of her tongue. 
 The reaction was sweet and instant. 
 Again, Geeta lapped at Nicola's tenderness and had her caving and clinging to the rail at the head of the bed. 
 And again, she let the reaction permeate everywhere through Nicola’s body, then licked before it had time to dissipate, but not a moment sooner. 
 “Are you teasing me?” came strangled from Nicola, her pale form turning to golden honey in the sun’s low rays. “Are you tormenting me?” 
 Geeta smiled. “Do you like it?” 
 Another tremble. “Yes,” Nicola breathed. 
 “How much? Tell me how much you like it.” 
 “From you...? Astonishing.” 
 “Mmmmmm,” Geeta said. “Will you spread for me?” 
 Nicola complied, widening her legs a little further. 
 “That’s better. I can see you.” 
 And oh, it was sensational. Rude. Beautiful. Different to hers. Her body was under assault again. There was nothing so erotic as the private sight of Nicola here and her obvious response to her touch. 
 She ran her finger along pink lips that had darkened with arousal. And Nicola shook. She pressed her thumb gently to her outer lips, just to see a little better, to glimpse her swollen nub. She realised she was staring with wide, astonished, greedy eyes, but had no intention of hiding her reaction when she knew what Nicola's did to her. 
 “So sexy. So...” and the word was muffled at her own movement to kiss Nicola’s centre. 
 Whole mouth enjoying clit, swirling her tongue around, then rubbing her wet lips over too. Nicola groaned harder with the firmer pressure. 
 Did she want anything else? 
 But the moment Geeta strayed, Nicola moaned, “please, no” and she clenched hard when Geeta took her again with a warm kiss. That was her answer. And she could lie here all day. She swept her hands around Nicola’s buttocks, feeling them clench with every sweep of her tongue. They shook the higher she climbed. 
 “Please–” cut off, strangled in Nicola’s throat. 
 Geeta pulled her firmer onto her face. 
 “I’m–” 
 Nicola’s whole body taut. 
 “Aaah.” 
 Then the fucking release. 
 Nicola cried out above her, clinging hard to the top rail, quivering on Geeta’s mouth, no control. 
 She made Nicola do that. They had done this to each other. 
 Oh my...She felt like a goddess. 
   




Chapter 29 
   
 This might be perfection. The sun setting late and red in the west. The view over river and meadows. And Geeta, lying naked on her side, the curve of her shoulders, the dip to her waist, and the sensual shape of her hips the most beautiful of all. 
 Faces glistening and still recovering their breath, Nicola leant closer and kissed her once more, the taste of them together. 
 Geeta smiled and cupped her cheek. “There,” she whispered. “I think we have the kissing thing covered.” 
 Nicola breathed out a quiet laugh. Then, “I like the way you taste.” 
 Geeta’s eyes stretched wide. Did her cheeks deepen a little? 
 “Same. And you’re making me blush now.” But Geeta’s mature confidence quickly recovered. “I don’t know what I expected, but I really liked that.” 
 Nicola believed her, hearing the hunger in the enthusiasm. 
 “And by the way,” Geeta teased, gently prodding Nicola’s shoulder, the challenge always a blink away, always drawing her in. “I think the headboard is just fine. Because you needed something to cling to.” 
 Heat hit her cheeks. 
 Geeta’s mouth dropped open with an exaggerated gasp. “Did I just make Nicola Albright blush?” 
 “No.” She tried to lift her chin. “Maybe.” 
 “Well, that’s an unexpected treat.” 
 A delighted grin lit up Geeta’s face, and she reached out and trailed a finger around Nicola’s cheek. 
 “You’re definitely rosy cheeked,” Geeta whispered with gentle surprise. 
 Nicola attempted to narrow her eyes and clap back a riposte. But that stroke over her cheek had her pacified and docile. 
 “I am done for,” she moaned. 
 Only Geeta could have done this to her. She wanted to lie here all night. 
 “So...?” Geeta tilted her head. “Do you like kissing women?” 
 “Yes, I do.” 
 “Me too.” 
 The smile softening Geeta’s face was both ecstatic and affectionate, cheeks lifting with unrestrained glee. And Nicola’s heart swelled huge. This was new and powerful for her. Perhaps for them both. And, oh my god yes, they liked women. That was clear. 
 Geeta’s expression waned when Nicola didn't say anything. The lightness remained on her lips, but a tiny frown deepened between her eyebrows. 
 “Do you want to talk about this?” Geeta asked. 
 “What exactly?” 
 “How you’re in bed with a woman? With me?” 
 Nicola paused, not able to speak fluently about it yet. It had been a complex journey in some ways, and so blissfully easy in others. 
 “How you clearly like kissing women,” Geeta added. “In every single way.” 
 They laughed. 
 Nicola’s heart tumbled when Geeta’s eyes shone in shared laughter like that. At the same time, fear skittered through at what was happening to her. 
 “You don't have to say, but it is unexpected,” Geeta murmured. 
 When Nicola still didn't answer, Geeta shrugged, as if untroubled by the pause, and carried on. 
 “For me,” she dropped her hand and gazed at the bed in thought, “it’s something that’s always been a question, I suppose. Or something I didn't dismiss.” She looked up again, her expression soft and mollifying. 
 “A little of that perhaps,” Nicola managed, succumbing to Geeta’s gaze. “Although I did dismiss it as out of bounds.” 
 “What changed?” 
 “I met...someone,” Nicola breathed out. 
 “A woman.” 
 “Yes. Changed my perspective. Because I was clearly attracted to her, very strongly in fact.” 
 “Were you tempted to get involved?” 
 Geeta asked out of pure curiosity, Nicola could tell. Ironic that she already knew the person. 
 “No. Nothing like that,” Nicola replied. “It wasn’t on the cards at all. We were both married. And she...” Maybe Geeta hadn’t hated her, because Geeta wasn't simplistic about people, but hated her attitude. “But I was undeniably drawn to her.” 
 “That must have been difficult,” Geeta said, concerned. 
 “It knocked me to the ground.” A vestigial chill prickled, remembering. “It was a hard slap around the face and sobering, given the way I treated some people, yes, Charlotte included. And, profoundly moving.” 
 The chill mellowed into melancholy, then stung with regret. 
 Had their first encounter become more potent and poignant in retrospect because Geeta lay here with her now? Especially looking at her with kind eyes and understanding, after a sensual experience together that made Nicola come apart? 
 “How long ago? Did it change you?” Geeta asked. 
 “A while now.” 
 Nicola wouldn't say it was her and put Geeta on the spot like that. There was a responsibility and load that came with that, and she didn’t want Geeta to bear it. Not with everything Geeta had going on right now. 
 Nicola shuffled, uncomfortable at the memories. 
 “Some things changed straight away,” she said. “I backed off from Charlotte and tried to be more accommodating.” 
 “And what about you?” Geeta asked, both concern and affection softening her voice. “Did you try to date women?” 
 “I avoided thinking about it.” Too much to unravel, and in no position to dwell. “Although I went on a date once. I was curious when another barrister, married, said she could be discreet and wondered if I was interested.” 
 But the other woman wasn't Geeta, and attraction remained absent. It felt worse because of it. 
 “I feel stupid now, because I used it as a test, to prove to myself whether I was attracted to women. I didn’t even last a polite drink with her. But, of course, I wasn't interested in every woman, and it said nothing.” 
 Geeta frowned, but nodded. 
 “What about you?” Nicola prompted, wanting to move on from the subject. 
 “Me?” Geeta relaxed as she thought, her arm resting along the curving line of her body. “I suppose I found all kinds of people, including women, sexy over the years. But it was never an option so,” she shrugged, “I didn’t look too closely.” 
 “Real people? Or celebrities?” 
 Geeta grinned at something that must have sprung to mind. “Do you remember that film version of Much Ado About Nothing? Must have been mid-nineties? The one where Keanu and Denzel looked to die for.” 
 Geeta covered her heart, ready to drool. 
 Nicola laughed. “Yes, I remember. And yes, they did.” 
 “But...” Geeta paused. “I noticed Emma Thompson did too. Like she glowed. The three of them looked edible, and it surprised me. Then...” She grinned, even more amused. “I watched Pride and Prejudice in the nineties as well. The one where everyone went gaga over Darcy.” 
 “But not you?” 
 “No. Hooked on the sparkle in Elizabeth’s eyes.” She smiled in wonder. “You know,” she waved her arm, in the relaxed way Geeta did, always with a sway or an effusive gesture. “I genuinely thought I was in a period-drama phase.” 
 “But, in fact, you were there for Jennifer Ehle’s bosom?” 
 Geeta laughed out loud and lay on her back giggling for a few moments. “God, I wonder if anyone saw through me.” 
 Oh, she liked making Geeta laugh. Not at her. Nothing cynical. No bickering. But beaming more beautiful than ever before. Nicola had laughed with others. But not Geeta, and not like this, so close that she felt her warmth. It made her heart the size of a planet. 
 Geeta propped herself up again. “Then there’s all the gorgeous women of Bollywood. I always thought it weird, women saying how handsome the men were when Madhuri Dixit and Sridevi were right there.” 
 Geeta shook her head before carrying on. “Why couldn’t a woman say another looked gorgeous, or men admit they’re handsome? Maybe it was different for me than others.” She peered up at Nicola. “I don’t know where the line is though. Did I obsessively watch tapes of Madhur Jaffery cooking in the eighties because of the food, or was she a role model, or pretty?” 
 “Or Nigella now?” 
 “No, I simply have a big fat crush on Nigella.” 
 Nicola grinned. 
 “So,” Geeta shrugged, “when Olivia looked interested in women, it seemed natural to me. My friend Jerry used to stay in touch and spotted it too. He said, ‘your daughter is a girl-girl'. So, I talked about gay people, encouraged her reading, and films, took her to watch the pride march. I'm not sure we ever directly discussed it. She started having girlfriends and she was as mortified about me talking to them as any boy.” 
 They laughed. And they fell quiet. 
 “Then?” Nicola asked. “What made you start to look?” 
 Geeta hesitated. “Actually, this is a little embarrassing, but you.” She lifted those deep brown eyes. “I realised I was,” she breathed in, “sexually attracted to you these last few months.” 
 Nicola had felt it, those sparks scintillating brighter, the more they clashed and rubbed up against each other, in the moments they’d laughed together as well as the times they bickered. Yes, it had clearly been there, now she looked back. 
 “I’ve been having inappropriate thoughts about you, Nicola Albright.” 
 That made Nicola grin. “Well, given we’re naked in bed, I think them highly appropriate.” 
 “Good.” Geeta bit her lip. “Because I like this.” She paused. “And yes, I’ve found people and women attractive before. And I've wondered whether I wasn’t straight. But with you...” 
 Geeta shuffled closer and pressed a soft fingertip to her chest, naked this time, with Geeta’s breath tickling her breasts. 
 “...You definitely cross a line. You simply live in the sexy zone. The, I want to,” Geeta took a deep breath, “eat your pussy kind of space.” 
 Nicola snorted through her nose. Oh god, she might have hysterics. And nothing usually tickled her that much. 
 “You can’t say pussy!” 
 “What?” Geeta drew herself up indignant. “Oh, so I can eat your pussy, but not say it.” 
 She couldn’t stop laughing now. 
 “Stop it,” Geeta chastised. “You’re looking at me like I’m a wholesome mother again.” 
 “Are you telling me off?” 
 And Nicola had to lie back, hand to her stomach. She hadn't laughed like that in years. She almost said, “I love you.” Because this was lovely. 
 She wiped her eyes and leant up again. “I’ve loved this,” she said more soberly. 
 “Me too,” Geeta murmured. 
 And they gazed at each other with warm cheeks and happy eyes. 
 “Should I...?” Nicola started, not wanting to leave. 
 “Stay a bit longer.” Geeta reached for her hand and curled round fingers. “I’m happy here. Don't stop yet. I like talking to you.” 
 “Good.” 
 “I haven't really talked about this with anyone else.” 
 “Same.” 
 “And I enjoy chatting with you, strangely,” Geeta said, looking deep into her eyes. “Actually, not strangely. Because I like talking to you about everything.” 
 And Geeta gazed at her with the generous expression she gave others, fond of humankind always, but with a delirious mellowness after their sex. A look that could cast a spell over anyone. And Nicola was in freefall. 
   




Chapter 30 
   
 OK, so Geeta was a little bit obsessed with Nicola and sex now. Difficult not to be when their encounters resonated so deeply. Kissing her like she wanted to be kissed. Gently licking the line of her lips, knowing how it would feel, and luxuriating in mirrored empathy. Sweeping over her bud, to a shiver of pleasure from both. Nicola moaning as her body caved, and the sound sending Geeta higher and higher in an endless loop of sensual erotic feedback. Oh, it was powerful stuff. 
 Yes, she knew from experience sex hit with big hormones, but that was back then with men. And this was a long time later, and she hadn’t expected it. But honestly, it hit harder. This was addictive and Nicola indulgent too. 
 “I bought toys,” Nicola messaged. “Want to play?” 
 Yes, she did, and Nicola called on the dot again. 
 Summer blazed in a heatwave with blue skies, and they spent every evening naked in bed, door thrown open to the world, talking for hours afterwards, Nicola leaving past midnight. 
 Then Friday night, Geeta snuggled up on Nicola’s shoulder, cheek on one breast, hand on the other. She idly caressed Nicola’s softness in her palm and her head swirled, relaxed and happy. Nicola shifted beneath her, preparing to go, and Geeta grumbled at having to move from this heavenly bed. 
 “Why don't you stay,” she whispered. 
 She was too sleepy to care what it meant. And the gentle smile Nicola returned said she’d only been waiting for Geeta to ask. 
 In the middle of the night, she woke to Nicola spooned behind her, and she hot flushed and broke into a sweat. 
 “Sorry,” she mumbled, and gently rolled away. 
 But another snooze and shuffle later, the air cooling in the meantime, she woke spooning Nicola. Breasts to back, lower bodies intimate, arm wrapped around Nicola’s waist. She twitched, not knowing if she should keep it there, so cosy and familiar. Was that assuming too much of Nicola, and a step too far for her? She slowly withdrew her hand, but Nicola complained in her sleep with an oddly sweet moan and drew Geeta’s arm beneath her breasts. 
 With a soporific wave of happy acceptance, Geeta nuzzled into her back and drifted, content. 
 It was quiet when she woke properly. The sky had turned into the bright quality of early morning summer. The rest of the bed lay empty but clung to remnant body heat when she explored with her fingers. 
 She threw on a T-shirt and shorts and padded downstairs. She found Nicola standing in the gap between the sliding windows, gazing into the garden, legs bare and shirt on. 
 “Hi,” she said gently. 
 Nicola turned, and her breath caught. Open shirt, the rise of her breasts visible, with only knickers for underwear, Geeta stopped in her tracks and stared. 
 Nicola tilted her head. “Problem?” she purred. 
 “You're a very sexy woman,” Geeta groaned. “And you know it.” She pointed with accusation. 
 Nicola’s smile curled, satisfied and irresistible. 
 Geeta shook her head. “I’m not surprised you get what you want.” 
 “It doesn't get you everything.” 
 A complexity flickered in her features, the distinctive eyebrows crinkling a moment. Then her chin lifted, the inner assurance flooding back, always with Nicola, and pushed away the clouds. 
 “Is that what a phenomenal singing voice, Oxford and confidence are for? Getting the rest of it?” 
 “Still doesn’t win everything.” 
 Nicola approached, the stride slower, but sensational with bare legs. 
 “Besides,” Nicola said, “I've always thought you the most beautiful woman.” 
 Geeta opened her mouth to dismiss the banter by habit but stopped herself. The feeling rose in her chest, more and more frequently, that Nicola meant it. 
 Then the lure of Nicola nearby blanked further words. Her neck swayed with the urge to kiss Nicola’s cleavage and work her tender way over her breasts. She swept her hands around Nicola's waist and couldn’t help the “mmm” of pleasure as Nicola drew her close. 
 The hum of pleasure wasn’t just physical. This was nice, not coming down to an empty house. She loved having people around, and it was why she enjoyed working on Bentley reception. But most of all this, having another person for intimate company, who thrived on people too. 
 A thrill shot through her, of excitement mixed with fear, at things that whispered of potential. 
 “Do you have to go? Can you stay for breakfast?” She almost stuttered, fearing what she asked, as well as what Nicola might say. 
 The magnificent face, with defined cheekbones and fantastic jawline, and lines that had lived, laughed, thought and fought and won, was so often knowing. But a gentle smile appeared again. The same as when she’d asked her to stay the night. And like Geeta kept seeing lately. 
 “I'd love to stay. Next week is busy, so I cleared the weekend for a break.” 
 “Good. I wondered if you were up early to go somewhere?” 
 “No,” Nicola said, swaying her in relaxed comfort. “Just wide awake. Possibly from missing my progesterone because I was here last night. It usually makes me more sleepy.” 
 “Oh,” Geeta said. 
 She stopped. She almost suggested Nicola keep some here. But that seemed a step too far. 
 “Maybe I’ll carry some with me,” Nicola said. 
 There, always negotiating that kind of awkwardness, Nicola more used to post-divorce relationships. 
 “Maybe,” Geeta nodded in agreement. “In fact, yes, please do.” 
 Because cuddling up to Nicola was unexpectedly lovely. Especially that moment in the night when Nicola had snuggled close, with a kiss to her shoulder. Not a seduction. No intent. A slow, gentle gesture, full of affection, that made her ache in a different way. She’d not moved, and pretended sleep, listening to Nicola drift into deeper breaths. And she’d wondered at the rightness of it, not wanting Nicola to leave. 
 “Let me get breakfast ready,” Geeta said. 
 And she turned deliberately, leaving the subject balancing there. 
 She whizzed up a mango lassi. This heat called for a refreshing start. And she wandered down the slope of the garden, to find Nicola barefoot and divine in shirt and knickers. 
 The luscious shrubs and trees kept the space private from neighbours, although open to the river at the end. They sat on the sofa beside the river, with only birds and the swirling sound of water for company, the rest of the village still in bed, and with no movement from canal boats further upstream. 
 She passed over a glass and Nicola cradled it. 
 “You know, I think you have the perfect home,” Nicola said. 
 Geeta smiled and snuggled beside her. 
 “I do love it.” 
 Nicola turned. She must have caught the melancholy. 
 “I might have to sell up,” Geeta added. “It depends on me getting a permanent job that covers the bills.” 
 Nicola gave a single nod and focused, as if about to suggest solutions. She noticed this about Nicola, and it rang true over the years. That she’d immediately fix an issue, never one to let a problem go. 
 This time, though, Nicola stretched an arm around the back of the bench. Comfort. And Geeta smiled. 
 “Of course...” Nicola leant towards her. “I'll look out for positions for you.” 
 There it was. 
 “Thank you.” Geeta grinned. 
 Nicola took a sip. 
 “Oh, my goodness, darling. Yum!” Nicola said, eyes wide and appreciative. 
 That was another thing she found sexy about Nicola, that zest she had for everything. Never a dull moment with her. Whether it was work, sex or food, the woman was engaged, with her appetites broad and enthusiastic. Easy to cook for and willing to cook together, despite it not being her particular skill. And chatting. They talked for hours. Nicola always took an interest in her and what she read, flicking through the paperbacks on her bedside table and reading for a while. And Geeta hungered for time with her, because this felt like living again. 
 “What’s in this one?” Nicola said, taking keen sips. “Is it a lassi?” 
 “A breakfast smoothie version. Banana, frozen mango, yogurt, coconut milk, pinch of cumin seeds. Sometimes I add oats. Tiny bit of honey if the fruit isn’t ripe enough.” 
 “Mmm, perfect,” Nicola drank eagerly. She crossed her legs towards her, snuggling close. And that loosely buttoned shirt tantalised. 
 “So, do you fancy doing something together today?” Nicola asked. 
 Geeta’s eyes drifted into soft depths, and she had to pull up her gaze. “Do you mean something other than sex?” 
 Nicola curled her lips. “As well as sex?” 
 And the way she looked at her... Geeta could leap on her now, straddle her on the garden sofa, tug back her hair and kiss her to oblivion and dive into that open shirt. 
 “Come on.” Nicola took her hand. “It’s the weekend. Let’s go do something fun.” 
 And her sparkling eyes promised all kinds. 
   
 *** 
   
 This was the life. 
 With eager strides, Nicola free-wheeled the bike she’d bought at the same time as the cottage, down the narrow lane towards the river, relishing cycling again like her student days. Early morning still, and air breezed fresh and full of birdsong. 
 Geeta followed on hers, across the locks and past the lockhouse, then onto the towpath, sunny already with waves of cow parsley filling the gap between the water and meadows in clouds of white flowers. Nicola plunged her weight down on the pedals and beamed a huge smile. A weekend with blue skies and sunshine and Geeta. Could life be any more perfect. 
 She peeked over her shoulder to check she hadn’t cycled too far in front. 
 “You might out-stride me, Albright KC.” Geeta grinned pulling, alongside. “But I can beat you on a bike!” 
 Then Geeta powered ahead in a cloud of dust. 
 Always standing up to her. Always ready with a challenge. Perfect. 
 She had no intention of catching up though, because she could admire Geeta’s bum from here, her hourglass figure somehow more accentuated on a bike. Those curves did wonderful things to her, and Nicola beamed out of the sheer exhilaration of it all. 
 Geeta screeched to a halt in front, skidding on the pebbles. She looked over her shoulder, eyes flashing and eyebrows in a line of accusation. 
 “Are you letching, Albright KC?!” 
 “Yes, darling.” Nicola grinned as she pulled alongside. “Just like you did with my breasts earlier.” 
 And Geeta laughed, before powering off again. 
 She’d never get enough of this. Geeta pulling her up. Teasing her. Looking at her like that. All simmering hot curves and swirls of shining black hair with threads of iron-grey and fiery copper. Turning her head to glare disapproval, or flash that huge, gorgeous smile if Nicola made her laugh. The keen look in her eyes when Nicola suggested something new in bed. The relaxed generosity and thoughtfulness. Then the whip smart comebacks and observations that kept Nicola on her toes. The easy being together. Talking. Making food. Topics of interest from all directions. Everything, everything, everything about her. 
 They cut across the meadows by a boathouse, into narrow streets of Victorian houses, and cycled towards Hinksey Park. 
 “Won’t the pool be closed this early?” Geeta called. 
 “Not the pool,” Nicola shouted with glee. She couldn’t wait for Geeta's reaction to this. “The lake!” 
 Another screech of tyres. Another phenomenal, smouldering look of disapproval. 
 “The lake?!” 
 “Well, you said you needed to cool down in this heat.” Nicola grinned. 
   
 ***  
   
 She could still throttle Nicola sometimes. 
 Bloody hell, the water was cold. 
 Geeta dipped in her toe again. They stood on a platform that floated a little way into the blue lake behind the brick terraces of South Oxford. 
 “It’s quiet this morning,” Nicola said, standing confident in her swimsuit, one hand on hip, the other shading her eyes, while she looked around the tree-lined lake. 
 “That might be because it’s a bit frigging cold this time of day.” 
 Nicola cast back an amused glance and sat down on the platform to dangle in her legs. 
 “And?” Geeta said. 
 “Actually it is chilly.” Nicola laughed. 
 Then, without another word, she plunged beneath the water, bobbing up a few metres away to wipe her long wet hair away from her face. 
 Well, that was very Nicola. Not doing things by halves. 
 “Come in!” Nicola shouted. 
 Still going to throttle her. As soon as she very slowly submerged in this icy water. 
 “Throw yourself in!” Nicola shouted. “It’s much better!” 
 “No.” Geeta pointed. “Not everyone’s approach is the same.” She inched in further. “And don’t you dare splash me.” Another stab in the air with her finger. 
 Nicola elegantly launched towards her, in long strokes of the crawl carving through the water with ease and a gentle lapping sound. Her tall body covered the distance in a second and she stood, careful not to splash, and offered a hand. 
 Geeta took it with another glare, to another smile from Nicola, and lowered up to her thighs, then, holy effing hell it was cold there, over her waist to her shoulders. 
 “There,” Nicola said. “See.” 
 She shivered and reached out for Nicola. Her arms slipped over the tall woman’s wet shoulders and her legs lifted buoyant to wrap around her body. She stayed there, getting used to the cold, and enjoying the sense of surrounding Nicola, the two of them bound and bobbing in the gentle ebb of the lake. 
 She gazed at the water level, the sun glinting off the surface, and listened to the sound of Oxford waking around them. Funny. She hadn’t been here. That was the thing about Oxford. You could walk its streets, and parks, and colleges a lifetime and never get bored, always something intriguing around every corner. 
 She’d felt trapped for a while and wondered if she needed to move. But this morning, she wanted to stay more than ever, starting to see it anew. Starting to live again. 
 “Actually, this is wonderful.” 
 She gazed at Nicola, who looked even more striking with wet hair, inky eyelashes and sparkling blues. The lines of her face said this was a woman who was complex and real. Who was fun and playful, with an erotic confidence in bed. Adventurous in multiple ways, but supportive too. Someone who said let’s play, but was there with a hand when needed. Life was interesting and vividly present with her. 
 Geeta clung to her soft, toned shoulders, with rivulets of water streaming from her fingers to Nicola’s chest. She wanted to say how much she enjoyed this. How large her heart grew when Nicola looked at her that way, those blues shining with deep desire and regard. 
 And everything felt so huge suddenly, in the expanse of blue, both chilling and heated, that she thought she might cry. She couldn’t say anything, so she kissed her, and everything went into that kiss. 
   




Chapter 31 
   
 Geeta pushed out of the lake and sat by Nicola on the floating platform. She dried in the warm sun while dangling her legs over the side, letting the cold water slip through her toes. 
 The park nearby came to life, with children's voices in the distance and the pop of a tennis ball from courts, and a couple of swimmers arrived and set off across the lake. 
 Nicola reclined next to her, fabulous with her eyes closed and face tilted to the sun, propped up with those toned arms, one elegant leg extended and the other bent up at the knee. She shuffled a moment, stretching out the side of her swimming costume to check her patch, before leaning back again. 
 “Do they come off in water?” Geeta asked. 
 “Not usually.” Nicola glanced at her. 
 “Has it helped you much?” Geeta had wondered before. 
 “HRT?” Nicola sat up and dangled her feet in the water next to Geeta’s. “Complete game changer for me. I couldn't have kept working as a barrister without it.” 
 “Oh.” She’d no idea Nicola faced any difficulty. 
 Nicola smiled gently, perhaps guessing her thoughts. 
 “Looking back, I found it harder in my forties. The signs of perimenopause were all there, but I stumbled badly when I hit menopause. My joints seized. Everything, and I mean everything,” she looked down there, “started to dry up.” She laughed. “Moisturiser and vaginal gel companies made a fortune from me. And the brain fog. Lord. That’s the one thing I couldn’t handle. Getting by as a woman lawyer is hard enough, without having to sweat through hot flushes under a wig and gown when they’re demanded. So, yes,” she sighed, “my body didn’t work, and I couldn’t work without it.” 
 “I’d no idea.” 
 “It’s lessened in the meantime.” Nicola waved it off. “But I want the long-term protection from osteoporosis too.” 
 “Right.” Geeta frowned. “I wasn’t offered it.” 
 “Me neither, darling. I had to beat on my GP’s door to demand it.” Nicola looked away, then returned her gaze after a few moments. “I realise now, that’s my privilege showing. That the doctor listened and caved. Try the new one if you’re at the Iffley practice?” 
 Geeta nodded. 
 “What about you?” Nicola asked. 
 Geeta thought back. “Lockdown compounded menopause for me. It all descended at the same time, hormones dropping off a cliff and isolation. My libido completely vanished for a while.” 
 It made sense now. Hitting that change. Sumit essentially absent, with mind always on work. The rest of the world off limits. She’d found it devastating as someone who needed company. 
 “I think,” clearer again in retrospect, “I tipped into depression for a while, and it came to a crunch with my marriage.” 
 Nicola watched her, a seriousness and sympathy in her eyes. 
 “It took longer to unravel. I was always trying.” She glanced up. “But that’s when it broke.” 
 “And now?” 
 “Still the flushes. And the aches, unless I take every supplement under the sun. And I pound the towpath with thousands of steps to keep my bones healthy.” 
 “Tell me about it,” Nicola laughed quietly. “Low sugar. No alcohol, for a long time for me. Taking HRT. Maintaining muscle and strength with Pilates. Drinking god-awful tasting collagen. I know it sounds tedious as hell, but it’s less boring when it means I can walk and work and,” she gave Geeta’s body an appreciative look up and down, “have fabulous sex.” 
 Geeta laughed. 
 She trailed her feet slowly in the water, watching it run over her toes and trickle into the lake. She looked her age. They both did. Their bodies, hidden from sun most of the day, wearing more slowly than their faces. Still strong and fit, shapely and soft, though character and history were gently evident in their skin. Not youthful perfection, but honestly it didn't seem that bad to Geeta. Look at Nicola. She seemed more magnificent than ever. Age suited her. People said men became more distinguished with age, that experience defined them. But that didn’t hold a candle to a woman who’d done more. 
 “You know,” Geeta started. “I don’t mind getting older. Not the greying hair, or the lines. I just don't want it to hurt so much.” And she meant in all the ways. 
 Nicola's smile curled on her lips. That very suggestive one. 
 “Age suits you, Geeta. We’re both doing just fine, despite the rollercoaster of life. It’s quite something, isn’t it. Puberty, periods, pregnancy, perimenopause, before dumping you on the other side and wishing those hormones back.” 
 “Hmm,” Geeta agreed. 
 This was another subject she didn’t get to talk of usually, and another thing she and Nicola chatted about with ease. 
 “Besides,” Nicola shuffled closer, “you’re even more gorgeous than when I met you fifteen years ago.” 
 “Puh.” Geeta tutted, dismissing it, although it lacked commitment. Like when she tried to brush off Nicola’s compliment lately of always being the most beautiful woman in the room. “That’s because you despised me,” she persisted, not wanting to acknowledge what the praise really meant. “It's difficult to find someone attractive when you hate them.” 
 Nicola paused. She swished her feet in the water, but everything else said she skipped a beat, and the pause fell heavier. 
 “No,” Nicola said. “That’s not it.” 
 Geeta’s breath caught. Did Nicola mean not that reason, or had she not hated Geeta as much as thought?  
 Sparkling blue eyes engaged her. “You simply look better every day,” Nicola said, though clearly it wasn’t simple. “You become more you.” 
 And Nicola gazed at her, as if she loved everything about that. 
 Geeta's heart thudded, both appreciating the admiration from someone like Nicola, and fearing where she headed. 
 “That’s lust talking,” Geeta said quietly, shrugging it off, but knowing it wasn’t just that. She struggled to hold her gaze. 
 Then, as always, Nicola blinked and relented. A smile flickered on her deep red lips, and her eyes obligingly travelled Geeta's body, showing every bit of lustful appreciation. 
 Geeta inhaled at the attention. Yes, she knew Nicola switched it on, to spare them the moment. But god, it still worked. 
 How did she do that? Nicola’s gaze was tactile. Geeta felt it everywhere that Nicola lingered, and understood everything that Nicola intended doing to her, with that smile, and those eyes, and the tilt of the chin, that said, ‘How about it?’ 
 Geeta bit her lip, her body glowing and warming under the sun and Nicola’s attention. 
 “Shall we go home?” Nicola purred with strong suggestion. 
 Geeta shook her head. “You...” 
 Nicola grinned. “Is that a ‘yes’?” 
 “You know it is.” 
   
 *** 
   
 Showered. Hot. Sweating again. Even when braless with loose shirt and shorts. The summer day turned up the heat. 
 And hungry. Geeta scooped out two bowls of ice cream on the kitchen island from a tub they’d bought on the way back. 
 With the sound of a door opening down the hallway, Geeta looked up to see Nicola saunter from the bathroom, clean and showered, shirt open and long legs bare. Sigh. She loved that look. 
 Nicola stopped close and sultry, leaning her hip against the kitchen top, and tilted her head. 
 Geeta knew what it meant. Nicola had something else uppermost in her desires, and didn’t want to waste time on ice cream. 
 “No.” Geeta chided. “Not yet. I’m hungry,” she added, dishing out a large portion. 
 “Same,” Nicola purred, with a smile that promised everything. 
 “You’re going to have to be patient.” 
 Geeta pressed a finger onto Nicola’s chest. 
 A mistake. The softness spun her head, and she desperately wanted to descend her cleavage. 
 Nicola leaned into her, so her finger collapsed and whole hand engulfed tantalising chest. 
 “Why wait?” Nicola breathed. 
 Nicola this close made her buzz. The more they slept together, the more receptive she became, primed as soon as Nicola stood near, and body heat an instant trigger. 
 Nicola’s eyes bored into her and, without looking away, she reached for a bowl, swiped a small spoonful from the creamy mound, and balanced it next to Geeta’s lips. 
 “What?” Geeta whispered. 
 She stared at Nicola’s mouth, her body vibrant with expectation, and when Nicola licked her lips and suggestively opened them, Geeta obediently parted her own. 
 Delicately, carefully, watching with hooded eyes, Nicola offered it to her. The chill on her lips, and the silkiness of ice cream in her mouth, and simultaneous heated gaze from Nicola had everything singing alert. 
 “Oh dear,” Nicola murmured. “There’s a bit here.” 
 A finger dabbed at the corner of Geeta’s mouth, then trailed slick along her lower lip, and she felt that tingling trail twice, here and low down, and everywhere in between. 
 “Mmmnuh,” she sighed. 
 Nicola, in her audacity, clearly knew what it did to her, but the taller woman also flushed, as undone by it as Geeta. And that had her melting doubly. 
 Nicola scooped another morsel, then paused. Eyes on Geeta, the intent salacious, the glare captivating, it dared Geeta not to look while Nicola descended lower. The anticipation of where she would land had Geeta panting, the heat from Nicola and the promise sensational. 
 Then, gasp, an icy dab thrilled beneath her nipple. 
 Her tight response had Nicola breathing harder, and electrified blue eyes flicked down to Geeta’s open shirt. With a hungry smile, Nicola slowly and deliberately swept ice cream around her breasts. 
 Geeta laughed, in short gasps, then caved completely when Nicola dropped to her knees and began to savour her clean. 
 Hot tongue stroking down her cleavage, swirling around her nipple. Geeta’s head spun in pleasure, with her ice-cold breast submerged in the succulent warmth of Nicola’s mouth. 
 “Again,” Geeta pleaded. 
 She felt Nicola’s lips curve into a smile, before she indulged in another thrilling icy trail, and Geeta tipped back her chin and closed her eyes. Delicious. 
 The trill of the doorbell pulled her from the delirium. Ugh. Not now. She shook her head, coming to. 
 “Doorbell,” she slurred, not out of the spell. 
 Geeta blinked and peered down the hallway at a tall, broad shape through the frosted glass, an outline of someone holding a package. She shook her head again. She couldn't remember what she’d ordered. Geeta had enough trouble remembering where she was at that moment. 
 “Wait a sec,” she whispered. “I should quickly answer that.” 
 Nicola smoothly got to her feet. “I’ll relent a moment.” 
 Geeta shot her a chastising look, or attempted to, because her face didn't comply, too dozy with seduction, which made Nicola’s satisfaction beam wider. 
 She pointed. “Be patient.” 
 “I’ll be thinking of you,” Nicola sang, and she wandered around the island, out of sight of the front door, with a last look over her shoulder that had intentions. 
 And Geeta was ready for those intentions to walk right over her. 
 Focus. 
 She buttoned her shirt over her breasts and smoothed it down her shorts. Presentable enough for the postie. And dashed along the hallway. The package might be for a neighbour who was out. Just grab the parcel and hurry back. 
 Engage brain. Open the catch. Breathe in to say, yes of course she’d keep it for whoever. And... 
 “Oh my god, Kate!” 
 “Hi.” 
 Big movie-star smile. Very familiar face and long honey hair. Person way too linked to Geeta for appearing at the door in this state. 
 “Kate.” Shit. “Hi.” Oh god. 
 “Sorry. I’ve surprised you?” Kate said, lifting her eyebrows in question. “Olivia sent you a message?” 
 “Right.” 
 She hadn't looked at her phone for hours. Too busy being lusted after and covered with ice cream. Her brain stalled. 
 “I’m on my way to a weekend shoot and popping this round for her?” Kate offered a box forward with an amiable smile. 
 Geeta continued to gawp, brain stuck somewhere between Nicola Albright’s lips around her nipple, and now an Oscar-winning actress at the door. 
 “Um.” Kate wrinkled her nose. “It’s quite heavy. Can I put it down on the stairs?” 
 “Yes...” 
 Oh god. Oh god. 
 “Olivia told me to hide it down the side passage if you were out,” Kate carried on. 
 Kate moved forward, towering above Geeta, and she automatically stepped back to let her in. Kate nudged the door shut with her curvy bum and walked towards the stairs. 
 “I also wanted to give you an invitation personally,” Kate continued in her easy manner. “Oh, not this one.” 
 Kate put an envelope in her mouth and searched through her jacket pockets. Then her jeans pockets. Then her inside pockets. She raised an index finger, to say one minute, then quietly searched again. 
 “Are you coming back?” 
 Oh no. The voice emanated from down the hallway. And it was a voice that had reach and was very distinguished, also very distinguishable. 
 Kate froze. 
 And Geeta froze. 
 When Kate’s mouth dropped open, the invitation wafted from her lips, like a feather to the floor. No-one moved to pick it up. 
 “I know you told me to be patient...” the voice continued. “And you’re the only person on Earth who can tell me what to do...” 
 It would have been such an innocent sentence, but insinuation purred in that voice. Not a prayer Kate would miss it. 
 “...but I’m too hungry to wait any longer...” 
 No, no, no. 
 Geeta kept her eyes on Kate’s which grew by the second, and in her peripheral vision she tracked Nicola approaching down the hallway. There was an inevitability about it that was gently crushing. Any moment now. 
 “Come back, my darling, and I’ll cover you with...” 
 Geeta closed her eyes in a desperate attempt to avoid this utter car crash. She almost expected to hear a smash. When the moment met silence, she opened them again. 
 Nicola wore a polite and professional expression, as if to welcome a client. However, it was undermined by the spoonful of ice cream at Geeta’s nipple level. 
 She glanced down. Oh god. Her cleavage was covered in cream. 
 Kate’s eyes pinged to Nicola. Down to the spoon. Across the trail gracing Geeta’s cleavage. Up to Geeta’s face, and the whole circuit again. 
 An ecstatically gleeful smile began to dawn. Oh it was huge. Eyes back and forth between them. 
 Please, somebody say something. 
 Anything. 
 “Ah. Kate,” Nicola managed. “Good to see you.” Then she shrugged. 
 To be fair, there weren't a hell of a lot of options here. 
 “Hi Nicola.” Oh, Kate was grinning way too much. “And Geeta,” Kate said, turning that ecstatic smile to her. “And Geeta and Nicola.” 
 Kate reined in her glee, adjusted her stance, and put hand on hip. She blinked and feigned an innocent seriousness. “So, are you, um, helping Geeta eat ice cream?” Kate raised her eyebrows and bit her lip. 
 “Yes,” Nicola replied. “Would you believe she's a very messy eater.” 
 The tiniest snort came from Kate, before she clawed back a semblance of solemnity. “I hadn’t noticed. Well, that is a surprise.” 
 “Hmm,” Nicola agreed. 
 “Hmm,” Kate added a whole octave higher. She looked as if she could burst. “Almost as much of a surprise as you being messy.” 
 Geeta shot Nicola a look. Ice cream trailed all over her chin. She closed her eyes again. There was nothing ambiguous about this situation. The poise of the spoon by Geeta’s chest, the state of Nicola’s undress, the smears over her face. 
 “So I...” Kate looked back and forth between them. “I’m going to leave the box in your hands, and you to enjoy your...eating.” 
 Kate side-stepped to the door, grinning all the way. She peered back with an ecstatic smile, tip of the tongue sticking from lips, as she walked to her car in the lane. 
 “Have fun!” 
 They stood, stunned, in the doorway. 
 “Well,” Nicola said, while they both watched Kate retreat. “That’s potentially awkward.” 
 “Potentially?!” Geeta whipped round her head. 
 “I was thinking of the repercussions should Kate not be discreet.” 
 “You think?!” 
 Bloody hell. Where to even start. 
 Then they both stood straight, when Kate headed back towards them. Still with the smile. Still biting her lip. 
 Kate raised her hands in peace and quietly said, “This is yours. This is not mine to tell even my closest loves. In case you were worried, I won’t tell anyone of,” she waved a hand in a circle, “your surprising method of ice cream consumption.” 
 “Right.” 
 “Right.” 
 “OK.” 
 “Although,” her smile became softer, “everyone should enjoy ice cream with another.” 
 And this time she did leave, and Geeta shut the door. 
 She was not ready for anyone, least of all Olivia, knowing about this. She hadn't even talked to her daughter properly since the divorce, let alone announced she was sleeping with her idol. Geeta covered her eyes, but that didn’t exactly help with explosive and vivid imaginings. 
 She dragged her hands slowly down her face. Gawd. 
 “Do you think she’ll say something?” Geeta said through her fingers. “To Olivia or Charlotte?” 
 “No, I don’t.” 
 “What if she does?” 
 Nicola shrugged. “Then complete and utter devastation.” 
 “What?” Geeta spat out a laugh. 
 “Can you imagine?” 
 Well, yes she could. And it didn’t bear thinking about. Her kids had enough issues with her being a sexual person, but it was in a different league for squeamish Olivia. And with someone not Sumit. And someone who was Olivia's idol. And the mother of her best friend. 
 Then there was Charlotte’s perspective to consider. The best friend of Olivia, who’d become Geeta’s friend too. And Geeta was now fucking her mother. 
 “Oh ssssh....” 
 Geeta covered her eyes again. She’d been living in a bubble of lust with Nicola, enjoying carefree exploration with the most unlikely person, and it had felt like there were no consequences. 
 Oh, this was some real-world shit hitting the fan. 
 “But what if she did say?” Geeta whispered. 
 “Then,” Nicola inhaled through her nose, “impossible to predict how that would go. So, I'd play it by ear, rather than overly worrying.” 
 “Really?” Geeta dropped her hands in disbelief. 
 Nicola regarded her with serenity. 
 Look at that calmness. Nicola was taking this far better than her. She must be like this under pressure with clients when commanding a courtroom. Was Nicola unperturbed because she had to think on her feet all day long? 
 “Aren’t you worried about people knowing?” Geeta asked, incredulous. “That you’ve slept with me? That you like...women?” 
 Nicola tilted her head and hesitated for once. 
 “I started with someone I wanted to tell the least. So, it largely gets easier from here, with a few exceptions.” 
 “Me?! Telling me?” Geeta realised. “But I’m easy, surely?” 
 She’d always been open and accepting of queerness. 
 Nicola regarded her with one of those looks that didn’t shy away. Nicola never shied away. But she withheld something. Maybe she considered all the permutations, then strategically stayed quiet. Rare again. 
 Then Nicola continued with, “And work will be tricky.” 
 So, they were moving on. Fair enough. She wasn’t entitled to all Nicola’s thoughts. Even when they did the most intimate things to each other, and their conversations ran open and varied. 
 “Aren’t you worried about your family though?” Geeta couldn't help asking. “What they’ll think?” 
 “If they found out? Yes, there’d be much to work through, some of which I dread.” 
 “But?” 
 “The paths and possibilities are infinite. But for now, I imagine Kate will be discreet.” 
 Geeta stared. 
 “If anyone knows the value of privacy, it’s Kate.” 
 Geeta nodded at last, the point ringing true. Nicola had represented Kate in her personal quagmire of a divorce, with messy details of her marriage going public. And she’d fought to keep her family life quiet for her kids. 
 “So,” Nicola said, gently. “For now, how about we sit in the garden and eat tidily?” 
 Geeta laughed at that. “That’s one hell of a steady nerve.” She pointed at the cool barrister. 
 “Shall we though?” Nicola offered an arm. 
 And Geeta took it, shaking her head in disbelief. 
 Unsettled, but still laughing, they sat by the river and each ate their own bowl of ice cream, Geeta a bag of nerves, and Nicola turning pre-occupied at times, but always bringing Geeta round again. 
 They seemed on borrowed time suddenly, and Geeta wanted to cling to it. She didn’t move inside when the sky darkened at dusk, and Nicola sat closer to keep them warm. 
 “Can you stay longer?” Geeta whispered, when their time slipped into darkness. Because she didn’t want this weekend to end. 
 Like a vacation, and those holidays as a student that defined her in between the things that everyone said were more important, she realised how much she’d cherished this private time with Nicola, now that it came to an end. 
 And eventually, of course, they went inside and had sex. Because Nicola gazing at her like that had her succumbing every time. She followed upstairs to bed, and fears quietened a while, and Geeta laughed and relaxed. 
 And besides, sitting on Nicola Albright's face was one of her favourite things. 




Chapter 32 
   
 Early morning in chambers, before most were even awake, Nicola sat with elbow rested on the desk. She stared out of the window, brooding and thinking. Unlike her. Most unlike her. 
 Being found out had thrown Geeta, and more than Nicola expected. Calm and measured in so many ways, Geeta turned skittish at people knowing about them. And it hurt. 
 Still Nicola brooded, because she hadn’t worked out why it cut so deep. Of the two of them, she assumed she’d have more issues, and wondered if an element of shame would needle itself in. Funny now, how absent that was, because what was wrong with being with a woman. Shame seemed absurd, especially with someone as incredible as Geeta. 
 And yes, Nicola appreciated the complexities. They had many people in their lives with fixed views of them both and their roles. But surely she had the bigger task if anyone found out. 
 Nicola breathed in. 
 What did she expect, though? This was a fling for Geeta. Some experimentation, away from life’s worries of being a mum, daughter, colleague, an ex-wife. 
 She could see Geeta coming back to life. That was a woman a long way from crying on a church bench. A fire burned within Geeta when they bickered, laying down a challenge whenever they disagreed, blazing in Geeta's brown eyes, consuming her body, filling her with vitality. And Nicola smiled, her own body invigorated and heart beating harder just thinking about it. 
 Everything about Geeta gave her pleasure. Their shared conversations, the effervescent fun, the easy way they slipped into being together, as if made to do this dance. 
 And the sensual exploration of each other... She closed her eyes, seduced by memories and sensations of being entwined. She hungered insatiable for Geeta – the taste of her, their intense curiosity – more thrilling than anything she’d known. 
 But just because Geeta had fun when they were together, didn’t mean she wanted to be that person the rest of the time. 
 Oof, that hurt though. It landed hard, and the realisation sank heavier, as Nicola remained in chambers, unmoving, and the early sky coloured into blues. 
 A soft knock disturbed the door and Philip poked around his head. 
 “This is early, even for you.” 
 She twitched from her leaden stupor. “Come in,” she murmured. 
 His eyebrows shot up, perhaps surprised by her dejected tone, but didn’t comment as he sat down in front of her desk. He crossed his legs and rested entwined hands on a thigh. 
 She looked him in his patient, clever eyes. 
 “Philip.” This was one of the tricky ones. A person she owed. “There’s something you should know.” 
 He nodded. He already knew something was up. 
 “I’ve been seeing someone.” 
 A smile flickered, and he uncrossed his legs, then crossed them the other way. 
 “Is it someone...” he tilted his head, “with beautiful brown eyes and wavy black hair, who looks at you as if she could kiss you one moment, and kill you the next, with good reason, I imagine.” 
 She opened her mouth to deny it and preserve Geeta’s privacy, but he saw through her too clearly to evade this. 
 “Yes, but please don’t relay that to anyone else. She's...” 
 Nicola paused, lost for words, and that didn’t happen often. She breathed in again, attempting to shrug off this despondency. 
 “Geeta’s not long divorced,” she said. “And there are complications.” 
 There. She’d communicated the basics. Now to face the music, from her gay friend who she hadn’t always supported as she should. She tilted up her chin, ready to take the verbal punch. 
 A sad smile softened his features, and he only looked at her with kindness. 
 “Is it serious?” he asked, lightly. 
 Well, that was the question, and the answer only thickened her dejection. 
 “She’s on the rebound.” 
 Ouch, that was hard to say. Considering she’d known that fact all along, its edges cut sharp when said out loud. She was struggling here. Did Philip see it? 
 “It's just a fling for her,” Nicola carried on, the words catching in her dry throat. “So please don’t tell anyone. I don’t want to complicate things for her if it became public.” 
 She lifted her head, brazen and confident, but it weighed like lead. 
 “It’s possible someone might discover our involvement. So, I wanted to warn you before throwing your support behind me for head of chambers.” 
 He frowned. “Nicki, that’s–” 
 “Given your reservation about running yourself, I thought you should know. And maybe,” she sat back resigned, “now’s a good time for you to enter the ring, given the, well, queerness of the competition.” 
 She tried to smile, but the weekend had been sobering. 
 “Nicki,” he started again. His tone empathised and despaired at the same time. “Go public if you want. Or don’t. You have my support either way. I appreciate the complexities of coming out. But,” he leant forwards and squeezed her hand, “this is huge for you.” 
 She clamped her mouth shut. 
 Yes, it was. 
 It filled her chest with swirling feelings, large, unfamiliar ones. Because Geeta had got to her in yet another way. Because she’d been getting to her, in one way or another, for fifteen years. 
 If she closed her eyes, she saw Geeta immediately, as if someone projected a film on her eyelids. In sunlight by the lake, the water trailing over her beautiful brown curves. Closing her eyes and soaking up the rays. Laughing in bed, one of Nicola's most favourite ever things. She’d never enjoyed that afterglow and companionship so much as she did with Geeta. She could see Geeta every day like that and never want for anything. Just considering it made her swell high. 
 But that didn’t mean Geeta wanted the same or that it was what Geeta needed. She had to accept that, because she’d tacitly agreed to it all along. And elation waned cold. 
 Maybe it was maturity. Perhaps she deeply respected Geeta. Is that what it was? Adoring someone, but also fighting with yourself, because you wanted what was right for them. That what might be simple for you, wouldn’t work for them, and you didn’t want to take the easy road this time. 
 Not like parental affection. Not like the youthful highs with Daniel, and the disappointing lows of marriage. This deeply moving way Geeta affected her, because she had more respect for her than anyone else, while passionately admiring her and longing for her with every atom in her body. 
 She breathed in and lifted her chin. “Are you going to make fun of me?” 
 Sadness mingled in Philip’s smile. “No.” He shook his head. “Not when you’re finally falling in love, Nicki.” 
 Her breath caught as he looked at her with experienced eyes. 
 “I didn't know it could be like this,” she whispered. 
 “The irresistible attraction? The insanely good sex? The deepest bonding?” 
 “All of it.” 
 He gazed at her with an expression that said, now you understand. 
 “I didn’t believe it could be as strong. I didn’t imagine it comparable.” She shook her head. “Stupid.” 
 “And?” 
 “Stronger,” she gasped. 
 More potent than anything she’d known, and it might end too soon. Cruel. Like she finally discovered what she’d craved eternally, to have it whipped away. And the loss loomed huge. 
 What the hell was she meant to do with this? Which way to pivot now? 
 “Then this,” he murmured, “is bigger for you than I thought.” 
 “Why?” 
 “I’ve known you a long time and I’ve rarely seen you troubled deep down. You’ve certainly never admitted it like this.” 
 She couldn't say a word. 
 “If you can’t get something you want, Nicki, you sidestep. You brush it aside.” He waved his hand to sweep concerns away. “You fix what failed and move on. A new challenge. A new conquest. Never, ever defeated. Losses are a temporary inconvenience.” 
 He paused, but his eyes focused with unrelenting attention. 
 “Even with your disappointing marriage, you turned it into a tenable arrangement that was professionally useful to you and provided a home for your girls.” 
 Then he gazed at her, as if he saw everything. 
 “I’ve only ever seen you stumble with two things: your youngest daughter and now this woman.” 
 Yes, he saw everything. 
 “Do they know how much they mean to you?” 
 That feeling swirling inside? Terror. 
 “No,” she whispered. “No, they don’t.” 
 His eyebrows raised in the middle, and his tone softened. “Why? Out of fear?” He laughed quietly at the absurd notion. “You?” 
 Then his brow furrowed hard. “Or do you need to show them greater respect and tell them everything? Make it all open and equal. Accept them and everything they could throw at you. Which is potentially a great deal from Charlotte, and from this woman if you love her as deeply as I suspect.” He paused and gazed at her, unblinking. “Because, I agree, that is terrifying.” 
   




Chapter 33  
   
 Geeta bounced her knee below the reception desk. Unlike her. 
 “Morning, Alec,” she called out, when he arrived as the first solicitor through the front door. 
 “Ah, Geeta,” he paused a moment, smoothing his thinning hair forward. 
 For a split second, she wondered if he'd lecture her about the inappropriateness of sleeping with eminent barristers. A night’s sleep had not calmed her nerves about this. 
 “Could I get you a pastry from the bakery?” he asked. “I’m doing a bagel run in a minute.” 
 “Oh.” She laughed. “No, thank you.” 
 And he smiled and moved on through the building and up the stairs. 
 She bounced her knee again. Then succumbed to a blush, then hot flushed when she thought about Kate finding them covered in ice cream. Nyargh. She hid her face in her hands, imagining Kate telling Olivia. Then had palpitations for good measure. 
 “I am not cut out for this,” she murmured to herself, and straightened pens, keyboard and phone on the desk. 
 “Not cut out for what?” came a voice right in front of her. 
 “Oh, my god.” She clutched her chest and coughed a nervous laugh. “Olivia.” 
 Her girl stood quietly on the other side of the partition. 
 Geeta checked everything about her daughter. Standing upright, elegant as ever. Summer black dress, sleeveless. Expression, neutral. No tension wound in her stance. Although Olivia expertly hid anxiety, Geeta knew when she tied knots inside. 
 Olivia stood regarding her, without even raising an eyebrow. Perhaps Kate hadn’t said anything like she promised. 
 A tilt of the head, though. 
 “Are you alright?” Olivia asked, with the gentlest suggestion of a smile. 
 “Of course! You gave me a surprise, that was all.” 
 Hopefully, that was all. 
 “Good,” Olivia said with a slight nod. Then she put down her briefcase and sauntered around the partition. 
 “Oh,” Geeta said in surprise. 
 Olivia gave her one of her slightly formal cuddles, so gorgeous it made Geeta want to cry. She clasped the arm around tighter, because it was lovely, and she felt doubly guilty. First, leaving Sumit. And now, what would Olivia think of Geeta seeing her idol? Her heart sank. Olivia probably considered her beneath mighty Nicola Albright. 
 “Did you have a good weekend?” Olivia murmured. 
 Those palpitations. 
 “Yes.” She let out a breath she’d held far too long. “You know. Bit of swimming and relaxing with an ice cream by the river. Sleeping. Things like that.” 
 How innocent it sounded. 
 “Good.” Her daughter smiled as she stood up. “I’ll catch up later.” 
 And Olivia fluidly plucked her briefcase from the floor, sauntered into the building while Geeta watched her disappear up the stairs. 
 So, Nicola was right, Kate could keep a secret. Geeta took a deep, deep breath and slowly let it out. Then leapt out of her skin when, “Good morning,” rumbled from behind her. 
 She spun around in her chair and clutched her chest. 
 “Liz,” she gasped. 
 “Morning.” Liz chuckled. “I didn’t mean to scare you, although...” She pulled up a seat. “I have a large task I need help with.” 
 Honestly, work was a welcome distraction from her thoughts right now. 
 “Of course.” Geeta smiled. “What do you need?” 
 “Aaah,” Liz sighed. “I love your attitude. You’re so easy to work with.” Liz gazed at Geeta over her glasses then, looking more serious, took them off. “Highly competent and skilled too,” the office manager added. 
 Geeta waved away the compliment. 
 “No, no, no.” Liz waggled her finger. “Don't dismiss it. I appreciate you working here.” 
 She drew up closer. 
 “See, when your daughter annoyingly voted with Hugo to hold our company event last minute. And after promising me we’d have a break too! Olivia dismissed my concerns and said, ‘Don’t worry, Mum will do it.’” 
 Liz folded her arms and grinned. 
 Geeta frowned, confused. 
 “I thought she was being presumptuous. Letting mum do all the work.” Liz waved her arm in dismissal. “And I told her there’s a lot involved in running an event. Common sense, social skills and financial. But Olivia raised her eyebrow, and said, ‘Mum can handle that. She can do anything’.” 
 Geeta laughed at Liz’s excellent impression of Olivia’s crisp voice. 
 “That’s nice to hear.” 
 It hadn’t seemed a big deal to Geeta. She was used to handling all kinds of jobs. But was she taking herself and experience for granted, like others did? All except for her opinionated girl, with sky-high standards, apparently. 
 Guilt pinched again at avoiding time with Olivia, uncomfortable at splitting with Olivia’s father, then wanting to date, and worse now that she saw Nicola. 
 “That’s...” 
 Incredibly complimentary from her girl. Actually, it made her choke. 
 “Surprising,” she said at last. “I didn’t know Olivia thought highly of my skills.” 
 Not her Oxford graduate daughter who’d sought Sumit’s approbation as a teen, then Nicola’s as an adult. 
 “Of course she does!” Liz rumbled. “I see the same with my niblings and sister. I get to be cool Auntie Liz.” She patted her chest. “While, as mum, my sister goes from being a god, to fallible tyrant, to useless, all in the same day! But she’s always their safe place. They don't know how lucky they are.” 
 They both laughed. 
 “I think Olivia realises,” Liz added, “that you’re one of those parents, and how lucky she is.” 
 “Thank you,” Geeta murmured. 
 Maybe Olivia appreciated that Geeta was there for her. Annoying, but there. But would she forgive her for wanting life after divorce? And if she ever found out about Nicola, would that be tolerable too? 
   
 *** 
   
 “BTW, Olivia doesn’t seem to know about us,” Geeta tapped out a message to Nicola later. 
 Nicola stayed in London for the week with a High Court case, and for the first time in ages Geeta spent nights on her own. No delicious kisses and luscious exploration. Or dozing blissfully on a large, soft bosom. Or randomly chatting and laughing about everyday things, fun even when they bickered. 
 It unsettled her further. 
 Friday afternoon, and she checked her phone again. Still nothing from Nicola except the single reply of, “Good. I knew you could trust Kate.” 
 It was curt and to the point, with no smileys or kisses, and Geeta almost wondered if she’d annoyed her. But this was brusque efficient Nicola she had to remember. Just because they spent uninhibited nights together didn’t mean she’d be soft and effusive other times. 
 They didn’t usually message either, always bumping into each other, so maybe that’s why it felt alien. And Nicola would be busy. She knew this. Why was she worrying? 
 It was disconcerting though, how much Nicola removed herself from Geeta’s life this week. She’d become used to her presence at the end of the day, and to waking in her arms. Nicola’s absence left a hole that nagged at her, surprisingly big and powerful. 
 So, Geeta threw herself into her normal routine, even though a peculiar uncertainty took the place of guilt. 
 Late Friday afternoon, quick, short footsteps approached the reception desk. She looked up to find blonde curls, sparkling eyes, and trouble. 
 “Fancy a drink then?” Millie grinned, with hands knuckled on curving hips. 
 Geeta smiled and sat back in her chair. She had absolutely nothing to do this Friday evening. 
 “Why not. Is Charlotte coming too?” 
 “Yeah. I’m dragging her out for a couple of hours now she’s not feeling sick.” 
 “That’s good to hear. I baked these in case she still had nausea.” She reached into her bag under the desk and drew out a tub. “Ginger biscuits.” 
 “Oooo,” came from above. Charlotte loped down the stairs, with slower long strides and mahogany waves loose around her shoulders. “Did I hear someone say homemade biscuits?” 
 “You did.” Geeta handed them over. “For you.” 
 A smile bloomed and Charlotte leaned down, wavy hair tumbling. She tugged up the corner of the tub and peeked inside. “They smell delicious. Thank you.” 
 Millie gazed at Charlotte, mischief and adoration mixing in her expression. “Sweet treats for Sweet Cheeks.” 
 And Charlotte’s grin turned silly, with a pink face that glowed healthier than ever. It was like they spiralled upwards, each sending the other higher, floating away on each other’s admiration. Until a distinct ‘tut’ emanated from the direction of the staircase. Clipped footsteps approached and they all caught the eyeroll from Olivia, who sauntered closer. 
 “Whatcha, Olivia,” Millie said. An edge entered her London tones, although she still smiled from ear to ear. “I'm taking a pregnant lady and your mother to the pub. Do you fancy joining our wild night out so you can enjoy my company too?” 
 Geeta tried not to snort. She’d lay down her life for her daughter, without hesitation, but she saw why Millie and Olivia wound each other up. 
 “Of course, Millie.” Olivia raised her eyebrow. “I’d be delighted to share your company this Friday evening.” 
 Ah, the accent was crystal cut, and the tone desert dry. Touché Olivia. Geeta was proud. 
   
 *** 
   
 They skirted Worcester College at the end of the road, towards the castle mound and Paradise Street. As they walked around the old stone tower, Millie took Charlotte’s arm and the pair giggled in conversation, Charlotte leaning down towards Millie and Millie bustling along with a sway of her hips. Olivia walked beside Geeta, elegant, detached and perfectly content in silence. 
 Geeta loved every single one of this tight trio of friends. Her daughter, Olivia, without bounds. Her daughter's best friend, Charlotte, also. Those two had a long-lasting friendship, even though Geeta hadn’t understood it at first. 
 Olivia, a blunt perfectionist and unforgiving of fools, seemed inexplicably drawn to accident-prone Charlotte. Over the years, Geeta had witnessed Olivia rile at crumbs from Charlotte that no-one else would have noticed, or watching the clock whenever they were due to meet. But she also spotted rare respect for her friend’s cleverness and honesty. And when others walked at Olivia’s attitude and high standards, Charlotte amiably kept coming back, clearly idolising Olivia. And Olivia would soften with relief, barely visible on the surface, but clear to Geeta. 
 Though different in many ways, they had similar values underneath and intuitively understood each other when others didn’t. And both were exceptionally loyal. 
 Charlotte had become closer to Geeta over time, in that space where Geeta was still a friend’s mother, but they also chatted like fond grownups or family. 
 And Millie? Geeta broke into a grin like she often did when thinking of the blonde bombshell. That lady inspired delight or infuriation in everyone, and Geeta had a big soft spot for her. 
 They arrived at the timber-framed Jolly Farmers, the ramshackle three-part building quiet early in the evening, with the sun shining outside. They grabbed a table in the snug around the corner from the front door and Geeta sat down, taking the place in. 
 It was odd. This was her home now, wasn’t it. It already felt different to when she’d cajoled Nicola inside. And how different Nicola was too. She caught her breath. It hadn’t all sunk in yet. The time with Nicola had been a fantasy holiday away from the rest of her life, and now she faced its impact. 
 The delicious and surprising encounter had refreshed and changed her. Brought the blood rushing to her head and to the tips of her fingers and toes again. But was it time to face reality and move on? 
 Her heart tripped. 
 How on earth would they do that? They were tied by their daughters and saw each other daily as neighbours. And Geeta had been so touched by her, she felt Nicola’s presence even when she wasn’t there. How could she move on as if nothing had happened? 
 Or... Did she seriously want to consider this? Was there more? 
 “I’m going to sneak a biscuit,” Charlotte said, and Geeta blinked from her reverie. 
 Charlotte bent down, pulled up a corner of the tub, and surreptitiously nibbled a piece. 
 Olivia peered at the crumbs on the table. 
 “No-one would ever know,” she said drily, wearing a soft smile rather than disapproval. 
 Look at these two. Life was never simple, was it. The two friends had complicated feelings in the past, but were happy with other people now, and their friendship seemed stronger than ever. They probably drove each other bonkers. Who didn’t drive Olivia bonkers? Well, Kate. Thank god. 
 Then there was Millie. Geeta didn’t know her story so well. She and Charlotte had a long, bumpy road here, but here was happier than she saw anyone. 
 And now Nicola. What did she even call what they were together? 
 Nicola's absence gnawed at her again, pulling at her stomach like she hungered for her in a way deeper than she’d anticipated. In the last week, she’d reached for her phone, tempted to call several times, then left it, not wanting to disturb the barrister and whatever she did when she stayed in London. 
 Her bed felt peculiarly empty. Not cold, as when she’d separated from Sumit, the cut clean and absence absolute. But like a ghost, as if she almost sensed Nicola, but when she stroked across the bed she wasn’t there, and Geeta wished her corporeal. 
 “I said, what would you like to drink?” Olivia asked. Clearly again. 
 “Oh. Sorry sweetheart. I keep getting distracted.” 
 “The change?” 
 Geeta laughed. “Yes, let’s with go with that.” 
 Rather than reeling from eye-wateringly good sex with Olivia’s mentor and Olivia’s best friend’s mother. Again, how had she walked into this situation? Well, she hadn’t walked. She’d been seduced, lured, and done exactly the same back to Nicola, in their compulsive exploration of each other. 
 “Mum?” 
 Oh god. She’d done it again. 
 “You’re as bad as me!” Charlotte beamed. 
 “Sorry. Erm...Surprise me!” 
 “Why on earth would I surprise you?” Olivia looked at her with utter incomprehension. 
 She gazed up affectionately at Olivia. “I know you hate surprises, but I like them. Ask the server for a suggestion.” Because Olivia tensed, even at the idea of springing novelty on someone else. 
 “Very well.” Olivia agreed with a nod. 
 Her daughter swept beautiful hair behind an ear, spun on her heel and left for the bar. Amazing still, how her tiny girl, who curled up on her knee, was that elegant grown woman. 
 “So,” Geeta said, turning to Millie and Charlotte, who sat opposite, “are you feeling much better?” 
 “Yes, thank god.” Charlotte deflated with relief. 
 “I felt better second trimester too.” 
 The morning sickness often disappeared, and bump wasn't large yet. And Charlotte looked well. Pregnancy showed in her tummy, with her shirt stretched over a small bump, as well as her blooming complexion and fuller face. 
 “We had the twenty-week scan,” Millie said, smile ecstatic. “And Bean is...Are we saying?” 
 “Yes,” Charlotte said, eyes wide. “Bean is looking super healthy and growing. Like a baby. An actual baby.” As if amazed by it. 
 The ordinary occurrence, experienced by billions, had felt huge and miraculous for her too. 
 “I meant,” Millie gazed at Charlotte fondly, “are we saying gender?” 
 “Oh, yes, I suppose.” Charlotte nodded, then eyebrows furrowed. “No penis was spotted,” she said in her RP accent. “That's all they can say.” 
 Geeta laughed affectionately at Charlotte’s mix of proper and goofy all rolled into one. 
 They both looked happier than ever, and more relaxed than when she’d last caught Millie. Often a bundle of bawdy energy, Millie had an edge earlier in the year. Maybe she worried about Charlotte. Maybe it was because Geeta had witnessed Nicola’s attitude, and they were preoccupied by that. But now they both beamed, and cheeks pinked, on a high of love and happiness. 
 She almost asked – And Nicola? Has she been OK about it? Except a peculiar mix of guilt stopped her, as if she pried, disloyal to her. She wanted to know out of concern for Charlotte, but also for her own curiosity, to understand the woman she slept with. 
 In some ways, Nicola wasn’t different from expected. That confidence ran right through her. If she was a stick of rock, it would say “I am fabulous” all the way through. But Geeta hadn’t anticipated other facets, and how different Nicola was with other people in other roles. 
 Geeta knew she did the same. Despite having a strong sense of self and her beliefs, she was never exactly the same with everyone. Although she’d love to say she parented her children equally, she didn’t. Their distinctive personalities shaped how she cared for them, both needing different things. But perhaps not to the extent that Nicola did, her role so formal compared with Geeta's. Did Nicola struggle with that? 
 “My mum...” Charlotte started, eyes flicking to Geeta's and away, clearly uncomfortable about Nicola still. “Mum’s been helping get things for Bean.” 
 “Good! I’m so pleased!” She leant forward and squeezed Charlotte's hand, genuinely relieved. 
 She appreciated Nicola’s perspective with her daughter better now, Nicola more supportive than she’d ever imagined. But did Charlotte understand that Nicola was there for her, even though issues clearly remained. 
 “She seems...happier about it,” Charlotte stumbled. 
 “More bloody pleasant, anyway,” Millie added. 
 “You know,” Charlotte’s eyebrows puzzled, “I think Mum's losing her edge.” 
 “Bollocks,” Millie replied. 
 Geeta laughed. “I have to agree with Millie.” 
 “Absolutely. That woman doesn’t miss a thing.” Millie tutted. “She’ll carve her own gravestone with her sharp tongue.” 
 “Millie!” Charlotte drew out. “Too harsh. She is my mum.” 
 “Well, she bloody annoyed me,” Millie said, then wrinkled her nose. “And I kind of mean it as a compliment.” 
 Geeta peered in the direction of the bar to check on Olivia, while Charlotte chatted with Millie. She didn’t catch what they said while she watched out for Olivia, who eventually sauntered towards them with a tray of drinks. 
 “You know,” Charlotte said. “I think she might be seeing someone.” 
 Oh god. She definitely caught that. She slowly turned her head back to the conversation. 
 “Who?” Olivia said, arriving at Geeta’s shoulder. 
 Bigger oh god. 
 “I don't know.” Charlotte stared at the table, missing the point of the question. 
 Olivia tutted. “Who's seeing someone?” She clarified with an eyeroll. 
 “My mum!” Charlotte replied, still incredulous. 
 Well, this conversation needed to be nipped in the bud. Geeta stood, as if to simply help unload the glasses. 
 “So, what do we have here?” she said loudly. “Fizzy water for Charlotte. Beer for Millie.” She passed the drinks. “And what did you get me?” She gave Olivia an indulgent smile. 
 “A mocktail,” Olivia said handing her a highball. “A New York sour equivalent.” 
 “I’ve never had one. Thank you!” 
 She made a bigger deal of it than usual. If she dwelled long enough, maybe the conversation would move away from this very awkward subject. 
 “I hope the new experience is...” Olivia clearly struggled for the word. 
 “Exciting!” Geeta beamed. 
 And Olivia sat beside her with an eyeroll but a subtle smile too. 
 Millie crossed her arms and turned to Charlotte. “Why are you surprised your mum’s seeing someone?” 
 Oh. They were back on Nicola. Thanks for that Millie. 
 “Because...” Charlotte looked as if she’d swallowed a bug. “...because...” 
 “Your mum is a very attractive woman.” 
 The horror on Charlotte’s face. It would have been funny if the subject wasn't so naked-in-bed close to Geeta. 
 “What?” Millie grinned, clearly knowing what. 
 “My...?!” Charlotte stumbled incredulous over the words. “You can’t say that about my mother!” 
 “Why?! Am I meant to look at an older version of you and think bleurgh, hideous.” 
 Incomprehension. Vivid horror. 
 “Well, yes! Those are the rules,” Charlotte spluttered. 
 Millie threw her head back laughing, then dabbed a kiss on Charlotte’s appalled face. She slung an arm round Charlotte’s chair and tugged her closer. 
 “Actually, it’s difficult to believe you’re related sometimes. But she is an attractive woman.” 
 Still horror on Charlotte’s face. 
 Millie had a point though. It was hard to believe Charlotte and Nicola were related, with such different personalities shining through and blinding out any physical similarity. 
 “What do you reckon, Olivia?” Millie said with a naughty grin. 
 Olivia raised an elegant hand. “I do not want to speculate about Nicola’s private life.” 
 It was Millie’s turn to roll her eyes. “’Private life’?!” She imitated Olivia’s crisp voice. “Fuck’s sake, Olivia. The woman's gorgeous. Of course she's still having sex.” 
 “Euw!” burst out of Charlotte and Olivia at the same time. 
 Millie cackled and held her stomach. 
 Geeta stayed silent, but quietly shared amusement. Nothing revolted her kids as much as the idea of their parents sleeping together. Or others at the thought of a mature woman relishing sex. 
 It had been one of the most refreshing things about being with Nicola. No shame. No self-consciousness about her body. Just enjoying themselves in bed, with empathy and stunningly in tune. It invigorated and zapped her whole body alive again. 
 “Come on, Olivia,” Millie continued. "For a while, you were so far up her arse, I thought you fancied her.” 
 Oh my god, that was too much. This was fraught. Now she sympathised with Charlotte and Olivia. She glugged her drink to hide her reaction. 
 Olivia raised an eyebrow. “Did you know, Millie, it's entirely possible to admire someone without wanting to jump into bed with them.” 
 “Yes,” Millie replied. “And did you know, it’s possible to tell when someone is sexy, and comment on it, without jumping into bed with them too.” 
 Millie tilted her head. 
 Olivia raised another eyebrow. 
 So, those two were still at odds with each other. Such very different people. 
 “Don’t worry, Olivia.” Millie made a show of being bored. “I’m a good little bi.” 
 “For me,” Olivia continued, “Nicola has always been a respected colleague. More like a mentor when I was at college.” 
 Geeta breathed again. Thank god for Olivia’s compartmentalisation. 
 Millie’s eyes snapped to Geeta suddenly. “You’re quiet.” She quirked a lip. “You all right?” 
 “Tired.” Geeta shrugged. “Long week.” 
 Better than admitting she’d spent every night recently between Nicola Albright's thighs and she hadn’t caught up with sleep yet. 
 Millie gazed at her. Blinked once. Then twice. It was only a moment, but it didn’t take long for Millie Banks to draw conclusions and something clearly occurred to her. 
 “Have you noticed she cut her nails?” Millie turned back to Charlotte, raised her hand and fluttered her fingers. 
 “What does that mean?” Charlotte replied. 
 Oh, Geeta had an inkling what Millie was getting at. She wanted to cover her eyes. And her ears. Mainly not be here. 
 “That maybe...” Millie leant closer to Charlotte. 
 Here it came. 
 “...your mother's finally seen the sapphic light?” 
 “Millie!” Charlotte drew out in despair this time. “You can’t say that!” 
 Geeta stayed very, very quiet. 
 “What if she heard,” Charlotte whispered. “She’d be so offended.” 
 Millie shrugged, as if she’d enjoy offending Nicola. 
 “What about you?” Charlotte said. 
 And she looked straight at Geeta. Charlotte was clearly desperate to change the subject away from Nicola, but it shone a terrifying light directly at Geeta. If only she knew. 
 “Are you...” Charlotte started. “...thinking about dating or anything?” 
 Awkward. What the hell could she say? 
 “Well...” 
 Her face blazed. Sweat burst on her back. Could you die from hot flushes? She swept off her blazer, and from the corner of her eye she spotted Millie and Olivia share a meaningful moment. 
 “Shall I get you another drink?” Olivia asked. 
 “Fabulous idea for everyone,” Millie agreed. “Get another round in.” 
 What? When did Olivia agree with Millie so fluidly? And since when was Millie so enthusiastic about anything Olivia suggested? What was going on? 
 “But...” Charlotte wrinkled her nose, “we haven't finished this round yet.” 
 “My mother might need a cool drink for hot flushes?” Olivia said. 
 “Ooooh,” Charlotte smiled at her, and she nodded in understanding. “Sorry. I thought I’d missed something.” 
 Geeta wondered the same. She fanned herself, and said, “I’m fine thank you,” while praying they’d move on from the subject. 
 “You’re very naughty, Millie,” Charlotte said. “Like my mother would do anything as sensible as seeing a woman.” 
 The other two friends nodded and remained quiet. Maybe they tired of the subject. God, she hoped so. If Nicola came out to Charlotte one day, it should be handled with more sensitivity than speculation over a drink. They had a complicated history, before they muddied it with Geeta's involvement too. 
 What on earth had Geeta been thinking? She shook her head and sipped at her drink. Playing around with something as explosive as being involved with Nicola Albright. Maybe this week was a wakeup call for this unsuitable arrangement, with a woman who’d gone silent and distant anyway. 
 Across the table, Millie smiled at Charlotte and nodded, strangely thoughtful. “You’re right. A silly idea.” 
 Such a silly idea. What the hell had Geeta been doing. 
 But then Millie added. “Nicola’s probably seeing that awful Blake again anyway.” 
 Geeta paused the glass by her lips. 
 Oh. 
 The breath left her body. She hadn’t thought of that. That was a horrible suggestion. 
 “Blake?” sneaked out. She shouldn't have asked, and she wished she could take it back. 
 “He’s a dreadful, sleazy barrister,” Charlotte said, wrinkling up her nose. “Used to be in the same inn as Mum.” 
 “Right,” she tried to nod, while the name sent freezing fingers into her understanding. “I’ve seen him in the office.” The words felt strange in her mouth, with such different thoughts loud in her head. 
 “Ugh. I hope they’re not back together,” Charlotte said. “She’s in court with him all week.” 
 And the freezing fingers strangled her throat. Is that why Nicola went quiet this week? Other people to see? 
 Charlotte and Millie carried on talking, and all the time Geeta concentrated on not doubling over, because that hurt. 
 She covered her mouth and inhaled, reeling from it. What a horrible surprise. She hadn't felt the sharp jolt of jealousy in a long time, and she wasn’t ready for that. 
 She silently sat with it, aching. Not recovered from leaving a marriage, then jumping into whatever this was, with someone like Nicola. Ouch, ouch, ouch. She let it settle, the smart of it deepening into a bruise, and she shifted uncomfortable in her seat, sipping and sipping at her drink. 
 Stupid. Of course, Nicola had options. She’d always known that. People fell over themselves for her all the time. She’d seen Nicola cast this Blake aside, as if bored. And now Nicola did the same with her, not even bothering to call this week. Geeta suddenly felt very small and wanted to curl smaller. 
 Her teenage-sapphic heart was about to be stamped on. Her first rejection from a woman. And it was going to hurt like hell. 
 She couldn't do this in front of everyone, and she started to get up from her seat. 
 “No, something’s changed.” Charlotte shook her head. “The point is...she seems...” Charlotte looked most confused. “Like...Happy?” 
 Silence. 
 Millie and Olivia stared at each other, almost telepathically communicating. What had Geeta missed? 
 “Nicola gets pleasure from all kinds of things.” Millie shrugged. “Trampling opposing barristers. Humiliating lovers. Drowning puppies.” She waved an arm, as if they should move on. 
 It wasn't that long ago Geeta would have agreed. But now? Nicola was assured and formidable. But cruel? Was she about to see that side, with Nicola casting her off for her next fling? 
 “No.” Charlotte shook her head. “I mean she’s happy. Almost...” Charlotte struggled with the word, “content.” 
 Charlotte stared at them in turn, begging for understanding with her eyes. Neither Millie nor Olivia said a word. 
 “Guys,” Charlotte implored. “Mum’s singing again. She hasn’t done that for years. She came round, made me a cup of tea, and she was...singing to herself in the kitchen.” 
 Millie shuffled. “Was it ‘Call Me Cruella’?” she suggested, but without her usual conviction. 
 “Millie,” Charlotte drew out in frustration. “I haven’t seen her like that...not relaxed and happy...ever!” 
 Geeta stopped. Because that was the Nicola she knew, singing, happy, making drinks for her. She saw that version every single day. 
 Something had changed for Nicola, and Charlotte had seen it too. And, not to be arrogant about it, or to exaggerate her importance, but was that change because of them together? 
 The possibility rocked her deeper than anything. 
   




Chapter 34 
   
 Geeta sat, cushioned by numbness, not wanting to let the revelation seep in. Because that was a terrible mix of hope and fear. 
 First imagining Nicola touched by Blake so clearly, she heard Nicola’s heightened breathing and excruciating sigh as she came; able to picture the ecstasy on her face so that it tortured. Then the clouds relenting on a sunny day, when Charlotte said Nicola sang, and instead, she heard Nicola’s chocolatey voice and knew exactly her expression when content. The elation threatened to burst in her chest, before fear swept in again – that this was so much bigger than she’d realised, and she wasn’t ready. 
 Oh, this evening played with her. The slice of jealousy. Then worse, the hope. And fearing that hope, when she didn’t even understand what she longed for. Everything swirled inside. 
 She’d thrown herself into this adventure, riding high on a sexual epiphany, and only now considered the consequences. And they were vividly apparent this evening. She closed her eyes, not wanting it to hit. But it seeped in anyway, working into her heart that swelled and beat harder with both trepidation and longing. 
 Silence penetrated, and she glanced up. 
 Charlotte stared at the table, confused. Millie shot Olivia a look. Something passed there that Geeta didn’t understand. Whatever it was, Charlotte didn’t catch it either. 
 “I, erm...” Geeta put up her hands. “I should get home.” 
 “Shall I come with you?” Olivia asked. 
 “No. You stay.” She squeezed Olivia’s hand, reaching out for her own reassurance, glad that her daughter didn’t flinch. She knew sudden touch was complicated for her. 
 “I want to enjoy the summer evening with a walk by the river.” She made the excuse and, distracted, started to leave. “Sorry.” She came back and hugged Millie and Charlotte, kissing them both on the top of the head. She didn't always, but vulnerability had her reaching out. 
 Geeta left the pub in confusion, about who she was and what she was doing. The walk along the golden-sunset river and blooming meadows only accentuated her feelings, the hope soaring higher, then fear plunging low. 
 “Can I see you?” came a message as she arrived home. 
 It was the first for days from Nicola, and she stared at it, not knowing what she wanted. 
 “Yes,” she tapped in, still undecided. 
 She waited in the kitchen, hands pressed on the cold island top, staring at nothing between her and the windows, no plan or speech coming to mind. 
 When she saw her, would Geeta know what to do? Which version of Nicola did she hope to meet at the door? The bold professional, ready to brush her aside and bulldoze on with life – the same one that others thought cruel. Or the Nicola who sang, made her tea, conjured her alive, and complimented everything from her intellect to her cooking. 
 Geeta hurt for a hundred things. For being where she was, and at the growing pains of becoming her new self, not yet steady on her feet, exploring tentatively, sometimes carelessly leaping in and landing not sure where. 
 It sparked butterflies and chills and it rocked her with heartache and heart burst. She wondered if she might cry from it all, as a wave of feeling, nothing like she’d felt since a teenager, enveloped her. Except here she was, a mature woman with fewer options, and there were only so many times she could get back on her feet again. 
 A knock on the front door. 
 She paused and padded cautiously down the hall. Nicola’s shape glowed indistinct through the glass under the dim outdoor light. Her heart cantered as she reached for the catch. 
 Deep breath. 
 Open the door. 
 Neither version waited outside. Nicola stood tall, in a white shirt and designer suit, an outfit of confidence, but her face strained tentative and the look in her eye vulnerable. Nicola stepped closer, those penetrating blues clear, and everything about her said she was going through her own turmoil. They waited, staring at each other, fraught on both sides. 
 “I missed you,” Nicola whispered. 
 Geeta didn’t even know what she decided, but she grasped Nicola’s hand, pulled her inside, closed the door and buried herself in her chest. 
 Strong. Soft. The scent of vanilla and spice surrounded her, the comfort immediate and deep. The warmth of Nicola’s arms around her dissolved two into one. Nicola’s cheek rested against her forehead and fingers ran gently through her hair. 
 “I missed you every single day,” Nicola murmured. 
 Geeta’s throat tightened over her reply. She wanted to say she’d been through every phase and turned every direction this week. And that right now was the only time the ground steadied beneath her feet. 
 And yet it seemed fragile and temporary. That if she stepped out of this hold, chaos would swirl again. 
 She pulled Nicola close. 
 “This is more than sex, isn’t it?” she whispered. 
 “Yes.” Nicola held her tighter, with heat and truth. “More than that for me.” 
 Geeta leant up, and swept away the waves of hair from Nicola's face to see her clearly. Those blue eyes stared, always unflinching, but her face reflected every feeling that coloured her voice. Geeta gently stroked Nicola's eyebrows smooth, unused to seeing them troubled by anything. 
 “Hi,” she whispered. 
 Nicola gazed at Geeta with longing. It hurt looking at it, because Geeta wanted to sweep her up, and at the same time feared it. 
 “I think we’re in a bit of a situation here,” Nicola said before she could. 
 That made Geeta smile. “Yes, we are.” 
 Because this was complicated. 
 Yearning lingered deep in the lines on Nicola’s face. Of all the expressions – amusement, wryness, audacity – this moved Geeta most and her heart ached. She knew it was for her and wanted more too. But how the hell could they do that? 
 They had so many ties and sensitive relationships surrounded them. They didn’t have the freedom just to try this. A secret fling? Maybe. More than that? Impossibly complicated. Something with a future? More complicated again. 
 Two complex daughters, coming out to family, a new relationship after divorce, there were so many issues to manage, when this was a fledging relationship, and a funny beast of a fledgling too. Unique. Frustrating. Beautiful. How the hell would they make it fly, if everything around them snipped and clipped at its wings? 
 Nicola gazed at her, the same thoughts fluttering there, as if she comprehended the complications and where they stood too. 
 “I am...” Geeta started. 
 Falling for you? Was that absurd thought true? 
 “You are becoming something for me,” she said. “Someone I like more than I ever imagined. And that is strange and surprising and wonderful and...” 
 “Actually terrifying.” 
 “Yes.” 
 They held each other tighter, the warmth desperate between them. 
 “Can we at least say this is something?” Nicola whispered against her forehead. 
 And when Geeta peered up, she saw Nicola smile. Oh, that smile. Full of pain and desire. 
 “Don’t look at me like that,” Geeta said. 
 Because it made her heart grow and want to stop Nicola’s ache by any means. 
 She stroked around Nicola’s forehead, trailing a finger along soft, dark eyebrows, aching to soothe the concern. She stretched up on tiptoes and kissed gently there. Then another, filled with tender longing, and Nicola relaxed beneath her lips, her expression collapsing as Geeta touched her. 
 A kiss on her delicate eyelids, the sensation intimate and warm on Geeta's lips. Across Nicola's cheeks. Then a slow careful kiss to her mouth. It was unlike any before, with sweet regard for each other. No intentions, only appreciation, and Geeta pulled her tight, cheek to cheek. 
 “I’m all over the place tonight,” Geeta whispered. 
 And she clung on, wanting to enjoy this, if only for a moment. She breathed Nicola in, as if to fill herself up for what was to come. 
 “Now...” she whispered. 
 She stood back and held Nicola’s hands. 
 “I want us to talk. I need to talk. But I’m getting something to eat first. Would you like dinner?” 
 Nicola nodded. 
 “I’m reheating aloo masala. I can never seem to make a quantity for less than four.” A habit when cooking for the family, who became three, and two, then just her. “And poaching an egg. How does that sound?” 
 “The best.” Nicola brightened and stood taller. 
 Funny. The eminent barrister, who she imagined dining in five-star restaurants, turned out to be partial to her spicy fried potatoes, one of Geeta’s family-favourite comfort foods. 
 They were quiet, careful, around each other as Geeta cooked, Nicola filling glasses of water and putting out cutlery on the table, knowing Geeta’s kitchen enough to help without prompting. It was another thing that surprised her, the ease with which they did the everyday. They pitched in naturally, as two mums, two people, who were used to taking care of others and getting on with it. 
 “You look tired,” Geeta said, stepping away from the cooker and stroking around Nicola’s face, the lines deeper than usual. 
 “One of those weeks where everything seemed uphill.” 
 “Talk to me about it,” she said gently. 
 Nicola leant back against the counter and folded her arms, an unusual move of self-comfort for her. 
 “I had a hideous divorce case, where I wished I represented the other client. I’m used to defending unpleasant individuals, but the opposing team neglected their preparation, and I had to pull them up on it. Negligent not to. But it disadvantaged a far better person.” 
 Nicola didn’t mention Blake, but perhaps she didn’t see the issue. 
 “Followed by a gruelling session to advise a parliamentary working group on the effects of divorce on women.” 
 Geeta nodded. No wonder Nicola didn’t have time to message her. 
 They sat around two sides of a corner of the dining table. They ate in silence and Nicola watched her, waiting for her to say what she needed. 
 Geeta put down her fork and sipped at her water. 
 Are you seeing other people, she wanted to ask. Then breathed in sharply, when even contemplating it hurt. 
 “Have I been naïve here?” she said suddenly, the words leaping out before she was ready. “Are you seeing anyone else?” 
 Nicola stilled. 
 “Look.” Geeta raised her hands to plead for patience. “I haven’t dated in a long time, and I don't know what’s a given.” 
 Nicola stared at her. 
 “We’ve not talked about it,” Geeta accepted. “So I don't know if you’re seeing other people at the same time.” 
 And her eyes smarted as she met Nicola’s gaze. 
 “Good god, no.” Nicola laughed. 
 Nicola dropped her fork and dabbed her mouth with a serviette. She shook her head as if genuinely surprised, rather than dismissive. 
 “Darling, why on earth would I sleep with anyone else, when I’m having the best sex of my life with you?” 
 “Oh.” 
 That was a surprise. Yet it cut too, with Nicola distilling them into simply sex. 
 “Like, beyond compare.” Nicola gave another laugh, which did sound dismissive. 
 Geeta glared at her, hands twitching to shoot to her hips, ready to be furious. 
 Then she looked again, switching from one bright blue eye to the other, making herself see. Catching the tension in her jaw. The slight widening of the eyes. This was Nicola being defensive, wasn’t it. Bold and forthright many times, but this wasn’t one of them. She recognised when Nicola deflected now. They were both vulnerable. 
 Geeta pushed down her own hurt and looked at her. Really looked at her. She stood and slowly sat on her knee, slipping her arms around her shoulders. The warmth of them together reassured, but she gazed straight at her, so Nicola couldn’t avoid this. 
 “Geeta...” 
 Layers gave way, and flutters of different emotions swelled. And Geeta stayed, and sought, and found Nicola, naked and raw beneath. Bravado fell from the barrister’s eyes. The games and challenge ceased. Would Nicola talk to her about what was true deep down? 
 “Geeta...” Nicola breathed again. “This is nothing like anything I’ve had before.” 
 There. An undefended truth. 
 When Geeta lifted her hand to stroke her cheek, Nicola’s expression collapsed further. 
 “I've been attracted to you for...a long time now. And this has me undone.” 
 Geeta sank into her, as if they both succumbed to it. 
 “Did you mean it,” Geeta whispered, “when you said I was the most beautiful woman in the room that night?” At the company event where they sparred. 
 “You’re always the most beautiful woman in the room.” 
 Nicola gazed at her without shying away, because she never shied away. But it was so raw, it was Geeta who almost needed to break. 
 “I’m a little lost with things,” Geeta whispered. “And you...” She cupped Nicola’s face. “This isn’t what I expected.” 
 She shook her head with defeat and affection, because she owed Nicola honesty too. 
 “I assumed we were just having fun. And my goodness, this is a ride.” She couldn’t help smiling. “But I’m going to get hurt if we have different assumptions. I can’t manage a setup beyond the two of us. My life is too complicated right now, and I don't think I’d handle it well other times.” 
 She swallowed, knowing it was true of her. 
 “Geeta, I have no compulsion, whatsoever, to see anyone else. Really, I’ve never had sex like this, so it’d be pointless. And...,” here Nicola talked less easily, “I enjoy your company beyond anyone I’ve ever met.” 
 Geeta held her breath. She mustn’t let tears flood her eyes. But these were such admissions from Nicola, unexpected and authentic. 
 And ouch, again. This would hurt either way, getting closer to her, or pushing away. 
 “This is going to be tricky,” Geeta said, her voice breaking even in a whisper. 
 “Yes.” 
 “But I want to find out what we have.” 
 “I do too. Very much,” Nicola whispered, the short understatement scoring it higher. 
 And Geeta leant down to kiss her. 
   
 *** 
   
 The tenderest touch Nicola had ever known. 
 Geeta sat on her knee, cupping her face, and kissed her as if she were beloved. The longing of the week had Nicola falling, and she let those caresses deep inside. No walls or layers to hold up to Geeta, just instant transformation at her touch. 
 She let go, as Geeta swept her fingers through her hair, releasing days of tension. The worry. The way she’d missed her. All dispersed and faded into air, leaving her melting at kisses that savoured her. 
 Around her cheeks, over her eyes, down her neck. She sighed and held Geeta closer, kissing her too, the sensations familiar and comforting, while growing in potency. The scent of her, subtle yet so distinctive, worked on her like a potion. Holding Geeta near always did so many things to her. 
 Fingers slipped her buttons undone. Warm lips caressed down her neck and tasted beneath her shirt. She stroked her hands under Geeta's top, the nakedness there fuelling her need for more. More closeness. More intimacy. What she yearned for didn't even seem sexual anymore. She kissed like she couldn’t get enough of her, beyond arousal, only wanting to experience her more intensely. 
 “Come upstairs,” Geeta whispered. 
 And she followed, without a word, drawn after the woman as if they were bound. 
 They undressed each other, every glimpse a treat and chance to get nearer and savour another part of her. 
 Only when they lay in bed, and thighs slipped between thighs, did Nicola notice how heightened she’d become. 
 “Kiss me,” Geeta whispered beneath her. “Please don’t stop kissing me.” 
 Hands gently caressed to find each other, with breath catching, lips longing, vivid and tingling from mouth to the supple nub beneath her finger. Every place in between lit up awed. Nothing had felt so intense as this, lying together, touching each other, and grasping at kisses as they fell. 
 She moaned and half-collapsed, then found Geeta’s lips again, Geeta struggling too with the sensations mounting between them. She felt them building, the synchronous strokes raising them as one. Everything sent her higher and melted her deeper. Breasts softest against each other. Geeta’s legs tensing between hers. The heat rising between them. The quiet moans as their humid breaths mingled, colliding in rhythm. 
 She looked at her, no longer able to kiss, and saw the same stricken need on Geeta’s face, and nothing could hold back her response to that intimate erotic sight. 
 A quiet cry escaped with every breath. The tension built rigid in limbs. The heated explosion stretched within, ready to unleash. Wet and hot on fingers. Thrusting closer. Higher. Then seized and consumed, they both cried out loud, and tumbled and tumbled and tumbled. 
 Embraced, they fell into smoothest darkness, and everything faded away so all she felt was Geeta, in tune and part of her. Cheek to hot cheek. Bodies flushed and sweltering. Here it was. That closeness she’d sought and needed. That letting go and letting someone in. And Geeta receiving as she received her. 
 Divine. 
 They lay gasping in each other’s arms, neither able to speak. She didn't want to let go and they stayed together, warm beneath the sheet, until their breaths relaxed and slowed into sleepy rhythm. 
 When she stirred later in the night, they still clung to one another. And when they woke in early morning light, they immediately sought each other again. 
 No answers, but the want was clear. 
 She ran her fingers through Geeta’s hair, sweeping it from her face. She swallowed when she found her looking back, brown eyes large, brimming with many thoughts. 
 “We are definitely a something,” Geeta whispered. And she heard both worry and appreciation in her voice. 
 She understood it powerfully now. Another step along a path from which she couldn’t turn away. 
 And they held each other, drifting in the low rays of sunlight. 
   




Chapter 35 
   
 Nicola opened her eyes. The room filled with bright sunshine, and Geeta lay sleeping in her arms. She looked down at her relaxed face, breathing slow against her chest, the humidity ebbing cooler when Geeta inhaled then soothing warm. 
 Nicola didn’t ever want to move. 
 At the same time, she wanted to stroke an admiring finger around the appealing curve of her cheek and down the proud line of her nose. She must have twitched, because Geeta’s weight, snug against her, altered and breathing turned conscious of itself. 
 “Morning,” she murmured, trying to catch Geeta’s wakening gaze. 
 Sleepy eyes, a growing smile. Oh, that got her. 
 Could Geeta feel Nicola's heart thudding beneath her palm, because it felt like it might burst from her chest. 
 “I always seem to wake up with a boob in my hand lately,” Geeta said, her voice breaking with first morning words. 
 “And?” 
 “No complaints.” Geeta beamed. “I can’t stop looking at you.” 
 “And I don’t want you to stop,” Nicola murmured. 
 Geeta grinned and placed a finger on her chin. “Good to hear that sexy purr back.” 
 She opened her mouth to question that description. 
 “No complaints about that either,” Geeta stopped her. 
 Then the finger trailed down the side of her neck, explored her cleavage, then circled her breasts so that a tickle fluttered inside. 
 “It’s funny,” Geeta said. “I still feel I shouldn’t be looking at you.” 
 “You're allowed to like breasts.” 
 Oh. She did purr. She heard it now. She shuffled, wanting to see Geeta better, and stroked her hand along Geeta’s shape. 
 “I’m going to admire yours with no guilt whatsoever,” Nicola said, letting her gaze wander over Geeta’s beautiful curves. 
 “You know,” she shuffled lower again to look Geeta in the eye. “I was brought up in an environment that said women shouldn’t acknowledge, enjoy or have any agency when it came to sex. That breasts were for men to stare at, and women to take the blame for. And any admiration or respect for oneself, or another woman, was abhorrent. And I am done with that,” she said emphatically. “We’re sexual people, attracted to each other, and enjoying each other’s bodies. So, you stare at my boobs as much as you want.” 
 Geeta grinned. And stared. “I love your boobs.” 
 Nicola rolled closer, their bodies touching. “I love your boobs too.” 
 Geeta giggled, her soft tummy jostling against Nicola’s. 
 “Do you also like my wobbly belly?” she challenged. 
 “I adore your wobbly belly,” Nicola purred. “Especially when it wobbles against mine.” 
 Geeta laughed and her belly wobbled. And so did Nicola’s. And they fell apart with laughter. 
 Then she stilled. 
 Was that a door downstairs? 
 Geeta stiffened, hearing it too. 
 A key rattled in a lock, the sound of outside with birds and village life came indoors, accompanied by someone who wasn't Geeta or Nicola. 
 “It’s only me,” called out. 
 Geeta’s eyes shot huge. “That’s my mother!” Then she frowned, confused. “She doesn’t have yoga... What the heck?” 
 Geeta shuffled off the bed and started dressing. “I know we said this was a thing...” 
 “...But I’m not ready to be found naked in bed by your mother,” Nicola finished, leaping up. 
 Another call emanated from downstairs. “Olivia will be here in a minute.” 
 “Or, for that matter,” Nicola tilted her head, “your daughter.” 
 Geeta snorted and slapped a hand over her mouth. 
 “I can see why you're so damned successful,” Geeta whispered between her fingers. Then she pointed. “That's some steady nerve right there.” 
 Nicola grinned, because she didn’t have the audacity to laugh out loud. She had her limits. She pulled up her trousers. 
 “What’s the best way for me to get out?” 
 “Do you fancy shinning down a drainpipe?” Geeta suggested with a heavy pinch of irony. 
 “Not really, but I will if I have to.” 
 Geeta laughed, then covered her mouth again. 
 “You are...” And Geeta shook her head, while also eyeing Nicola, lingering on her naked chest. 
 Nicola responded in kind, appreciating Geeta with wandering eyes too. 
 “Enough.” Geeta smirked and she pulled on T-shirt and shorts. “I’ll draw her into the kitchen, so you can sneak out the front door.” 
 And with one last gorgeous look back, Geeta dashed out of the room. 
 “Maa!” Geeta said, from below. “What are you doing here?” 
 Then they switched into Punjabi, and their voices receded further into the house. 
 Nicola paused. Listened. And padded down the stairs and leant round the bannister. Satinder ambled into the far reaches of the main room, while Geeta stood in the kitchen doorway, a hand behind her back, waving her on. 
 Good. All clear. 
 But as soon as she reached the front door, shapes appeared through the frosted glass. Uh oh. And the doorbell rang loudly in her face. 
 She glanced back at an alarmed Geeta. 
 “Maa...” Geeta cried out. “Erm...you sit in the lounge, and I’ll get that.” 
 Geeta bundled her mother across the end of the hallway into the other room. Then scurried towards Nicola in her T-shirt and shorts, holding her braless breasts with both hands. 
 Nicola licked her lips. 
 “Stop it,” Geeta whispered. “This is not the time.” 
 “Sorry.”   
 “Go out the backdoor,” Geeta held her arm. “Turn left. Around the extension, and out the side gate.” 
 “Understood.” Nicola grinned. She wanted to sweep Geeta up and kiss her all over. 
 She grabbed her shoes. Strode along the hall. Quietly held her breath as she tip-toed past the lounge where Satinder sat. Tense and achingly slowly, she opened the sliding doors. No time for socks. Slipping on shoes, she darted down the side passage. And there she waited by the tall, narrow side gate. 
 Hmmm. Voices. Olivia perhaps? And a child? Oh, and a teen she realised, as a deep voice said something. 
 Geeta’s voice rang out. “You must come in, Bea,” she said lightly. “Come and play in the garden rather than the gravel.” 
 Nicola heard the gentle pressure in Geeta's voice, and she couldn’t help smiling. What were they doing? Sneaking about like teens when they had grandchildren running around? She wouldn’t change this for the world. 
 “That’s right, everybody in now,” Geeta said louder than necessary, so it would carry to Nicola. 
 And a door clicked to. 
 Right. Now she could escape. The gate squeaked open with a push, and she gently pulled it closed. Carefully, on tiptoes, across the gravel drive that shifted and crunched beneath her feet. Almost within reach of the large gate. Almost at the lane. 
 A creak of a door behind froze her to the spot. 
 “Hello?” said a calm older voice. One that sounded a little amused. 
 Shit. 
 Nicola dropped her shoulders, stood straight, and swivelled round on her heel. 
 “Goodness,” she exclaimed. “Satinder!” Again. “What a surprise. How lovely to see you.” 
 Satinder tilted her head. “And you!” she drew out. “Are you calling for Geeta?” 
 “Yes?” 
 Nicola supposed she better had. There weren't a lot of options here. 
 “Were you about to...walk away?” the older woman asked, raising her eyebrows casually. 
 “Geeta must have missed me knocking on the door.” 
 A slow, rising grin lifted Satinder’s face. “I’m glad I caught you then.” 
 “So glad.” 
 “Come in, come in.” Satinder gleefully beckoned. “The house is full, but my daughter wouldn't keep anyone waiting on the doorstep. You know how welcoming she is.” 
 Satinder pulled her inside, and closed the door, and Nicola found herself right back at square one, at the bottom of the stairs. 
 “OK,” she sighed, and strode along the familiar hallway after Satinder. 
 When they reached the kitchen, Geeta turned to face her mother with a cup of tea, and when she spotted Nicola, almost dropped the mug on the floor. 
 “What the heck?” Geeta spluttered. 
 “I found Nicola Albright at the door,” Satinder said, way too lightly. “I remember you telling me she was a neighbour now.” 
 “Hello neighbour,” Nicola said, deadpan. 
 Geeta rolled her eyes in despair. 
 Nicola mouthed behind Satinder's back, “Well, what else could I do?” And shrugged. 
 “So.” Satinder swung round, to give Nicola her full attention. “Are you calling for a cup of sugar?” A raised eyebrow. A pointed look. 
 Nicola opened her mouth. So did Geeta. 
 “I...” She failed to think of a single use for sugar. She didn’t have it in tea. Or coffee. Or any breakfast. 
 “Are you baking a cake perhaps?” Satinder suggested. 
 Interesting. That would never have occurred to her. She possibly last baked a cake in what her barrister-pupil terrifyingly referred to as the 1900s. 
 “Well, yes,” she tried. “And I’ve been caught right out.” 
 Not having kept baking material in her cottage ever. 
 “Okaaay,” Satinder said, shifting to get a mug from a high cupboard and opening a pot of sugar next to tins of tea. 
 “OK,” Nicola replied. 
 “Are you having family to visit too?” Satinder smiled sweetly, as she poured. 
 “No?” 
 Wrong answer. 
 “Just a cake for yourself?!” Satinder drew in breath with exaggerated disbelief. 
 “Perhaps my next-door neighbours will like some.” 
 “Then you must bring it round here too! We all love cake.” Satinder grinned. 
 “...” came from Nicola. 
 Utter disbelief came from Geeta, who stood behind Satinder and threw her hands in the air. 
 “I shall,” Nicola nodded, considering, “see if I have any left.” 
 There, situation handled. Not exactly her best work, and way below her performance in high-pressure court cases. But not catastrophic. Accompanied to the front door, Nicola waved goodbye to an ecstatic Satinder, marginally happy the situation was under control. 
 Except Nicola Albright KC found herself standing in the middle of the lane, socks sticking out of trouser pockets, holding a random cup of sugar, in a relationship with a woman. And apparently that woman’s mother had expectations of her. 
 “Right,” she said to herself. She lifted her chin and breathed in through her nose. “How the hell do I make a cake?” 
 So, she resorted to something she hadn't done in a long time – asked for help from her mum. She phoned up for a recipe, because this called for a proper cake. And her mother would talk on and on about every time Nicola had made it as a girl, not appreciating the urgency of the situation, then regale her with stories and legend of the recipe being passed down through the family. 
 But it was worth it. 
 Because Nicola wanted to impress a girl and her family. 
   




Chapter 36  
   
 “Maa!” Geeta called out. 
 Satinder ambled into the kitchen after waving goodbye to Nicola, far too cheerily. What was up with her mother today? 
 “You can’t just walk into my house,” Geeta said, still not finished with the conversation. 
 “Why not?” Satinder asked. “Are you busy?” 
 “Maybe I am. Or having a lie-in. That’s the point. It might not be convenient.” 
 “And why are you sleeping so late on a Saturday morning?” Satinder gazed at her with deceptive nonchalance. Geeta knew that look, because she sometimes gave her son the same. “Hmm?” Satinder pressed. 
 Because she was rolling around in bed with Nicola Albright, that’s why. Was Geeta’s guilt blending suspicion into her mother’s eyes. Surely it was that. 
 “Olivia wanted to bring the kids round,” Satinder said, with that deceptively nonchalant gaze. “And when you didn’t answer your phone, she called me.” 
 Geeta side-eyed her mobile on the island, gave it a tap, and insistent notifications filled the screen. Dammit. 
 “What should I have done?” Satinder threw her hands in the air. “I can’t fit them in my flat. How am I meant to entertain a teenage boy? I don't know what they do, apart from watch silly videos all day. And I thought you enjoyed having company,” Satinder added. 
 She did. 
 “And surprises,” came another voice. Olivia sauntered into the kitchen, after settling the kids in the lounge. 
 Geeta narrowed her eyes and flicked from daughter to mother, and back to daughter. 
 “Hmm,” she grumbled. 
 Outflanked by introverts throwing her extrovert ways back at her. 
 “Hmm,” she said again. 
 The pair were more similar to each other than she to either. Both lawyers. Both very clever. And with a tendency towards grumpiness, although she was giving them a run for their money this morning. 
 Olivia tilted her head and raised an eyebrow. 
 Satinder put hand on hip and did the same. 
 What was going on with these two? Geeta pointed at them and grumbled again. 
 “OK,” she relented. “What do you fancy for lunch? And it's lovely you’ve brought Bea and Ralph round. Thank you.” 
 And she smiled, because although she didn’t like being outwitted by these two, she adored company. 
 Olivia had specific food requests. Satinder waved her hand as if she was easy. She was not. But Geeta knew what she ate. Ralph looked as if he’d eat anything and everything in front of him. And Bea came with snacks packed in a compartmented lunchbox, the neat veg sticks cut with such precision only Olivia could have prepared them. 
 “Can I help?” Olivia asked. 
 “Thank you,” Geeta smiled. 
 Olivia didn’t cook much, but she appreciated the offer. Then Geeta frowned, surprised, at how often Olivia was there lately, as if quietly checking in on her, just when Geeta kind of avoided her. 
 “But you don’t have to,” Geeta added. “I’m only reheating a few frozen things and cooking roti.” 
 A smile softened Olivia’s face, which sent a pang straight through Geeta's heart, because her daughter might not look at her that way if Geeta talked to her properly. 
 “In that case,” Olivia said, “can I use the sewing kit?” 
 “Of course. It’s...” 
 But Olivia already bent down and reached into the end cupboard. She brought out the old tin from a box of cheese crackers one Christmas, which Geeta swiped for threads and needles. And here it still was, an old styling of a popular brand, many years later – one of the building blocks and familiar pieces of family Sachdeva. 
 It comforted her. A silly, bashed-up tin of reels, that her grown daughter, come home, found in the same place as decades before. But the poignancy cut both ways, Geeta unsure if she’d stay in this house after her part-time role at Bentley ended. 
 “Bea’s shirt has an annoying label that I want to sort for her,” Olivia said. 
 Like Geeta had done for Olivia growing up. Another comfort – Olivia bonding with Bea. 
 “OK,” Geeta said, beaming. 
 She couldn’t help the sentimental, full-to-brimming smile, the kind that sent Olivia running as a teen. It burst with glowing love, that had flooded Geeta at first sight of baby Olivia and had never really left. 
 But today, Olivia nodded happily, before turning on her heel and sauntering into the lounge. 
 Geeta popped her head around the corner a few minutes later. She found Olivia sitting on the sofa and sewing, the label of a T-shirt removed down to the threads and Olivia stitching back the hem. Young Bea snuggled close, watching the precision work, and Olivia turned to smile at her every so often. At the other end of the sofa, Satinder sat next to Ralph, all long limbs and deep guffaw. What was more surprising was Satinder’s chuckle. They belly laughed together at a design-fails video on the telly. 
 “Find me another one!” Satinder cried out. 
 Geeta pursed her lips hard, so she wouldn’t laugh out loud and disturb them. 
 She arranged lunch on the table. Piles of roti, kachumber salad, samosas reheated in the oven, jars of chutneys, and quick-fried chicken strips and potatoes in her favourite spice combinations. Everything she could lay her hands on. 
 She was about to call them through when someone knocked on the door. 
 “That’ll be Kate back from filming!” 
 Olivia burst from the lounge, and Geeta's elegant girl ran full pelt down the hallway. 
 Stunned, Geeta watched Olivia in her fitted black dress, running as if she threw off every care in the world. Not even as a teen did Olivia run to someone like that. Door thrown open, Kate stood outside with a polite expression on her face. But only for a moment, because once she saw Olivia, the sun and the stars came out all at once, and Kate threw her arms around Olivia’s shoulders and kissed her. 
 Besotted and so deeply in love, it bloomed in their faces. A match Geeta never imagined, but which seemed perfect. 
 Geeta had seen some of Kate’s films, but the actor never looked like that in any. She turned away, for privacy’s sake, and because she ached with complex feelings. Unbelievably happy for Olivia. And for Kate, who she found an extraordinary and considerate person. But she feared for them also. 
 Then sadness intruded, perhaps longing for something similar for herself. Was that possible for her, when she saw the least likely of people? 
 She breathed in. 
 “Lunch is ready!” Geeta called out, to shift herself from spiralling. 
 “Sorry,” came from behind in a mellow voice. “Olivia says we’ve sprung this on you.” 
 Geeta turned around to Kate, who gave her an easy hug. 
 “I’m so happy she brought the kids round,” Geeta said, genuinely now, the house filling with life. “We should do this more often.” 
 Kate leant closer and kept her volume subtle. “I think Olivia’s been checking in on you but also giving you space.” 
 “Oh.” 
 Her girl again, thinking of her, not avoiding her. 
 “Well,” Geeta tried to shrug it off. “She must come round more frequently. Although...” She was going to blush. And flush. “A bit of warning would be nice.” 
 “Uhuh.” 
 Kate’s face dropped into seriousness, a kind of hammy version, so that Geeta knew exactly what she was thinking. 
 “Because,” Kate added, “I imagine you need the right food in, depending on who visits.” Kate nodded with great sincerity. 
 Ice cream. Geeta thought of ice cream. On breasts. Nicola’s breasts. 
 Oh god, her cheeks roasted. 
 “Erm...yes...exactly.” 
 Fuck. 
 The doorbell rang once more, and her shoulders slumped. Who the heck was that now? 
 “I’ll let you get that.” Kate grinned and disappeared into the lounge. 
 Geeta re-trod her steps towards the front door, again. At least it gave her an excuse to run away from Kate’s grin. Geeta always tried to find the silver lining. 
 She opened the door to a tall, familiar figure stood outside, and this time her appearance made all the tension disappear into the air. 
 “So,” Nicola started, with tousled hair and a plate balanced on a high hand. Her bewildered eyebrows lifted. “I baked a cake.” 
 Geeta burst out laughing at the lovely, relentless company and at Nicola standing at the door with an offering of cake and sugar in her hair. She stepped outside and reached up, pausing a moment, the urge to kiss her overwhelming. Nicola dipped her head, as if drawn by the same temptation, and they gazed at each other, the regard palpable. 
 “Little bit of icing here,” Geeta murmured. 
 She indulgently stroked the white dusting from Nicola’s forehead and brushed it from her hair. 
 “Would you and your cake like to come in?” she said gently, tempted to sneak a kiss on Nicola’s pink lips. 
 “At this point,” Nicola whispered, “I’ve no idea what's going on. Just tell me what to do.” 
 Geeta sighed. “Same.” 
 They looked at each other again, Geeta sure she projected the same exasperated longing apparent in Nicola. 
 “Come and have lunch,” Geeta said. “Let me take...goodness, this looks delicious.” 
 She took the plate of brittle-caramel-covered cake and held it close to admire. Two layers of nutty sponge sandwiched together with, if she wasn’t mistaken, coffee butter icing. 
 “I thought,” Geeta narrowed her eyes, “you didn’t cook.” 
 “You’ve seen the full extent of my culinary skills now. Hazelnut torte is the only thing I remember baking as a teenager. Oh.” Nicola stopped. “I’ve just realised it’s lethal. My mother took it everywhere when I was young. Do you have any allergies in the household?” 
 “No.” Geeta laughed. “Your cake can safely come in.” 
 Then she breathed in through her teeth. 
 “Although Kate is here, armed with A-list insinuation and innuendo. So be warned.” 
 Nicola smirked, admiring Geeta up and down, her head perhaps going where Geeta’s had earlier with ice cream. 
 “For example, don’t encourage her by looking at me like that.” 
 “Understood.” Nicola nodded. 
 Geeta breathed in. “Let’s do family lunch.” 
   
 *** 
   
 Kate and Olivia sat on either side of six-year-old Bea. Bumble Bea, Kate called her. 
 Ralph perched further round, eating everything near him. Then Nicola and white-haired Satinder next, who talked to Nicola about the parliamentary working group she advised. 
 Geeta watched them all, astonished. She also flagged badly from her rollercoaster evening and morning, so when Satinder and Nicola fell deeper into law talk, she drifted a little. 
 “You’re glazing over,” her mother said beside her. 
 “Sorry.” Geeta twitched to. It had been a late night, but she couldn’t say that. “Not my subject. It goes over my head.” 
 “That's ironic,” Satinder replied. “Because you’re the reason I studied law.” 
 “What?” 
 Satinder drew back her head and considered her with a smile. “You inspired me to study.” 
 “Really?” 
 “Yes!” Satinder patted her knee. “When you got into grammar school, I thought maybe I’d get a degree if my girl was so clever. So, I picked law.” 
 “I thought you had more spare time when I was older.” 
 “No.” Satinder grew taller, her chin tilted high. “Inspired by my clever daughter.” 
 Geeta hadn’t realised. Things even got past her. Always observant, she spotted far more than Adam and Olivia suspected growing up, and here was her own mother, surprising her in turn. 
 “And perhaps, you’re now inspired by your clever girl,” Satinder grinned. 
 What?! 
 “Excuse me?” 
 Satinder chuckled. “I’ll put the kettle on.” And she heaved herself to her feet. 
 Geeta did not feel on top of the situation. Usually, she kept one step ahead of everyone. Not today. She closed her eyes, head swimming with fatigue and the current taking her where it wanted. She didn't cope with late nights anymore, even when those nights were fantastic. 
 Chairs shuffled and people got to their feet. 
 “I’d better tidy up,” she said, blinking. 
 A hand rested warm on her shoulder. Olivia. Then another gently squeezed the other side. Kate. 
 “We’ll sort it.” 
 “That was delicious, thank you.” 
 And when she looked up, Ralph helped Satinder with cups of tea and Nicola sliced up cake. Bea ran around the garden outside in sunshine and safely in view. 
 Geeta suddenly had to swallow, hard, over the lump in her throat. Her heart and home were full. Of surprises. Of people she didn’t expect. Of people she thought would never return. And others she was lucky were still here. From padding lonely around the empty house when Sumit left, her son abroad, and Olivia absent. To this. 
 Olivia, finding her own family and bringing them here. 
 Her own mother, her very annoying mother, healthy and strong. 
 And Nicola. Oh, my goodness. Geeta covered her mouth and turned away. It was as if Nicola blended in already, a part of this, because in different ways she’d been there for years. 
 She blinked back the tears and clenched her jaw, not wanting to sob. Life played with her, surely, and she dropped her hand over an aching chest. 
 Needing to evade attention, she stepped through the sliding doors into sunshine and breathed out. She closed her eyes and turned her face to the last of the summer sun, new phases and old history mixing in terrifying ways that she didn’t know how to manage. 
 She still stood reeling, when a small hand slipped into hers. 
 “Bea,” she said, surprised when she glanced down. 
 The girl stared at her with a serious frown pinching her little eyebrows. 
 “Nani Geeta?” 
 Geeta almost burst out laughing, or crying – she wasn’t sure which would win – at the girl’s earnest expression and that she called her Nani. It must be how Olivia and Kate started referring to her. 
 “Where’s Olivia’s den?” 
 “Den, Sweetheart?” 
 “She said she used to hide in it.” 
 “Ah, that one. It broke.” Years ago. “Shall I show you where it was?” 
 Bea nodded and started walking, tugging Geeta with her. 
 “Can we build a new one?” Bea asked. 
 “I...” Could they? Would Geeta afford her house long enough? “I suppose so. We might as well start.” 
 What else would she do? 
 They walked down the slope, hand in hand, to bushes by the river. They spent the next hour crawling around on hands and knees, in the large shrub that had grown enormous since Olivia was young. It had a natural cavern inside once Bea and Geeta cleared dead branches from beneath. And Geeta sat in the centre, covered in dirt, while Bea who wasn't keen on dirt sat on Geeta’s knee. 
 “Will this do for now?” Geeta said, more positive and reinvigorated by the outdoor activity. 
 Bea nodded, and they both gazed up through the branches, hidden away, to the blue skies above. 
 “You having fun in there?” Kate, on all fours, peered in with a grin. 
 “Come inside, Mummy!” 
 Bea’s spatial awareness mustn’t be the best, the space too small, but Kate shuffled in anyway and sat snug next to Geeta. 
 “I’m going to get Olivia too!” Bea cried and crawled out before either stopped her, and she scampered towards the house. 
 Kate looked at Geeta. Geeta looked at Kate. She guessed the two of them were used to being dragged then abandoned in random places by young children. 
 “By the way,” Kate started. “The other day...” 
 Geeta shot a warning glare. A tired warning glare. 
 “I won't make you uncomfortable by mentioning anything...” Kate swirled her hand around. “But I forgot to invite you to the premiere.” 
 “Oh?” 
 “The film I shot last year in Oxford is having an outdoor premiere at the Sheldonian. Do you fancy an invitation?” 
 Geeta laughed. This was the thing with Kate. One minute attending glamorous premieres, the next coming home to kids and crawling around in dirt under hedges. Literally, at this moment, a down-to-earth celebrity. 
 “Thank you. That’s very exciting. I’d love to. I’ll dig out something fancy to wear.” 
 “And,” Kate drew out, in a suggestive high pitch. “It’s a plus one.” She raised her eyebrows and pouted her lips. 
 “Uhuh.” Geeta glared at her. 
 “So you could bring someone?” 
 “Hmmhmm.” 
 “Someone like...” Kate lifted her shoulders and made a theatrical pretense of mulling over the possibilities. “Nicola?” 
 Geeta glared some more. As if that did any good. 
 “Just a thought.” Kate added. 
 Geeta breathed in. “Thank you. And I’ll think about it.” 
 Kate grinned. 
 Geeta tried to glower, but damn it if she didn’t find Kate charming. “Stop it.” She pointed. 
 Kate made a motion to zip her lips, but sparkling eyes said it all. 
   
 *** 
   
 Everyone stayed late, the spread of food and Nicola’s cake gone by the end of the day. 
 Geeta stood at the front door waving goodbye, Kate driving her family home and giving Satinder a lift to her flat. Satinder’s white hair sat between Bea’s blonde and Ralph’s towering brown in the back of the car. 
 She quietly closed the door and turned to Nicola, who waited. 
 “You OK?” Nicola asked. 
 “Tired,” she sighed. 
 Non-committal, she knew. Because the day together raised questions. Like who they should tell. And exactly what they were to each other. But Nicola didn't push for answers. 
 “Will you stay?” Geeta whispered. “Sit with me and have a drink by the river?” 
 “Of course. I’d love that,” Nicola murmured. 
 And the look she gave. That was going to be the end of Geeta. It reached inside and asked for her heart and offered her own. 
 Nicola came closer. “Shall we tidy up, then put lights out at the end of the garden?” 
 Geeta nodded, because she couldn't speak. 
 Then Nicola cleared the last plates away. Set the dishwasher running. The small things she did automatically that mounted bigger and bigger. 
 They sat by the river at dusk, in the soft light of solar lamps, and live music floated up the waters from the countryside Isis pub. 
 She sensed Nicola gazing at her, the attention and admiration gently tactile. Then soft fingertips reached out and smoothed the tension from her brow with a caress. She turned to find the most intensely tender smile on Nicola’s face and her breath was gone. 
 Smooth as oil, Nicola rose and took her hand. They slipped into hold and danced on a warm summer evening, in Iffley Village, by the calm waters of the Thames tributary. Geeta buried herself in Nicola, the scent of vanilla, spices and caramel no longer surprising. She held their hands to her chest as they swayed together. One of the most romantic moments in her life. And it was with this woman. 
 Geeta gazed at Nicola and knew all the things that burned in her eyes. And she kissed her, for kissing’s sake. To say that she felt close to her. Wanted her more than ever. Then dancing again and smiling. And she bathed in the way Nicola watched her, as if she were the centre of the universe. 
 “Stay the night,” Geeta said. 
 “We can just sleep.” 
 But they didn’t, because they couldn't stop kissing. She never felt closer to anyone in that intense moment, impossible to feel closer, in a visceral mixing of blurred souls. 
 And the catastrophic start to the day bloomed into something beautiful, and her loveliest day in years. 
   




Chapter 37 
   
 “Come on, Nicki, relax. Literally millions of women have kids,” Daniel said. “What's there to worry about?” 
 And if Nicola hadn’t wanted to throttle him before, she did now. 
 They sat in the garden of The Prince of Wales pub, Daniel and Charlotte on one side of the picnic bench, and Nicola and Millie on the other. And of the three, Millie, who had a hundred issues with Nicola, was closest to a supporter. Know your surroundings. Know your allies. Keep your head. 
 Nicola squeezed her tumbler of sparkling water so tight it might crack. She almost wished it would shatter, for some release in the tension of this ‘get together’. 
 Daniel rarely bothered with the family video calls, preferring to catch up with the girls separately. Which was fine by her. But he wanted to talk before Charlotte gave birth. Nicola didn’t for one minute think it was his suggestion. No doubt his new wife’s. 
 She simmered, livid that he and Charlotte chose the village pub. 
 “It’s convenient for you!” he’d insisted in a message, and they’d already arrived when she objected and suggested another venue. 
 Deliberate? Probably just impulsive and thoughtless. But she didn't want him here. Iffley was hers. Her new start without him anywhere near. He’d never liked the village at college, part of the appeal for her. And in the past, he had the love of the children and the family home. While she had work. So no, this was her turn. Her home. 
 “Relax,” he said again. 
 Always telling her to relax, when if she ever had, everything would have fallen to pieces. 
 “Nothing will go wrong.” And he slung his arm around Charlotte, as if everything would be fine, now he was here. 
 What the hell did he know about it? It was Nicola’s mother who stayed and helped when she’d given birth to Bryony and Charlotte. 
 She only relaxed a little when she noticed Millie’s knuckles turning white around her juice. Not a beer today. Did Charlotte brief her? Did Charlotte finally notice that in Daniel? 
 “So,” Nicola said, towards Charlotte. “How are you doing for baby things, darling?” 
 “We’ve got the lot, haven't we pumpkin.” Daniel squeezed Charlotte, answering for her. “We’ve scoured the website, and I’ve bought everything. Cot, carriers, buggy.” 
 It was probably his wife’s suggestion again. And while a sting of jealousy never left completely, although she wished it damn would because he was the last person she wanted, she mentally thanked his new wife for the purchases. 
 He was still handsome and clearly charming everyone but Nicola. 
 She turned to Charlotte. “Do let me know if you need help assembling them.” 
 Because he’d forget that part. That turning up with a generous flourish and charming smile wasn't the whole story. There was always more work behind the scenes, and that had always fallen to her. And nobody thanked her for it. Nobody smiled like the sun for that, as Charlotte beamed at Daniel now, and had for years and years. 
 Fuck. She hated turning into this. 
 She wasn’t afraid of being a bitch, but only when it had purpose. This? This was a fucking nightmare, one she’d lived for decades and had no tolerance for anymore. She’d endured his company for half an hour and reverted to brim-full tension, after all those years of catching the dropped balls, cleaning up the mess, remembering the forgotten details and eventually staying away from home, just for a break. 
 She closed her eyes a second, for some relief. 
 What a difference between the warmth and ease yesterday with Geeta’s family, to the chill with her own. She breathed in quietly to keep herself calm. 
 “That’d be great Nicola,” came a quiet voice nearby. 
 She snapped her gaze to Millie beside her. The short, curvy woman, usually the energy in a room, sat with a blank face and subdued mood. 
 “You and me can assemble the cots and stuff.” Millie nodded. “Appreciate it.” 
 “You’re welcome, Millie. Let’s arrange a time.” 
 Surprising relief from that quarter. But Nicola was right. Millie was her closest ally in this family grouping. Jesus fucking Christ. 
 Then she froze. 
 Charlotte stared at her with an expression so complex Nicola caught her breath. What on earth swirled through her daughter’s head? So transparent usually, Charlotte wore exasperation as subtly as a bright-red oversized sweater, kicking stones in the river and moping behind when out for a stroll together. Her eyebrows would pitch in a roof whenever confused or upset, and she sighed, bored, on Zoom calls with her sister and Nicola. 
 Once, from such a call, Nicola had popped out for a glass of water, and walking back to her desk she overheard Bryony tut and say, ‘For god’s sake, Charlotte, she’s trying. Give her a chance'. 
  And she’d never felt so distanced from her youngest, even Bryony reading her better than Nicola. 
 Because despite those strong emotions being so readable, the person beneath remained unfathomable to her. ‘Why?!’ was Nicola's most frequent thought about Charlotte's actions, and taste, and everything. 
 But this expression, the one that fixed Nicola to the spot, carried so many thoughts that she blanched. It stirred something Nicola didn't like it all. 
 Fear. What a rare thing. But it was there. 
   
 *** 
   
 Geeta spotted them down the lane, coming from the pub and she paused, recognising Daniel, who looked almost exactly the same as the last time she’d seen him. Charlotte walked arm in arm with him, and Millie strolled behind. 
 Then Nicola. What a change. The tension radiated off her from a good hundred metres away. 
 And Geeta retreated to her bungalow, delaying calling at Nicola’s. 
 When they’d woken together this morning, Nicola had rolled towards her, relaxed and smiling, gazing at Geeta with soft eyes and deep feelings, an ocean of contentment building between them. Nicola suggested meeting after everyone left, in a light arrangement, and headed out carefree. 
 The contrast now couldn't be more obvious. That was the woman she’d met fifteen years ago, not the one she’d woken naked to this morning. 
 Geeta left it later and later. But Nicola didn’t call. 
 So. Something had happened, and an odd jealousy stirred. Daniel and Nicola had been together for thirty years before divorce. But that was in the past, she reasoned, recalling how brutally Nicola talked about its finality. The marriage had echoes and its shape on the present, but Nicola was definite about that split. 
 Something was clearly up with Nicola, though, and Geeta wanted to help. 
 She wandered along the lane, up the steps and long narrow front garden, and gently knocked inside the porch on the cottage door. 
 It wrenched open and Nicola stood in the doorway. 
 Geeta stepped back. "Hi,” she murmured. 
 “Sorry,” Nicola replied. 
 Tension hardened her face. Not business like, or on top of her game, but wrought. 
 “It’s late, isn’t it.” Nicola breathed in. “I should have called and cancelled. I’m...not the best company this evening.” 
 Nicola avoided her gaze. That was OK. It was obvious something was wrong. 
 “Would you like me to come in through?” Geeta asked. “I can make you a cup of tea?” 
 Nicola looked everywhere but straight at her, although she nodded. “Yes, please. I’m sorry I didn't realise the time.” 
 Geeta wasn’t familiar with Nicola’s kitchen. They tended to stay at hers. But she found what she needed, while Nicola sat at the table. 
 “There you go.” 
 She slid a steaming mug next to Nicola and sat around the corner of the table. She didn’t want to press and waited for Nicola to talk if she wanted. Geeta stared out of the large window in the meantime, the garden outside lush with late summer foliage, abundant compared with when she’d first visited. 
 In the periphery of vision, Nicola shook her head. 
 “Charlotte having a baby is a catastrophe,” Nicola muttered. 
 Geeta flinched. For a moment, all their ancient antagonistic history swelled up inside. She waited, and let it wane and abate. Nicola wasn't who she thought back then. She was worth patience. 
 “I’m sorry, but I can't hide it. It’s going to be an utter disaster.” 
 “Why?” Geeta whispered. 
 They’d never addressed this issue properly, had they. Geeta didn’t want to believe this but, “Is it because she’s with a woman?” 
 “No.” 
 “Are you sure?” she said as gently as she could. Nicola had come a long way, but social conditioning ran deep in everyone, and so did bias. It wouldn’t surprise her if it still influenced Nicola. 
 “Would you say the same,” Geeta started, “if Charlotte had a husband like Bryony’s?” 
 “Of course not. Bryony chose the most boring, dependable man on the planet. No-one would object to having kids with him. But being a man isn’t the reason.” 
 “Then why?” 
 “It’s because Charlotte's the bloody disaster.” 
 It jarred so much it hurt. Saying that about her own daughter? Geeta took a moment again, but she didn’t dismiss it. Something clearly troubled Nicola, the clever lines deeper, the sharp eyes glaring, arms uncharacteristically crossed tight. 
 “I erm...” Geeta started quietly. “I’m surprised you say that, because I see a rather wonderful woman.” She smiled, thinking of Charlotte. “She’s intelligent and considered, loyal and loving. I wonder what more you can ask for.” 
 “You don’t know her,” Nicola retaliated. 
 Again, that hurt, Nicola dismissing her friendship with her daughter, because she did know Charlotte. But Geeta continued calmly. 
 “We see different things in her I imagine, and–” 
 “She’s utter chaos,” Nicola snapped, a hand waving emphatically, then slicing to a stop on the table. “She has her head in the clouds half the time.” Nicola clenched her hand tight. “You can't imagine the effort it took to keep her on track at school. She couldn’t put one foot in front of the other, in the same direction, for any length of time. How the hell is she going to manage with a baby?” 
 Geeta took her time again. Nicola wasn’t wrong. But that didn’t make her right either. 
 “I realise Charlotte gets distracted.” Geeta gave a quiet, fond laugh. “Not when it matters though. In fact, when it comes to the crunch, I see a very motivated and clever woman who can move mountains.” 
 “Exactly.” Nicola flung an arm up high. “She’ll move a bloody mountain. When she needs to climb the damn thing and move on, because there are so many bloody mountains.” 
 Should she just go? This clearly tapped into a deep issue for Nicola, and Geeta didn't know if she was the right person to dig into it with her. At the same time, she felt a part of it. 
 Tentatively, Geeta carried on. “There are different ways to travel where you want, and not everyone wants the same place.” 
 Nicola stared from the window. 
 Was this frustration that Charlotte didn’t share the same aims as Nicola? That she didn’t take her advice, and Nicola never stopped trying to give it. 
 “I won’t say it’s not true. But look at her? Look where she is?” Geeta implored. “She’s an Oxford graduate. She has a fantastic job. She–” 
 “She should have made partner by now,” Nicola muttered. 
 “Listen to yourself.” Geeta laughed, not unkindly, but more in despair for Charlotte. “Your daughter is amazing. She loves and is loved. She’s happy. Kind. She wants a baby with the love of her life.” Geeta stopped. “I don't think we can ask for anything from our children. Their lives are their own. But what more could you really ask for?” 
 “That for once, she chose a sensible option that didn't end in mayhem,” Nicola started. “You’re lucky. You have Olivia. There’s nothing to worry about with her.” 
 OK. That was too much. 
 “Nothing to worry about with Olivia?!” Geeta said, incredulous. When did she ever stop worrying about her kids? 
 She paused though. Because she didn’t share these anxieties with just anyone, especially about her children now they were grown. And especially Olivia, who idolised Nicola. But they’d reached this point, hadn't they. Becoming significant to each other and needing to share more. Where this relationship began to outweigh other considerations. 
 Their conversations had circled for months. Bickering, flirting, sharing, all the while getting deeper and growing more important to each other. And this was a huge leap. 
 “Olivia...” She breathed in, uncomfortable at stepping over this line. “Olivia doesn't cope with everything perfectly. Just as Charlotte isn’t perfectly focused. It’s not like we’re perfect either is it,” she said pointedly. 
 It came out harsher than she’d intended. 
 Nicola glared at her, a lawyer’s fiery challenge in her eye, before relenting and seeing it was only Geeta. 
 “Olivia needs things a particular way,” Geeta continued. “She needs her routine and the habits that support her. She hates change.” 
 God, she’d have loved to see her travel the world, but Olivia always chose home. And eventually Geeta realised those were her dreams, not Olivia's. 
 “She struggles with it to the point she can’t function well.” 
 The times Olivia had gone into a paralysis, everything in meltdown with school changes and transitions that other kids, usually far less clever, skipped over without thought. And she’d hide in Sumit’s study in a pile of cushions. 
 And Geeta wanted to help her, but didn’t know how. Sumit dismissed it, saying he was the same when young. Later, when Geeta realised why, she suggested he get diagnosed too, so he and Olivia could ask for accommodations at work. Then he showed her the sea of white faces on the department website and asked her how standing out even more would help. 
 They did talk about it more, and they adjusted to each other, and accommodated Olivia. But not enough. And Geeta never found a way to raise it with Olivia, without fearing she’d walk out. She regretted that. 
 “Olivia is head of family law,” Nicola said. “Respected solicitor and killing it. She has everything under control.” 
 “She can’t control everything.” 
 Probably the reason Olivia remained so unimpressed with most people – unpredictable, imperfect, illogical beings. 
 Geeta breathed in, hating the scenario that worried her. “Do you know what would happen if she split up with Kate?” 
 Nicola looked at her. 
 “Can you imagine how a person, who thrived on familiarity and hated change, might cope if she and Kate ever split up.” 
 Nicola listened. 
 “If the screen love and real love of her life left her? If someone so integral to her happiness disappeared, taking Bea away too. Because they're not married.” Geeta shook her head. “Olivia has no parental rights with her and Ralph. And I see her besotted with them.” 
 Others might think her frosty, but if Olivia sewed labels with that kind of care for someone, it meant the world. 
 Geeta’s eyes burned with tears threatening. 
 “I'm terrified for her,” she whispered. “If she broke up with Kate, I don’t know if she’d ever mend.” 
 And she couldn't dispel the image of Olivia curled up, in a black dress, and never speaking to anyone. 
 Did you ever stop worrying about your children? Did it ever, ever stop? The worst thing that could happen to Geeta, was something to Olivia or Adam. She couldn't bear it some days. 
   




Chapter 38  
   
 The sight of capable, loving Geeta – sinking defeated and fractured at the thought of her daughter falling apart – nothing tore down Nicola's irritability quicker. Her mood relented and the tension evaporated. 
 “I didn't know that,” Nicola said quietly. “Olivia is so proficient.” 
 Geeta lifted her heavy gaze. “She is, and a perfectionist to the core. But fragile too. Do you know...” And Geeta's expression softened, her brown eyes turning fond. “...that I envy Charlotte sometimes. She falls flat on her face, messes things up, then turns around with a smile to try all over again. I’m not saying she doesn’t get hurt. But she gets up, over and over. Olivia finds that hard, and I worry for her.” 
 Nicola wished she could find that a relief. But it was the core issue with her daughter. 
 “Talk to me,” Geeta whispered. 
 Nicola breathed in, ready for her own admission, but caved with, “I don’t want you to see me like this. You won’t like what I worry about.” 
 “Try me?” 
 “I’m not my best here.” Nicola's jaw clamped shut, rebelling against Geeta seeing the darkness, and not wanting to admit any of it. 
 Kind eyes gazed at her, as if nothing she’d say would make Geeta leave. 
 “I hate you seeing this.” 
 “I’ve seen everyone I love at their worst,” Geeta whispered. “And I’m still here for all of them.” 
 Hold her breath. Hold her breath. Hold her breath. Because if she didn’t, she’d sob. Geeta held her in the same space as people she loved and wanted to be there for her. 
 Nicola inhaled. “I’m terrified she’s like Daniel.” 
 There, she said it. 
 Geeta opened her mouth a fraction. Surprise, yes. But not shock or revulsion. 
 “I’m terrified she’ll never stop messing up. And while she might bounce back now, it gets a lot trickier when you have children.” 
 Geeta stayed quiet, letting her speak. But Nicola knew Geeta assumed her Oxford graduate daughter succeeded. 
 “I thought she was getting her life together,” Nicola conceded. “Bentley, buying a house, gaining respect among clients. She was always extremely clever, if only she directed it. But now...” The intense, chaotic love for Millie. The utter lack of focus. “She’s reverting to Daniel and all I see is disaster looming.” 
 She’d prayed Charlotte wouldn’t turn into him. For years she’d seen the signs, but clung to hope. Quieter than Daniel, to the point of anxiety, at least Charlotte didn’t unleash every harebrained idea on the world. More careful and timid than him, she'd hoped her daughter would stay on track, but now it was like Charlotte popped off the lid and everything burst out. 
 Geeta frowned at her, clearly not comprehending what Nicola saw behind the scenes. 
 “He fucked up,” Nicola said. It was crude, but the heart of it. “He fucked up a lot. Yes, he was brilliant. Yes, he was clever. He won a more prestigious pupillage than I did. But he was reckless and lost it.” She shrugged, almost in despair. “Being brilliant, he turned his hand to legal journalism. And he astonished again. But he lost a staff job at the main publication. And god, the drinking culture back then didn’t help, especially him.” She shook her head. “It was so embedded everywhere.” 
 The elite drinking clubs at college, invitation only, and Daniel a proud member. The crowd that said kudos was ten pints then vomiting. Then the old boys’ network in London gentlemen’s clubs. And later again in journalism, where everything revolved around the pub. It sucked him in every time. 
 “It seemed inescapable.” 
 She hated it and banned alcohol from the house. The arguments erupted in an inferno. Him storming out to the pub. Her threatening to call the police if he took the car. Then accusations from friends to lighten up and let him have fun. The harsh whispers as they spat at each other like cats, hoping the children wouldn’t hear. Then he turned round one day, with defiance in his eyes, and gave up drink, just like that. As if to prove it wasn’t an issue. As if he excelled at even that. Why the hell didn't he do anything in moderation? 
 Friends told her she was lucky. Look how fantastic he was with the kids. But she spent so much energy holding everything together, for Daniel to turn up at the last second and dazzle everyone. She hated him for it. Especially when he told her to relax. 
 She swallowed and noticed a tapping sound: her own nails on the kitchen table. She balled her hand into a fist. 
 “Everything he tried ended in fire. And when the children were tiny, we lost our house.” 
 A lifetime ago. And everything could have been so different. 
 “I was stretched as a junior barrister, returning to work after Charlotte was born. I wanted to take a career break.” She breathed in. “It made no sense. I was flat out with small cases and running from one to the next. And my wage disappeared on childcare, while I never got to see the girls. I wanted to take a couple of years off, to look after them until they were school age.” 
 Because she couldn’t bear to leave Charlotte. Bryony took to nursery with almost business-like ease, skipping off at the entrance to play with other kids, whereas Charlotte clung to her as if her life were threatened. And it tore at Nicola's heart, having to pry the tiny fingers from her clothes and hand Charlotte to someone else. 
 “But when he lost the staff job, we couldn’t cover our mortgage and freelancing was too unsteady. So, I went back to work. And swapping roles would be fair and square, except as a woman you had to be ten times better, work ten times harder, and still face opposition every single step of the way. That you find yourself in the lower paid specialities such as family law, then organise the household too when you get home.” 
 Rushing back from a long day in courts all over the city. Grabbing the shopping on the way back. The girls already asleep if Daniel got them to bed. Or wild if he didn’t. 
 “And I was stretched thin.” She gasped at the thought of it. “Focused on work, catching the balls that Daniel dropped, until there was no time for anything else, and nothing left of me – just this person who did work and chores. 
 “My earnings bought a flat and a comfortable living for my family, then a larger house. But there was no love there. Towards me anyway. And by the time I’d built my reputation and attracted higher fees, Charlotte was eighteen and she was gone.” 
 God, the white fury she hurled at Daniel after they dropped Charlotte at university. Too late. She’d screamed at him. Even though he’d landed on his feet, a charismatic and respected journalist, blazing with brilliance in writing, and in demand from legal publications to the Financial Times. But it was all too late. 
 They barely tolerated each other after the girls left home. They shared a house and useful contacts for each, but not a bedroom. And staying together for the kids became a tired, tired reason. 
 Daniel won the love of Charlotte, a career and admiration. He waved his girls off to the world, shaking his head at where the time had gone. While Nicola stood stunned and exhausted, as if she’d lived forty years in the past twenty. 
 “I lost my daughter. I lost my husband. I lost whoever I was.” 
 Geeta shifted a little. “Weren't his family well off? Did they help when you lost the house?” 
 “Oh yes, they could have.” The bitterness cloyed like tar in her voice. “But tired of bailing out Daniel, his father decided to teach him a lesson. Said he should stand on his own two feet. But Daniel didn’t. He trod on mine. And it was me who paid for that lesson.” 
 She hated how much she despised Daniel and his family. She didn’t want Geeta to see this dark heart of her. Nicola turned quieter, her own bitterness a debilitating cloud over her. 
 “So when I see Daniel in her more lately,” she whispered, "I see unhappiness ahead. He was chaos. Life with him was exhausting. Constantly picking up the slack and putting out fires. Will Millie be able to do that for Charlotte? Without resenting her?” 
 She turned to look at Geeta, realising her eyes burned with angry tears. 
 “Everyone told me that I nagged him. And you wouldn’t be the first to suggest he spent too long in bars to escape me,” she snapped, anticipating that old quip from his private-school buddies. 
 “I'd never say anything like that, Nicola.” Geeta said, both hurt and gentle. 
 “Sorry. A lot’s been thrown at me over the years. A cow. A cold-hearted bitch. And some was deserved. But...” 
 “I imagine much wasn’t,” Geeta whispered. 
 “Marriage was a minefield. I was stretched, as main breadwinner with Daniel’s income inconsistent, looking after the bills, the house.” She breathed in. “It made me mean and irritable. And the rare family time I had was fraught and... I lost them.” 
 So much hard work and effort, only to be despised. She recovered with Bryony, who perhaps appreciated what she did. It hadn’t escaped her attention that Bryony chose a man the polar opposite of her father. 
 “Then when his mother died, she left him a house. And he washed his hands of me.” 
 The final humiliation – Daniel ending their arrangement and throwing down a generous division of funds with venom. ‘I am done, Nicki,’ he’d growled. ‘Here’s everything I owe you.’ And they split, able to afford a house each. 
 She’d been bitter, but also relieved they’d finally ended it. Even grateful in some ways that he'd made the break. She'd had enough of being the parent who made the tough, unpopular decisions. Then Daniel insisted they tell everyone they’d grown apart. No blame to assign. And he skipped off into the sunset. 
 Her clenched fist ached, and she let her fingers ease and come to rest on the table. Over now. All too late. 
 “There,” she whispered. “That’s the story of Nicola Albright KC. My failure. That’s the truth of it.” 
 She stared at Geeta, challenging her to refute it. 
 Geeta pulled her seat in front and reached for her hand. She leant closer and humid warmth misted Nicola's brow. Then the gentlest kiss caressed her forehead, with patient, indulgent lips to reassure her. 
 “Not the whole story,” Geeta whispered. 
 And Nicola closed her eyes, hot with tears. She grasped Geeta’s hand tight. 
 “I know I should have stopped and taken a break.” Her breath shuddered. “To find out why everything was that way. Why Daniel messed up. Who on earth Charlotte was. But when you’re flat-out extinguishing fires, you can’t see what started it for the flames.” 
 She squeezed Geeta tighter. 
 “I imagine it was exhausting and very hard,” came murmured against her cheek. 
 She kept holding on. 
 First time anyone had even hinted at understanding. 
 “And Daniel...I adored him initially. My god he was fantastic with our girls. But he was always starting new fires.” 
 Nicola opened her eyes, fearing Geeta looked at her like she did at the picnic years ago. But, no, sympathy reigned in her generous face. 
 “Charlotte hates me,” Nicola croaked, the admission painful and cracking her voice. 
 “I don't think she does,” Geeta started. “And I'm not just saying that.” Fingers stroked through Nicola’s hair. “I see you both reaching out, but it's like neither of you know how, or fear getting hurt.” 
 “I don’t understand her.” 
 “Really?” 
 “No.” 
 Geeta smiled. “Do you think you're easy to understand?” 
 That made her ease a little and she relented without bickering. “No, I suppose not.” 
 “You know,” Geeta said, “you could talk to Charlotte about this. Treat her as the grownup she is. Really talk to her.” 
 “You mean like you really talk to Olivia?” 
 “No.” Geeta pointed. “Stop it.” Geeta told her off, although made it light. “This isn’t a battle. You don’t have to win this. We’re not in court. And you were doing so well.” 
 “But?” Nicola prompted, with the same quiet care Geeta had used to draw her out. 
 Geeta’s gaze became unfocused. 
 “Have you looked at that article I gave you?” Nicola asked. “The one she wrote?” 
 “I...I didn’t.” 
 “You’re avoiding her,” Nicola whispered. 
 Geeta pursed her lips, her beautiful brown eyes swimming with anguish. “Do you know how guilty I feel about leaving Sumit?” Her eyebrows despaired. “When he hates change, the same as Olivia, and I took everything that was his comfort away. I’ve been avoiding facing that.” 
 Geeta drifted unfocused. 
 “I’ve spent time with Olivia, but only in passing. I haven’t seen her for who she is or allowed her to truly see me. And now I feel guiltier than ever, because she has a family and a daughter calling me Nani. And they are wonderful.” 
 Amazement and despair fought in Geeta's expression. 
 “It seems incredible. She and Kate committed to each other only a year ago. But that year is a fifth of Bea’s lifetime, and Olivia is huge in her life already.” 
 And Geeta’s whole body deflated. 
 “Olivia idolises you,” Nicola said. 
 “No, she doesn’t. You’re the one she idolises.” 
 Nicola shook her head. “She admires my work. That’s very different to how she regards you.” 
 “She finds me annoying.” 
 “She finds everyone annoying.” Nicola laughed quietly. “Because everyone is sometimes.” 
 A smile, a very small one, flickered on Geeta’s lips. Then with a sigh, she got up and sat on Nicola's knee. Arms slid around Nicola's neck and she didn’t fight the quiet moan of relief. This comfort, so rare in her life, was sublime. She hugged Geeta tight. What an incredible solace to have someone to talk to about this. 
 “I think,” Geeta whispered beside her ear, “we’re both overdue a serious conversation with our daughters.” 
 Did she mean about them too? 
 “You and Charlotte are in very different places now,” Geeta said. “I didn’t think Charlotte wanted children. And I know her reasonably well. But she and Millie will be a larger family soon. And you?!” Geeta leant back and shook her head with disbelief, but affection too. “Where did you come from?” 
 Generous and intelligent eyes considered her, as if still figuring her out, but liking more what she saw. Nicola hoped that. She really hoped that. 
 A chill took hold inside. Too early to talk about Geeta specifically, and this fledgling something. But it was time to admit to Charlotte the change in her, which had rolled out over years. 
 “You need to talk to her,” Geeta said. “Before we go any further. Or if you’re with someone else later. There’s a conversation you need to have with Charlotte.” 
 The chill hardened into coldest fear. 
 She clung to Geeta. Charlotte was the one person Nicola dreaded telling. 
 “Are you nervous?” Geeta whispered. 
 All the possible outcomes flooded her mind. 
 “Yes.” She was about this, with good reason. “Are you?” 
 And Geeta clung tighter. 
   




Chapter 39 
   
 Under dark clouds that burst through with late September sunlight, Magdalen college glowed its richest. Nicola waited for Charlotte outside the porter’s lodge. A few tourists nosed inside, but it was quieter now the year dipped into autumn and the undergraduates remained on holiday. 
 In a brief message exchange, Charlotte had rejected lunch and suggested a walk outdoors, and Nicola’s mind immediately turned to the large college grounds. 
 She had so many memories of this place. Arriving confident as Nicki Ruggieri, matriculating at Oxford like she deserved and full of ambition and expectation. Graduating three years later with a first, her father standing rigid and tall, her mother everywhere, loud and joyful. Marriage in the chapel, the Cloisters Court filled with flowers and confetti, and the laughter of their university friends returned for their young wedding. Two decades later, with fewer smiles and Bryony matriculating at the same college. Still proud. Still clinging to expectations, though by the tips of her fingernails. 
 Nicola still confidently walked the courts as a Silk, head held high, knowing she was the best. Nicola Albright KC was undiminished in that arena. But here, waiting to face her youngest, the pride wore thin and old expectations distant. 
 She waited beneath the gargoyles that decorated the outer college wall, the grim and grotesque looking down and mocking her today. All those years she dismissed Charlotte, brushing aside the mentions of girlfriends, of being a lesbian, queer, for Nicola to find herself besotted by a woman. 
 Where to start? Nicola readied herself, willing to do anything but lose, because that meant her daughter walking away and never speaking to her again. 
 She pulled her camel coat tighter. 
 There. Charlotte walked across Magdalen Bridge from a bus stop. She wore a maternity dress beneath her long coat today, baby and bump growing fast at this stage. 
 She opened her mouth. “Darling!” she projected towards Charlotte. 
 A subdued smile twitched at Charlotte’s lips, eyes worrying, cheeks pink in the fresh air. 
 “Hi, Mum,” she said quietly. 
 “Shall we?” Nicola gestured into the lodge. She flashed her alumni card, and they strolled into the quad. 
 “What do you fancy?” Nicola said, holding her chin high. “A wander around the deer park?” 
 Charlotte not so much hesitated with indecision, more thoughtfully assessed today. “How about the Water Meadow?” 
 Quieter. Away from people. Is that why Charlotte chose it? Anticipating an unpleasant conversation? 
 “Of course. Are you feeling up to that?” 
 Charlotte nodded. “Actually, I’m the best I’ve been for months.” And she looked her in the eye. 
 So many thoughts converged on Nicola with a focus that Charlotte sometimes achieved, when a quiet confidence and resilience descended, and she became her most acute. It was how Nicola had heard clients describe Charlotte. And now that clarity and precision targeted Nicola. Strange that her messy youngest would be the one to put her under pressure. 
 She’d seen the same conviction when Charlotte announced she’d applied to St Hilda’s, after Nicola spent months introducing her to fellows at Magdalen and paving the way for her application. Charlotte had objected from time to time, but Nicola countered every objection thoroughly. Then her daughter filled in the form with St Hilda’s as first choice. And that was that. 
 “Come on then,” Nicola said, striding forwards and Charlotte matched her step with a cool distance between them. 
 They strolled through the cloisters, out into the green manicured space in front of the old New Building. Through ornate iron gates, over the bridge to the meadow, which rolled into the distance in rough, long grasses and trees. 
 Of course, Charlotte preferred this space, always drawn to the bucolic, like her tiny terrace cottage with the nature reserve over the fence. 
 They turned left along the path of Addison’s Walk around the meadow, leaving the college buildings behind. Beyond earshot now, they could talk, if they wanted. They strode beneath trees, the leaves edging from deep greens into yellows. Neither of them spoke yet, the distance between them thick with issues. Then: 
 “I know why you don’t want me to have a baby with Millie.” 
 Charlotte murmured so quiet, Nicola almost didn't hear it. She flinched, but they continued strolling. She hadn’t expected Charlotte to be the one to start conversation. 
 “Charlotte...” she began. 
 Nicola wanted to say that she was changing. That it wasn't what Charlotte thought. That of course Millie was her soul mate. 
 But Charlotte interrupted. 
 “You look at me sometimes like I’m a walking disaster.” Charlotte paused and stared her straight in the eye. “And it hurts.” 
 That landed. And so it should. Nicola felt the truth and guilt of it, and it halted her in the middle of the path. 
 Her daughter faced her, almost calm, with powerful undercurrents of sadness hinting in her eyes. So often Charlotte remained quiet and withdrawn, or burst out and wore her heart on her sleeve. But this time, Nicola saw strong walls of control holding everything back. 
 “Darling, that’s not–” 
 “It hurts, because it’s true,” Charlotte stopped her. 
 Nicola met her gaze, but not with conviction. 
 “It’s true that you think it,” Charlotte said quietly, though Nicola didn’t mistake that for weakness. “You’ve always found me lacking and frustrating. I don’t even walk like you and Bryony, as if you both own the world.” 
 “People follow confidence, darling. That’s all I ever wanted for–”  
 “I can’t think on my feet with that...that...unyielding conviction of yours.” 
 “But you’ve carved yourself a niche–” 
 “Mum!” Charlotte closed her eyes. “I need you to listen, please.” She opened eyes that pleaded with an angry sadness. “I can’t compete with you. You’ll distract me and bend the conversation another way.” 
 That landed too. It wasn’t the time for barrister sophistry. She nodded for her daughter to go on. 
 “I don’t want you to deny it. You look at me as if I’m incompetent.” 
 Nicola did. And she didn’t deny it. And though she wanted, so much, for Charlotte to be better, she didn't want her shamed either. It was hard looking at her daughter, with eyes burning, seeing what she’d done to Charlotte her whole life. 
 Then Charlotte breathed in. “Because sometimes, I am incompetent.” 
 Nicola opened her mouth instinctively to dismiss it. Silly really, given how many years she’d driven it home. And Charlotte put up a hand to stop her. 
 A quiet descended and Charlotte glanced away a moment to collect herself. 
 “I’m not like you,” she said. “I can’t meet your measures of competency. I can’t keep all the plates spinning and be brilliant at my job. That doesn’t mean I’m useless. I need a different approach. And sometimes, yes, that means I can’t do something. And other times, I excel. But please...” she lifted both hands to plead. “Stop expecting me to do everything the same way as you.” 
 Nicola tensed. Another truth. Because she’d wished for years that Charlotte would take the easy path and follow her method and advice. 
 “And I’m also not Dad,” Charlotte added, with harder conviction. “I know you recognise the similarities. I see the dread on your face.” 
 Again it landed. And so accurately too. 
 This was the thing. Charlotte, so oblivious sometimes, could see right through you. It was one of the issues that frustrated Nicola – her daughter brilliant one moment, then confounding the next. Why couldn't Charlotte just pull herself together? Be consistent. Over the years, Nicola wondered at all her potential, those glimmers of brilliance. It was like Charlotte switched from being one person to someone entirely different. Like Daniel flipped from negligent to astonishing. 
 “You can both be so brilliant though,” Nicola started. 
 “Mum!” Frustration this time. “I have ADHD. I’m never going to achieve what you do, in the same way. I've tried all my life. And that has been the biggest disaster.” 
 What? 
 Nicola physically took a step back. 
 What was she talking about? 
 “I need you to stop insisting I copy you,” Charlotte said. “It just won't work for me.” 
 What the hell was she talking about? She stared at her daughter, but she didn’t dismiss it straight away. Not like she’d dismissed Charlotte's queerness. 
 “Please listen, Mum...even though this might not come out right first time.” 
 Charlotte’s eyes dipped and the shame that pinked her cheeks crushed Nicola’s heart. Yes, she did have one. Yes, it broke when her daughter struggled, especially when she’d contributed to it. 
 Charlotte breathed in. “I’ve spent too much of my life either anxious or burned out. But returning to Oxford, and finding Millie again, and understanding myself better, I'm finally getting some traction, where I don’t slip back.” 
 Nicola stayed silent and listened. 
 “It always felt like I was in one of those dreams.” A frown dipped Charlotte’s eyebrows. “You know, where I’m trying to run and can’t get anywhere. I’m running on ice and slipping, whereas everyone else seems to have magic shoes that grip. But now, I’m finding ways that help me walk on that ice. So please don’t undermine that.” 
 Nicola knew a little about ADHD. The inattentiveness, or the fast motor of hyperactivity, or both, external and internal. The crashes. The creativity and energy. The time blindness and disorganisation. She’d heard more about it in recent years, and how it went underdiagnosed in women who often internalised symptoms, their minds whirring instead of physically climbing the walls. That didn't surprise her, with medicine treating women as an afterthought and a minor speciality. But in Charlotte? Was that what happened inside her head – in that brain that could be so clever? Was it turning over constantly and not always directed where she or Nicola wanted? 
 “I knew I could be intelligent,” Charlotte said, waving her hands to emphasise what she explained. “But it felt like everything had to line up magically first. Then as soon as I even blinked, and didn't put in one hundred percent, I seemed to be stupid again. Even though...” Charlotte laughed quietly, sadly, “even though I got into Oxford. Every time I did well, I assumed it was a fluke and remained stupid underneath. But I’ve realised that inattention makes a huge difference for me. And I’m learning to recognise what helps me with that.” 
 That nipped at Nicola guiltily, because she’d sometimes wondered the same. 
 “Things that motivate you, don’t work for me.” Charlotte held a hand to her chest. “I can’t just push through if my energy’s slumped. I need things that light up my brain again. All my life, I relied on panic and shame, then last-minute hyperfocus for exams, but that left me exhausted. It’s why I always fell back after big achievements. But being genuinely interested in work keeps my attention in a healthy way. Having Millie sit alongside helps, even if she’s reading a book. Even something as simple as having a bowl of strawberries before I start a standard contract can give me a kick to get going. And I'm finding more and more ways that suit my mind.” 
 Everything about Charlotte lifted as she spoke, as if she grew taller and shone. Nicola saw Charlotte at her strongest and most hopeful. It was energy that she’d seen lift a whole room and spread happiness. She and Daniel both had that gift. Then it was like a cloud passed over. 
 “It’s why I was always so forgetful.” Charlotte's whole demeanour sank. “And why you constantly thought I wasn’t listening. I did try, but sometimes I didn’t even realise you were talking.” Her eyebrows shot up in despair. “I know it drove you bonkers.” 
 It did. In both Daniel and Charlotte. All the times she gave them reminders. The bins, the homework, the deadlines. Over and over. And they didn’t even listen when she talked, as if bored, and then they forgot again. It was like torture. Worse, because she knew Charlotte wasn’t mean, so why the hell did she do that to her? 
 Charlotte shuffled, looking at the floor, her hand resting on her tummy for comfort. 
 “I’m oblivious sometimes, because I miss things through distraction, then I say something stupid. And when I was younger, I got so afraid of saying the wrong thing I clammed up...And then...” 
 “I’d tell you to speak up,” Nicola murmured, the chill settling deeper inside. 
 “...Yes.” 
 Nicola remained quiet, realising she spoke over her. 
 “Then my panic attacks started, probably made worse because my emotional regulation isn’t always the best.” She smiled up at her, shy. 
 Was that why every emotion seemed so huge in Charlotte? Why everything was written on her face, her sunshine smile included. 
 “Actually, since understanding better how I work, I’ve relaxed and,” Charlotte laughed quietly, “I still mess up, but I take it in my stride. Because usually it’s a little mistake I can laugh about. And some people think I’m clumsier and goofier than ever, but at least I’m not wound tight. Because I make even more mistakes when I’m paralysed with worry. So...” 
 Charlotte’s eyebrows rose, pleading. “I know it might not seem it to you, but I’m in more control of my life than I’ve ever been.” 
 Realisation sank deeper for Nicola. Like someone passed her a pair of glasses and told her to look again, a framework of knowledge bringing the past into sharp relief. 
 The brilliance. The excitement. The charm. The despair. The chaos. Then the rise again. And again and again. 
 Charlotte talked on and Nicola followed, while her heart thudded and her mind ticked over and over. 
 Craving novelty. Excelling one moment, tiring of everything the next. The effusive big heart and energy, then leaving Nicola isolated, as if he was bored. The understanding bleeding in, the awakening excruciating. 
 “Does Daniel have it?” she blurted. “Does Daniel have ADHD?” 
 Silence met the outburst, and she looked up at Charlotte. Her daughter blushed, suddenly coy. 
 “I think he does,” Charlotte whispered. 
 Silence fell again, and the pause felt as long as the decades she’d endured. 
 All those years. All those bloody years of chasing every single thing. Was this the reason? Oh my god, was this why? It was crushing. And now Charlotte wanted children. 
 “I’m not the same as Dad.” A defiant hurt glistened in Charlotte's eyes. 
 Yes, her girl read people perfectly when she was paying attention, didn’t she. Saw right through Nicola now. 
  “I’m not the same as Dad was. He isn’t even the same person. I think he’s accommodated himself over the years. He’s found strategies on his own, especially when he started a creative and flexible career that suited him.” 
 “Ha!” 
 No. Nicola dismissed that. Like hell. She turned away, but Charlotte caught her arm. 
 “You wind each other up.” Charlotte’s voice pitched upset, and she stepped closer and desperate. “You bring out the worst in each other now and lapse into old habits.” 
 Ouch again. That Charlotte knew those old habits, and that she recognised them falling into the same ruts. Nicola couldn’t look her in the eye. 
 Then quieter Charlotte added, while letting go of her arm, “He’s acknowledged he isn't the most reliable sometimes. And his wife understands.” 
 So his new wife apparently understood. It still punched her in the gut. And she wouldn't look at her daughter. 
 “I think he’s learned what works for him,” Charlotte said urgently. “That he needs the highs of writing articles. And has accepted he forgets more than others. But the difference is he faces it and tries to find a way that works for him. And he still forgets sometimes, but he apologises and they move on, rather than letting it build up in resentment.” 
 “He never apologised to me,” Nicola spat. 
 “I think he maybe...” And out of the corner of her eye, she caught Charlotte’s cheeks pink, reticent again, “...he couldn't handle it. I think criticism hits him hard. Because when you know you’ve messed up, and beat yourself up about it, and others do too, and it happens for a lifetime, it adds up and you can't cope. I wish...I wish I'd realised that about myself. That I take things hard sometimes. I might have made fewer mistakes in the past. Maybe I wouldn't have said hurtful things to Millie when we were friends. I wish...I wish I’d known sooner.” 
 She drifted, and Nicola finally looked up to see her daughter spiral in despair. 
 “I wish so hard sometimes...” And Charlotte drifted. 
 And everything weighed too heavy for Nicola to say anything. 
 “So...” Charlotte came to, as if slowly grasping where she was. “Dad copes better. And the good bits, they’re all still there.” 
 Nicola shook her head, too bitter to see any good in Daniel. 
 “Please, Mum.” It was quiet. Tiny. “Please give him some credit. Because it gives me hope.” 
 Nicola snapped up her head. Real fear strained her daughter’s eyes. 
 “But you aren’t like him,” Nicola gasped. 
 “I am. And I’m not. We have a lot in common. But I am a different person, Mum. From you and Dad. And I need you to see that now.” 
 Charlotte begged her. And she shouldn't have to. Who the hell was Nicola to demand that, when she hadn’t admitted who she was. 
 “Stop pressuring me to make partner,” Charlotte said. “I’m lucky I’ve found a job I love and keeps me interested. I don’t want to hyperfocus then burnout trying to climb the next rung of the ladder. I want a four-day week. And, yes, it’s tight even on a good wage, but I want to spend time with Bean and Millie. I want balance and meaningful things. And I think we'll cope with that and be happy.” 
 So, her daughter learned that quicker than her. Though their situations weren't the same. Nicola had to breathe in and look away. 
 By the time she had a choice, no-one at home loved her anymore – the woman who nagged her husband and was exhausted from work and chores. Career became the best part of her life, the clients, relieved and grateful for her steady and excellent counsel, sometimes the only source of warmth. 
 “One thing though...” her daughter whispered. “The more I understand myself, the more I realise what you had to do with Dad.” 
 She whipped her head round to Charlotte. Guilt hung around her daughter, who blushed deep. 
 “I didn't realise growing up. I saw his smiles and his love. Bryony...” Charlotte looked down. “Bryony pulled me up on it. She reminded me how much you did behind the scenes. All the things he’d forget.” She paused. “And the things I forgot too.” 
 Nicola's eyes stung. She held her breath. It was a knockout blow that had her teetering. She stumbled back and sat down hard on a bench in a recess between trees, her daughter and the park swirling in her vision. 
 “Mum...” Charlotte whispered. “I’m sorry I didn’t appreciate it.” 
 Like an arrow to her heart. 
 So, there it was. Some order in the chaos. Understanding at long last. For her and Charlotte. Why things were, and how things could have been. Nicola wanted to bawl her eyes out, and she dropped her head, hoping tears wouldn’t fall. 
 Then so quiet that she nearly missed it, but the words were huge, Charlotte said, “I know you’re seeing Geeta.” 
 Nicola closed her eyes. 
 Down and out. 
 She didn’t know how long she stayed silent, eyes closed and the past falling down about her. The Albright family – a careful edifice she’d shored up and put scaffolding around. She’d avoided looking at the foundations and what gnawed at them. Why Daniel lost interest. In her. In everything. Why Charlotte wouldn’t, in fact couldn't and shouldn’t, follow her advice. And now her own foundations were laid bare. 
 She tried to open her eyes, managing a heavy halfway. Charlotte sat down beside her. She felt the bench ease with her body more than saw her. Charlotte left a gap between them, but she wasn’t gone. Not yet. 
 The weight of thirty years descended, and she hardly moved. 
 “You brave girl,” Nicola gasped. 
 For coming out alone, when Charlotte knew no-one queer. For telling the family before leaving for college. For coming out at university. For facing Nicola then. For facing her now. 
 “I couldn’t have done what you did,” she whispered. “Coming out like that.” 
 A deathly quiet hung between them and she slowly turned her head, dreading what she’d find. An alien tension clung in Charlotte’s face, undercurrents swirling with a powerful depth to them, a lifetime of history between them. 
 “You brave, brave girl,” Nicola gasped. 
 “I wasn't though,” Charlotte said, choking on the words. “I didn’t know anyone queer. I’m not sure I’d have come out, except for Millie. She instantly and completely accepted me. Dragged me out to gay pubs. And called me a great big lesbian every day, so I got used to hearing it from a place of support, then faced it for myself.” 
 “But you came out to me before that. And I imagine, with my attitude at the time, it was...hard.” 
 An understatement. 
 Charlotte stared at her. “The hardest.” 
 There. Charlotte said it out loud. Yes, it had hurt like hell. And no, neither of them could dismiss it. 
 “I’m sorry.” She looked her daughter in the eye. “I have no excuse. It was prejudice and fear, plain and simple. I’m sorry I didn’t face it earlier.” 
 Charlotte gave the slightest nod. The alien tension dissipated beneath a flood of thoughts that overcame her face. Her very generous daughter’s face. Whose mind clearly tumbled with complex feelings right now. 
 “I know,” Charlotte started, “how not understanding something about yourself can mess things up. For you and others.” 
 And everything stung, exposed. So many things stripped back today. So many things that made sense now. 
 “I’m trying to let go of old expectations of myself,” Charlotte said quietly. “And finding new ones that work better, and asking others to as well.” Her hands clasped tight in her lap. “It’s fair that I try the same...for you too.” 
 And if Nicola didn’t feel defeated before, she did now. Her oblivious daughter showed more maturity, understanding and forgiveness than she’d ever expected, and more than she deserved. 
 Grief descended all over again. All these years of not understanding each other. All those years not understanding themselves. And more might become clear another time. With another framing. Another level of comprehension. But for now, it was devastating. 
 “How did you hear about me and...?” Nicola whispered, without looking at her. 
 “Millie suspected. She’s been dropping ludicrous hints.” 
 Of course it was Millie. 
 “I told her not to tell anyone else,” Charlotte said more gently. 
 Nicola nodded, grateful for that. Geeta didn’t want people knowing. 
 “How new is this for you?” Charlotte asked, stilted. “Or was it always there?” 
 “It’s taken me a while to understand. So, in a way yes, but no.” 
 Charlotte frowned, as if trying to comprehend. Raw too. So much hurt there. It wouldn’t surprise Nicola if she hated her soon. But her daughter still sat with her. 
 “Is this...? Are you serious...?” Charlotte stumbled with disbelief in her tone. “Are you serious about Geeta?” 
 “Yes, I am,” Nicola whispered. 
 “Really?” An edge of anger returned to Charlotte's voice. “I don’t want you to hurt her, Mum.” 
 Ouch. Her daughter worried more for Geeta. 
 “Hurt her?” Nicola asked. “Ha!” If only. 
 How absurd a possibility, when she was head over heels and helpless in the face of Geeta. 
 Well, she couldn't blame Charlotte for assuming her heartless. Nicola slumped back on the bench, open and vulnerable. She abandoned all defence, ready to take anything and everything. 
 “Go on,” she said. She may as well hear it today. “Why do you say that?” 
 “You...” Charlotte became more tentative. “You bulldoze through people, Mum.” 
 Yes, she did. At work and with the personal too. She’d done that. 
 She stared into the Water Meadow, utterly defeated. By her girl. By the past. By Geeta. Nothing left. It had taken decades, but it had happened. She was wide open now. No ploys or tricks or strategies left to turn to. 
 “I won’t with Geeta,” Nicola whispered. “I can promise you that. Because...” And it had an inevitability and finality that had her beaten. “I’m madly in love with her.” 
 Charlotte stared, her mouth motioning like speech, but no sound came out. 
 “There. That’s the truth of it.” 
 An impossible thing. But the truth. 
 “Really?” Charlotte whispered. “And her?” 
 Nicola sighed until all breath was gone. “I’m madly in love with her, while she...” And her understanding was complete. “While she is mainly mad at me.” 
 And she gazed into the meadows, with all the pieces of Nicola Albright blown apart. 
   




Chapter 40 
   
 Early morning, and Geeta waited behind the reception desk with nervous hope. She glanced toward the front door with every footstep in the street. 
 She knew Nicola had talked to Charlotte and they had spent the evening together, but not much more than that. Nicola phoned late at night and said she was out to Charlotte, and there was hurt, and lots to talk over. But optimism lifted her voice. Geeta desperately wanted to hug them both. 
 Charlotte arrived. Geeta sat up, ready to do whatever she needed. 
 A darkness haunted Charlotte's eyes, tired, but not weighed down. She hesitated, as if not knowing which way to turn, then finally approached the reception desk. Cheeks pink, eyes darting to Geeta, then down and away, thoughts clearly leaping around, like Geeta suspected they often did. And she waited patiently. 
 A tentative smile bloomed on Charlotte's face. “Morning,” she whispered. That was all, and she went upstairs. 
 Geeta breathed out. She had no idea what Nicola had shared with her, but maybe everything would be OK. 
 Later in the morning, she heard familiar footsteps, slower than usual, but she wouldn’t mistake them for anyone else. Nicola could have walked straight past, as a frequent visitor, but she approached, fatigue hanging in her face but stride confident. 
 “I’m here to see Alec,” she said, her powerful voice announcing her presence to the building. 
 Then she looked around, and wordlessly, carefully, handed over a long, white card box. 
 Geeta took it. 
 Surprise and Nicola’s silence stopped her from saying thank you. 
 Light in her hands. What was it? She smiled, the surface pleasingly smooth in her fingers. She stroked the length of it, then placed it on the desk and tipped the lid open. A burst of fragrance reached her first, then revealed a single dark red rose, lying in the box on white tissue paper. 
 She stared at it. A small thing, beautifully formed, with natural imperfections pleasing to the eye. She blinked and stared again to check it was really there. That Nicola Albright KC had given her a flower. It was like a manifestation of Nicola herself: tall, magnificent, stunningly beautiful, with thorns that caught everyone. Laid out for her as if she'd given herself. 
 Geeta glanced up, limbs twitching and wanting to leap up and throw her arms around Nicola. But an odd restraint kept her in her seat. 
 Normally Nicola would send her a delicious, sexy look, then stride up the stairs. But this time was different. She stood, shoulders strong, her eyes communicating a host of things: I am here, I want you, with openness. So, you can see everything. 
 Nicola’s vulnerability possessed an irresistible gravity, so powerful it almost pulled Geeta to her feet without thinking. And she feared that. They gazed at each other, the gap between them an impossible mix of need and restraint. Until Nicola slowly blinked and offered a gentle smile. 
 “I hope everything goes well with Olivia this afternoon,” Nicola murmured. 
 The change of subject dispelled expectation, another reprieve which Nicola always conjured when moments stepped beyond Geeta’s comfort zone. 
 Neither said another word, and Nicola left, leaving Geeta shaken, and she didn’t know why. 
   
 *** 
   
 Late afternoon, Geeta got ready for her break with Olivia, who had a client cancel the last session. She took a deep breath as she dropped her phone into her shoulder bag. She planned a first step with her daughter. No further than that. But she was determined to walk towards her now. 
 “Ready?” Olivia said. 
 She stood by the reception desk, elegant in a long black coat today. Just her appearance there was enough to make Geeta smile. 
 “Where would you like to go?” Olivia asked. 
 “Shall we stroll towards the Covered Market?” Geeta suggested, beaming. 
 Because Olivia sometimes talked more when she walked. 
 Olivia nodded, and they set off to the centre of town along Broad Street. 
 “Look at the leaves!” Geeta said. 
 She pointed to diamonds of gold on the silver birch outside Trinity Gardens, and the ivy on the cottages turning crimson, the beautiful autumn light making Oxford glow. She babbled to herself like this when the kids were tiny, pointing out every single detail. It was the kind of chatter that usually prickled her daughter. But instead, Olivia indulged her with a subtle smile today. 
 “Shall we grab a coffee in Gulp Fiction?” Geeta suggested. “Then you can pick up a book too?” 
 “Hmm,” Olivia replied lightly. “I haven’t had much time for reading recently.” Then, as if she spotted the flicker of worry in Geeta, she added, “I'll buy something today,” and the smile softened again. 
 The small store in the Covered Market was quiet mid-afternoon, early in autumn, and they cosied up at a table in the corner of the cafe bookshop. 
 Olivia sipped the tea. “Adequate,” she concluded. 
 Geeta smiled at the high praise from her perfectionist daughter. They sat quietly, and she scanned the shelves for her own curiosity and for something neutral to talk about first. 
 “I’m moving in with Kate.” 
 “Oh.” Geeta snapped her gaze to Olivia. “That’s wonderful news!” She couldn’t hide her delight. 
 “I mean officially, because I spend most nights there now,” Olivia added. 
 “That is...” 
 Amazing. Wonderful. A worry. She didn’t want to say too much. 
 Olivia hesitated, as if carefully forming something significant. 
 “We’re decorating the small room on the top floor. We've moved a desk in there and my sofa.” 
 A quiet hideaway, Geeta recognised. A den, just like Olivia needed at the bottom of the garden, or in Sumit’s study. 
 “How lovely,” Geeta said. 
 She heard the effusive relief in her own voice, and pursed her lips, to stop herself from saying too much. Let Olivia come to her. Let her say what was comfortable. 
 “It’s for when I need to work,” Olivia started. “Or need a quiet space.” 
 And she looked at Geeta with meaning, acknowledging that a quiet, predictable space was essential for her. 
 “Actually,” Olivia added, “Bea loves it as well, and tucks herself in there.” 
 They both laughed. 
 “She’s...” Geeta started, forgetting herself. Don’t say too much. 
 “...Very like me,” Olivia finished for her. “We share many traits.” 
 The words disappeared from Geeta’s mouth. There. At last. An acknowledgment. This was how Olivia worked, and she knew what she needed to thrive. 
 “I’d wondered,” Geeta said. 
 She wanted to reach out and hug her daughter tight but stopped herself. Olivia rarely wanted that from her. Geeta waited, hoping Olivia would say more. 
 When she didn’t expand, Geeta said instead, “I’m so glad you’ve found Kate.” 
 A sob threatened in her voice. If she heard it crack, then so would Olivia, who’d hate that. Geeta took a deep breath. “You’re so considerate of each other.” 
 That sob rose again. She had to bite her lip to hold in the profound relief her daughter had found someone who understood and supported her. Fear always lurked. Sometimes she thought it safer for Olivia to stay in her ordered routine, so self-reliant and accomplished. But Olivia was in love, and Geeta couldn’t think of anyone she’d rather see with her daughter. 
 “I'm very fond of Kate,” Geeta said. “Really. If I sound surprised, it’s because I do a double take sometimes, and forget who she is.” 
 And Olivia’s smile grew into a rare beam. “I can’t believe it some days.” 
 Oh, bugger, Geeta was going to cry. 
 “Sorry,” she swiped at tears. “I’m so happy for you.” 
 Oh this was silly. She’d embarrass Olivia like this, a blubbing mum in public. 
 But when she looked up, Olivia regarded her with a steady gaze. Hair tucked behind her ear, always elegant and poised, concern a subtle undulation in her eyebrows. 
 “What about you?” Olivia asked gently. “How’ve you been?” 
 “Oh. Fine.” Geeta smiled and waved the question away. “You know me.” 
 She lowered her gaze and blinked away the tears, and a heaviness descended. Because, no, she hadn’t been fine. And she’d promised herself a first step towards being open with Olivia. She stared at the table, knowing grief sabotaged her face, and perceptive and observant Olivia wouldn’t miss it. 
 “Actually...” Her breath caught. This was hard. “I haven’t been fine at all.” 
 When she looked up, Olivia listened. 
 “I’ve been lonely.” 
 Geeta had to stop again, even short sentences a struggle. 
 “I've been lonely a long time. And I’m sorry I left your dad. But I couldn’t stay. I loved him so much. For so long. But...” She gazed at nothing, and the words ran out. 
 A son-in-law lost for Satinder. The home fractured for Adam and Olivia. And heart break for Sumit. Sharp edges cut from every perspective she considered, and grief and guilt deepened their grip on her. 
 “We all knew,” came a whisper. 
 “What?” she gasped. 
 The quiet, understanding voice came again. “Everyone knew you were unhappy.” 
 A gentle hand reached out for hers. Geeta stared at it, almost expecting it to be small, so used to being the one to envelop Olivia’s for comfort when she was little. Hand holding was so rare since, that the impression remained ingrained from years ago and she kept staring at her mature daughter holding her. 
 “We all knew,” Olivia whispered. “I think we hoped you’d make it better. Because that’s what you did with everything.” 
 The elegant fingers curled around hers, so odd and comforting at the same moment. All this time she’d longed for her tiny daughter to come back, missing those idyllic years when Olivia thought she was godlike. And she’d come back after all, a grown woman, mature and considerate in her quiet but empathetic way. 
 Olivia had been doing this for months, Geeta suddenly realised. It had been Geeta who'd brushed her off and said everything was fine, and not to worry, finding the switch from invincible parent difficult. 
 God, she should have known this from her own mother, stubborn Satinder. And all this time, Olivia kept showing up. 
 She blinked and found Olivia looking at her. 
 “We knew you were unhappy. No-one blames you for leaving.” 
 “Oh,” Geeta gasped, mouth open and cheeks slack with grief and surprise. “Oh,” she said again. 
 “You mustn’t worry, Mum.” 
 Well, now she was going to full-on sob. 
 “None of us blame you at all.” 
 “Adam...” Geeta swallowed, “I don’t think he’s accepted it yet.” 
 Olivia rolled her eyes, then said, “I regret to inform you that your son's an insensitive idiot.” 
 The laugh shot out of her mouth. Geeta covered her lips because it had been loud at Olivia’s irritation at her younger brother. She wiped the tears away and breathed out, the weight lifting a little. She dabbed her nose with a tissue, sniffed loudly, and apologised and collected herself. 
 “So,” Olivia smiled. “How have you been?” 
 “Well...” Geeta shrugged and laughed. It was all too much right now. 
 “Are you enjoying Bentley at least?” Olivia asked. 
 “Yes,” Geeta nodded. She could start there. “I love working with Liz and I’ll be sorry when Zain’s back.” 
 Olivia tilted her head for her to go on. 
 “And organising events means I chat with everyone. I love that. And...” 
 Was she there yet? Was she ready to admit this to anyone, especially Olivia? When that guilt about leaving Sumit still hung over her. That she worried about stability for her daughter, but ripped it away from Sumit who needed the same. 
 “Actually,” Geeta swallowed, “I’ve been seeing someone.” 
 A knot in her stomach tightened. She didn’t intend saying who, or much about it, only to start exploring that possibility and see how it landed with her family. 
 “I...” 
 It weighed colossal though. Even with Olivia admitting they knew she’d been unhappy, it was difficult to shake the sense of wrongness about stepping outside the family four. She’d broken them apart, so they no longer had that familiar basis. She’d torn up her identity and the role she’d held for so long – keeping the four of them happy and healthy in that home. And although being a mother had left her on her own, children gone and Sumit immersed in work, shattering that last piece had sent tremors to her foundation. 
 “Mum?” Olivia said quietly. Her daughter’s brown eyes held hers. “Dad’s seeing someone too.” 
 “What?” Geeta whispered. 
 Her ears rang, as if all sound ceased except the echo of that revelation. 
 “He’s seeing the head Lab Technician.” 
 “Sumit?” She spat out a laugh. “Your dad?” Geeta gawped in shock. 
 “He hasn’t said anything,” Olivia continued. “But when I met him in the department for a coffee, it was obvious.” 
 Geeta still didn’t take in the words. 
 “She’s quiet. I’d say similar age and disposition. Plays chess.” Olivia shrugged. “They spend hours staring at a chequered board between them. They’re very suitable,” she added with a wry smile. 
 Olivia may or may not be joking. And Geeta didn’t know if she wanted to laugh, or cry, or both. Either way, she still reeled. Sumit had never dated anyone but her. 
 “I doubt he’ll say anything even if they date for years,” Olivia added. “But I thought you might need to know,” Olivia finished, with an inquisitive tilt of her head. 
 Geeta sat stunned. Breathing. Harsh. Heart beating. Hard. 
 What was she feeling? 
 Heat hit her cheeks, and the weight lifted from her shoulders, as if she could float. 
 “Oh my god.” She covered her mouth. 
 Relief. 
 Her eyes filled with hot tears. One ran down her cheek. She let it run and drip from her jaw because she couldn’t move the hand that stifled sobs. A pressure lifted, like the hand of a god had pressed down on her life, and when it relented everything sprung up. 
 She breathed in hard, the noise loud in the small cafe. 
 “I’m sorry,” she whispered hoarsely. “That’s a lot of things.” 
 Olivia flustered. No-one else would have noticed, but Geeta recognised that quiver of tension in her daughter. 
 “I thought it might help,” Olivia said. 
 “No, it has. I’m glad you told me.” Geeta put praying hands to her lips. “It’s just a lot, having that respite from feeling guilty about him.” 
 Because the world expanded large. The release of pressure, which she hadn’t realised stifled her life, suddenly pulled in what she’d not let near. Her heart filled with other things. And another person. Someone she knew was there. You couldn’t miss her. And whose presence had been growing powerfully. And now everything rushed in, quick and hard. 
 “It’s a relief because I’ve been...” 
 Oh god it rushed in fast. 
 “...seeing someone I...” 
 Someone she talked to about anything and everything. From that funny thing that your body did when you turned fifty, to her deepest fears. To what rocked her soul or woke her at night. A person who made her laugh until her stomach ached and loved that her belly wobbled when she laughed like that. Who made her light up like a bulb, with a single look, and spun her round dancing at dusk by the river, before comforting her to chest. A woman with many facets like her, and who appreciated so many of them like no-one else. 
 Someone who called her ‘darling’ in a way that undressed her, celebrated her, and said she'd walk to the ends of the earth for Geeta. In fact, would stride there with irresistible confidence. The person Geeta reached out for at night, only to find they embraced already. Someone beguiling, from the spark in the eye, to the scent of skin, to the way she looked at Geeta as if she were the moon. 
 “I’ve been seeing someone...” Geeta tried to say. 
 But it was so much more than that. 
 Because that someone cradled Geeta's whole heart in her hands, and Geeta hadn’t even realised. 
 “Mum, are you all right?” 
 No, she wasn’t. 
   




Chapter 41 
   
 The last rays of sun warmed the loft bedroom in the late September evening. Geeta slipped on gold earrings and checked her reflection in the long mirror. She scooped a wave of black hair threaded with silver away from her face, letting the waves settle with a shake of her head to rest above her shoulders, liking the shorter style she’d adopted last year. She smoothed down her dark-teal tunic over matching bottoms, then slipped on a full-length kurta jacket and hooked up the top buttons. There, she looked elegant in the embroidered, fitted piece. But her reflection didn’t smile. 
 Geeta breathed in, seeing her preoccupation mirrored on her face. 
 She’d asked Nicola to stay away a few days, recognising that too much shifted beneath her feet. And Nicola had nodded and said, ‘of course’, with a gentleness and matter-of-fact assurance, as if nothing would perturb her, and she’d be there afterwards. 
 “Oh god,” Geeta breathed. 
 She covered her face with her hands. What was she doing? 
 It shocked her how Nicola had filled her life. An unlikely friendship and passionate adventure developing into more, the two so entwined in each other’s lives already, and tendrils growing between them binding tighter. It frightened her. 
 If she struck out an arm, she might pull herself to safety, but that window was closing fast. 
 All these months bickering and prodding at each other, intrigued by what lay beneath, and she’d been falling the whole time. Sexy, funny, vulnerable, opening up to Charlotte, Nicola had burst into her life with such vibrancy they’d hurtled to this point. They’d indulged in each other, with endless intoxicating surprises and now she found herself in deep. 
 What had she done? 
 Did she trust her own sense of Nicola? A woman so different from what she’d assumed. The barrister who strode everywhere, leaving others flailing in her wake and fleeing her path from sheer force of personality. Then the seductress who undressed Geeta with a purr. The one who said she was the most beautiful woman in the room, and kissed her forehead with gentle, steady lips, as if she poured love into the moment. Who held her to her breast while they talked into the night and slipped into step, whether they cooked, walked or laughed, all the while sparking and bickering but fluidly dancing on together. All somehow true. 
 Geeta padded downstairs, taking in her home, empty except for her again this evening. The hallway was painted a different colour since spring, but the walls remained void of pictures and she unsure of what should take their place. 
 A gentle knock on the door. She drew herself up. 
   
 *** 
   
 Breath gone. Head full of stars. Bursting with awe. 
 Geeta was sometimes so beautiful it hurt to look at her, and longing pulled deep into her chest. And Geeta had never been so beautiful as this. 
 “I hope you know how stunning you are,” Nicola murmured. “But I’ll always tell you.” 
 Geeta stepped closer and gazed up into her eyes, expression careful and full of thoughts, like when she’d asked for a few days apart. 
 “Thank you,” Geeta said quietly. “And you...” 
 A small smile. And huge hope bloomed inside. 
 “...you look magnificent.” Then the smile turned knowing. “As I’m sure you're aware.” 
 A spark still between them. More hope. Nicola leapt on every sign with desperation. 
 “I’m glad you think so,” she said, not paying attention to her own long, black dress and gilded cape. She offered her hand. “Shall we?” 
 And Geeta took it, the clasp light and tentative, the situation between them precarious. 
 Nicola drove through the dusk, the car smooth and quiet on the roads, and Geeta silent. She parked in a Chambers reserved space on St Giles then opened the car door for Geeta. 
 She wanted to hold her hand while they walked, but Geeta remained a distance away that rejected familiarity. And that stung. Like the invite had, asking Nicola to this evening’s premiere because Kate had suggested it, rather than Geeta’s own idea. Heartbreak by a thousand small cuts. 
 They walked along Broad Street under streetlight, the grand area of the Sheldonian busy with limousines and security in black tie, and the Bodleian and Radcliffe Camera closed to the public for the event. 
 “Are you ready?” Nicola asked, as they hesitated in front of the stone columns of the Clarendon building. 
 Geeta nodded and stepped forward, and Nicola followed behind. 
   
 *** 
   
 With their names checked off, Geeta strolled beneath the archway into the court. Then the glamour took hold. 
 “Oh, my goodness,” she said, placing hand over heart. “I hadn’t prepared myself for this.” She’d been too preoccupied by Nicola. 
 The stone building’s massive columns loomed above. The ornate library lit up in spotlights. The sea of stars shone in their evening sparkle, faces shockingly familiar from magazines and screen, all chatting in groups. 
 Geeta blinked. Unreal. Disorienting again. How did she find herself here? 
 Waiters swirled with trays of Champagne and juice. Lights flashed from photographers. Outside, a red carpet ran from New College Lane, beneath the Bridge of Sighs, through ornate gates and across the quad towards the Sheldonian. She spied Kate posing beneath the bridge with other actors, who peeled away under the lightening of press cameras and into the quad. She and Nicola must have entered by the guest entrance. 
 A waiter passed near, with a dip of the head and an offer of a tray of drinks. 
 “Oh,” she laughed. “Thank you.” 
 She took a glass of sparkling juice and automatically turned to pass it to Nicola, but found Nicola handing her Champagne from a waiter on the other side. Geeta hesitated and stared. Look at what they’d done, Nicola thinking of her first, and Geeta doing the same in return. She feared and delighted at these surprising moments. 
 She pursed her lips at Nicola. Tentative, she knew. And the returned smile hurt. 
 They carefully swapped glasses. 
 “Here,” Geeta whispered, and she raised the flute to chime Nicola’s. 
 Their eyes met, and the connection tugged at her chest, with Nicola's longing palpable across the space between them. She radiated need and Geeta’s resistance wavered, almost stepping into her arms. 
 “Nicola! Darling!” someone in black tie called out. 
 A man with a face that tickled at familiarity strode towards them. 
 “Eddie!” Nicola spun round with the same loud confidence. “How are you?” 
 The two shook hands, and Eddie didn’t let go. Nicola fell into conversation, the pair laughing together while Geeta hung distant. 
 Nicola slipped so easily into this. Tall, shoulders back, as if she belonged here more than the media and the celebrities. 
 Who was she? Which Nicola came tonight? 
 Nicola talked, dominating and fearless. When the moment before she’d pleaded vulnerable with her eyes, and Geeta nearly flung her arms around her shoulders and told her... Her heart cantered. Told her what? Because it was there, wasn’t it. Rising within her, strong and powerful, making her tremble at the edges. 
 “Mum?” came quietly beside her. 
 She turned to find Olivia, and she reached out without thinking to take her hand. 
 “My goodness, look at you!” 
 And Geeta meant that Olivia was beautiful in her long, black evening dress and embroidered kurta outer layer. But she also meant, ‘look at you here again’, grateful for her distant girl, who kept being there when Geeta turned around lately. Always showing up. 
 “I’m glad you’ve made it,” Olivia said, not taking away her hand. “Kate mentioned Nicola might come too.” 
 “Yes.” What to say? “Yes.” Was all. 
 Olivia peered over the crowd. “I’ve spotted her. She’s talking to a client from a couple of years ago.” 
 Geeta glanced over her shoulder, catching the tall lawyer, who blended with ease into the glamorous evening. “Of course. That makes sense.” 
 Nicola Albright KC, barrister of choice for A-list celebrities. That’s why she chatted so at home here. 
 “I thought...erm...he must be a friend or something of hers.” 
 It unsettled her, not knowing where Nicola stood with people – who was her circle, and who was an ex – when Geeta was feeling so much now. 
 A gentle smile flickered on her daughter’s face. What did Olivia see?  
 “He’s just a client.” Olivia dipped her head and spoke with quiet reassurance. “She has several here. She’s highly respected, especially by those she’s helped.” 
 Olivia gazed at her, waiting with expectation. 
 Geeta managed a slight nod. 
 “Not only respected,” Olivia added. “She’s appreciated by Kate and me.” Again the pause. “We like her very much.” 
 And Olivia waited for Geeta to say something. 
 Heart beating. Hot flush threatening. A chest full of feelings that might split her wide open. 
 “So,” Geeta refused to engage. She couldn't face this. “Who else do you know here?” 
 And Olivia nodded, acknowledging they moved on. 
 “So, erm,” Geeta started again. “Are you friends with any of these celebrities?” 
 “Of course,” Olivia replied. 
 Geeta laughed, out of relief and at her daughter's matter-of-fact response. 
 “The odd client,” Olivia explained, “and, although Kate doesn’t socialise often, she sometimes invites close friends home.” 
 Their worlds had changed so much this last year, Olivia in love with a high-profile actress and Geeta's decades-long marriage no more. Her head spun again. She clutched at Olivia for stability while trying to make sense of where she stood now. 
 “Isn’t that...?” Geeta pointed. 
 “Emma Richardson,” Olivia nodded nonchalantly, as if Geeta pointed out someone as everyday as the postman, not a grande dame of British film, startling with swept-back grey hair and silver gown. 
 Emma glanced towards them, then did a theatrical double take and strode over with a swagger. 
 “Oh my lord, Olivia, this beautiful woman must be your mother,” Emma projected. “Hello!” she shouted, then thrust out both hands to grab Geeta’s. “Kate said you might come this evening.” 
 “Hello,” Geeta replied with a laugh. “I’m Geeta. And this is a bit surreal.” 
 “Don’t worry, darling. It’s all perfectly ordinary.” Emma waved the notion away. “It’s just a big work bash for us. A bit more sparkly than average, but we kick off our heels and slump on the sofa with a bag of crisps when we get home, like everyone else.” 
 Geeta laughed again. 
 “Have to be quick. Work you see.” Emma rolled her eyes and flopped her head from side to side. “But I wanted to say hello to Olivia’s mother. It’s been a joy to see Kate so happy since meeting her.” 
 “Kate is lovely,” Geeta said, and her heart swelled, truly meaning it. 
 “Catch you later, darlings.” And Emma swirled away into the crowd. 
 And Geeta’s head kept spinning. 
   
 *** 
   
 It really did hurt to look at Geeta. Nicola wanted to gaze at her all night and luxuriate in her dark eyes, the shape of her cheeks, the full lips, her figure, the elegance of her outfit tonight, and the smile when she laughed. Surrounded by stars, and Nicola didn’t see anything but her. Nicola melted and drifted to find herself back by Geeta’s side. 
 As soon as she joined her, Geeta's expression fell. God, that was the worst feeling in the world, being the cloud that shadowed Geeta’s day. 
 “We need to go inside,” Nicola said, her voice sore, keeping it smooth a harder challenge than any court case. “Let's take our seats before the cast come in.” 
 Geeta nodded and fell into step beside her, the distance between them guarded as if by barbed wire. She had to stop herself from clawing at it and ripping herself to shreds, desperate to tell Geeta how much she meant to her. The urge to reach out tugged at her arm. But she shouldn’t. Not here. Not when Geeta wasn’t ready. 
 They took their seats in the upper gallery, close to the ceiling fresco, the lower and circle seats reserved for the stars and immediate guests in front of a temporary screen. 
 She sat. Two hours taunted by the warmth of Geeta by her side. Two hours of wanting to reach out and hold her hand, fingers tingling with the need to touch her and connect. Sitting close to the woman she adored but sensing her drift further and further away. 
 Scenes of Oxford, from rural landscapes to the Botanic Gardens, blurred in her vision, but she barely took in the film. Her whole being yearned for Geeta. As if she told Geeta, with her mind, how much she adored her, and willed her to listen, to just please, for a moment, take her hand. 
 Lights flashed up, and she flinched with the sudden rush of brightness that exposed her to the world. Harsh applause rang out through the building and, blinking and blinking, she silently wandered after Geeta for post-showing celebrations outside. She didn’t tune into any of the chatter or media interviews around the court and, dazed, she trailed after Geeta. 
 This couldn’t be happening. Falling so hard, with only the ground to catch her. She could barely breathe. 
 “It was wonderful,” she half-heard Geeta. 
 “Thank you, darling, you are too kind,” came a familiar voice. “And who is this?” 
 She tuned into the innuendo and expectation in the tone. And when she looked up, she found Emma Richardson. The actor nodded, familiar with Nicola too. Emma wasn’t asking for her name. 
 “Erm.” Geeta hesitated. “This is my friend, Nicola.” 

Friend. Her heart dropped. 
 “We’re neighbours,” Geeta added. 
 And all the warmth left her body. 
 Relegated to friend, then dropping to mere neighbour. The distancing couldn't be clearer. 
 “Of course she is,” Emma said, clearly spotting the chill and moving on like a pro. “Sorry, interviews to do,” she said pulling away. 
 But Nicola couldn't move. The slight cut too deep to recover. 
 She stood in the cool Oxford night, stars shining in the sky above and chattering to media down below. Everyone mixed and laughed and talked, except for her, standing rooted to the spot with Geeta in front of her, who turned away and refused to meet her eye. 
 Someone with a large camera passed by and Geeta stepped back to avoid them. And even as Geeta pressed into her space, Nicola didn’t move. She let Geeta step back into her. If it knocked her over, she didn’t care, because she was already falling inside. 
 Nowhere left to turn. No more options. Like she balanced on the tallest spire in Oxford with unfathomable drops all around. 
 She clutched Geeta’s arms and let her body collide into her chest, soft and cushioned, the warm contact a relief and anguish at the same time. She held Geeta there, cheek resting on her hair, the scent vivid and intimate. Comfort and torture all at once. 
 Nicola closed her eyes and her willpower collapsed. 
 “I don’t want to be your friend,” she gasped. 
 Everything inside plummeted. Because what else could she do now? What choice did she have? 
 “I’ll try,” she whispered, “if that’s what you want.” She gently squeezed her. “But I’m in love with you, and I don’t think I'll ever stop.” 
 Geeta’s breath quickened, the rise and fall of her body rapid beneath Nicola’s hands. But she didn’t turn. 
 “I’m sorry,” she murmured close to Geeta’s cheek, the darkness and crowd stopping her voice from carrying further. “But I am besotted and deeply in love with you.” 
 She swallowed. 
 “I can’t be your friend, Geeta. Not really. I will be cordial. Even good company. But honestly, I’d want to kiss you, and touch you, and love you, the whole time.” 
 The slightest turn of Geeta’s head, and her cheek stroked so soft against Nicola’s that her chest caved. She closed her eyes, appreciating that tender caress for what it was – possibly the last time she’d touch Geeta like this. 
 “I’ve been stuck on you for fifteen years,” Nicola whispered, the quiet words such a large confession. “I don’t think that can change now, not after everything we’ve done, and everything we’ve been to each other. Loving you, spending the nights together – I don't know how to lose that, while always wanting more. How do I go back to life before you, when I am changed and whole?” She swallowed. “I’ll never be sorry this happened. But I don’t know how to not be with you.” 
 She closed her eyes. 
 Because she’d jumped. And now she fell. 
   




Chapter 42 
   
 The soft strength behind her? Like the tall woman Geeta encountered years ago. The one who held her cushioned against chest, lightly squeezing her arms. Catching her. Holding her. Then disappearing into the crowd. 
 It could have been yesterday Geeta remembered it so clearly, the contact leaving an indelible impression and lingering as comfort on her skin. And when she stepped back into Nicola, the sensation flooded into place, and it all made sense. She suddenly found herself in a familiar landscape, and the ground settled beneath her feet at last. 
 She spun round, Nicola’s face a breath away. 
 “You,” she whispered. Her heart pounded. 
 Nicola gazed at her, anguish haunting her eyes, not comprehending. 
 “The first time you saw me?” Geeta whispered. “When was it?” 
 “I adored you from the start,” Nicola confessed, her head dropping. “I saw you in the college lodge before we met by the river. I couldn’t take my eyes off you. I never experienced anything like it and wanted all of you in that second. I loved your voice. Your cleverness. Generosity. Your warmth. It hit me all at once in a single sensation. Then I tried to pass you, and we touched, just for a moment, and I was hooked.” 
 Nicola shook her head, hair tumbling around them both. “And I have tried and tried to dismiss this secret inclination. I never experienced such full attraction before, and didn’t know what to do with it. But everything since has only amplified those first feelings and now I’m overwhelmed and can’t recover. Some people leave you changed, and you’re never rid of them. And I don’t ever want to be rid of you. That is the truth of it.” 
 Was this real? Geeta held her cheek, needing to touch her. Did they mean the same moment? 
 “That woman?” Geeta murmured. “The married woman who made you realise?” She pursed her lips to hold in what built inside. 
 “It was you,” Nicola breathed. 
 Geeta closed her eyes and rested her forehead on Nicola’s. 
 Before the woman who crackled with tension at the picnic. Who gazed at her with unspoken fury. Before everything, was the first ever contact, which had been more true and accurate than any in the next years. That gentle strength. The reassuring squeeze. 
 The realisation choked in her throat. 
 “There you are.” 
 That's who Nicola had been all along, and it had taken all this time to discover her. 
 “You’re the one who held me,” Geeta murmured. “I always remembered that feeling.” 
 The blissfulness of it deepened in her memory, now she placed Nicola there. 
 She cupped Nicola’s cheek while holding her close. “I am so mad at you,” Geeta whispered. 
 “I know,” came back warm on her cheeks. 
 So bloody furious. 
 “And so in love with you,” she added. 
 But Nicola squeezed her eyes tight at that. 
 She kissed her. That infuriating, sexy woman she’d been battling for years. She couldn't fight this another second, and she threw her arms around her shoulders and kissed her and kissed her. On her mouth, her cheeks, over her eyelids, wet with kisses and tears. 
 “Why didn't you say something?” Geeta said desperately. 
 Those blues gazed at her. What she’d always assumed cold windows, opened into a person with far more complexity, warmth and heart than she could have imagined years ago. 
 “I mean lately?” 
 “Because you were in a different place to me.” And deep sadness lingered in Nicola's eyes. “You’d recently divorced. You were finding yourself again,” she said, voice husky. “I didn’t know if you’d ever be in the same place for me.” 
 “Dammit, Nicola,” she said, her exasperation tempered with fondness. 
 She stroked Nicola’s eyebrow, seeing it relax and flickering again with emotion, the defences dropping and the rawness deep. Nicola stood in front of her, a woman in love. And Geeta's heart swelled painfully, like those occasions in bed, where everything was put aside, leaving only them in tune with each other. Glimpses at other times, when Nicola gave her the rose, or took her hand to dance at dusk by the river with music soothing the air. 
 Geeta held Nicola’s face, seeing what she needed was there for always. 
 “I am in love with you,” Nicola said, expression honest and hurt. “I’m not getting over you. Ever.” 
 Quietly, simply, painfully put. 
 “And I’m in love with you too,” Geeta whispered. 
 They kissed again, Geeta cradling her face and their lips gentle with each other. Nicola’s arms slipped around her waist as they melted. They kissed and touched so delicately she could float, as if a tap on either’s shoulder would fade them from existence. And Geeta sighed with the luxurious relief that effused her whole body. 
 “Well, that’s not what I do with my neighbours.” 
 Geeta froze. That familiar voice came from close by. Feet landing back on earth, she slowly turned to see Emma Richardson, hands on hips, peering over glasses. 
 “Is that what you do with yours, Olivia?” 
 Oh god, Olivia. 
 Geeta shifted her gaze left. 
 There stood Olivia, arms crossed, performing a gargantuan eye roll. 
 “And you Kate?” 
 She shifted left again to find the actress with mouth wide open, hands in the air and ecstatic glee in her eyes. 
 “Erm...Right.” Geeta looked up at Nicola. 
 “Right,” Nicola replied. 
 They drew apart. But Nicola’s hand sought hers when they stood side by side and, despite the situation, comfort filled Geeta and she smiled. 
 “Well...” Oh god. “We’ve kind of been seeing each other since spring.” 
 Olivia rolled her eyes again. “Yes, I’ve known for a while.” 
 “Not from me,” Kate put her hands up in defence. 
 Olivia swivelled towards Kate. “You went very quiet every time I mentioned Nicola. It wasn’t subtle.” 
 For someone who wasn’t fond of people, Olivia was frighteningly observant and read them far too quickly. 
 “Then Millie's obvious suspicions,” Olivia continued. “Nani acting strangely–” 
 “My mother knows?!” 
 “Very likely.” 
 “Actually, that doesn't surprise me,” Nicola added. 
 Geeta swept round to Nicola and glared at her. “And yet you didn't say anything about that either.” 
 Nicola smiled and licked her lips. The cat was back. 
 “Is this our first argument as a couple?” she purred. 
 “We might as well keep going.” Geeta tutted. 
 Nicola’s smile curled wider. And the look she gave her? Really, now was not the time. 
 Geeta tensed her jaw and threw Nicola a glare that clearly said, do not look at me like that in front of people. 
 And Nicola shrugged in that confident way, as if to say, well we’ve just been snogging for the past few minutes so it’s a bit academic. 
 Geeta jabbed a pointing finger to indicate, not to start with her. 
 A whole silent conversation there. 
 Emma peered at them over her glasses. “See that. Thing of beauty.” She grinned. “That’s a couple who’ll go far.” 
   
 *** 
   
 Holding hands with Nicola, all the way back up Broad Street and St Giles – the most natural thing in the world. 
 The streets at night were quiet and no-one glanced at them as if anything out of the ordinary. That was another thing Geeta loved about Oxford, a liberal place from its influx of young students every year. 
 She felt the same, but different. Loving Nicola, being able to let it show, knowing she was loved deeply, and sensing hers grow and grow even this evening. 
 Because love wasn’t always a steady curve. Sometimes it ignited like a flame from nothing and burst to dizzy heights in a moment. Other times, it grew over years. And sometimes it held back, then sprung up, as if all at once, but had been building a long time. She suspected that was her, and she clutched Nicola’s hand tighter. 
 She felt more present and stronger with every step they took together. 
 So what now? 
 Home. 
 Geeta realised she used ‘home’ a lot for them, meaning her house for Nicola and so many people. 
 “Do you mind us coming here more often than yours?” she asked in the kitchen when they arrived back in Iffley. She made them tea. 
 “No.” Nicola smiled while leaning against the top. “Here’s filled with you. And I’ve not settled in the cottage.” 
 “Then...” Geeta expected the step to spark fear, but it didn’t. “Do you think we should move in together?” 
 “I’d like that,” Nicola agreed, with no hint of reserve. “We can take it slowly if you need to.” 
 Maybe Nicola worried that Geeta wasn’t in the same place as her. And maybe it had been true, but it made sense to Geeta now. They shared so much, why waste time. 
 “Bring some things over tomorrow, so you don’t have to run back and forth as often?” 
 Nicola nodded. “I will.” 
 She drew close to Nicola and reached up to stroke a finger over her brow. The sometimes imperious eyebrows relaxed. 
 “Do we need to be careful about you being out?” Geeta asked. 
 Nicola hugged her around the waist and shrugged unconcerned. 
 “I’m not going to hide it. Although, I do anticipate issues. Hopefully not every day, and hopefully not enough to lose too many clients.” 
 “Will you tell me about it though. I know you don’t need help often. In fact, I’ve never met someone so self-reliant.” Geeta shook her head, both admiring and despairing of it. “But talk to me, please. Don’t bulldoze through.” 
 Nicola blinked slowly, but not dismissively. “I will try.” 
 Geeta’s mobile buzzed on the kitchen top. She peered at it, wondering if it was Olivia. No, it was from her son. Adam sent a succinct message of, ‘Mum!!! WTF???’ 
 “Just a sec,” she said, frowning. 
 She let go of Nicola and picked up the phone. Oh. There was a photo attached. When she clicked it open, she understood her son’s surprise. 
 “Erm, we may have an issue,” Geeta said. 
 Nicola peered over her shoulder, and they stared at a screenshot of a social media post. In the shot, an ecstatic Kate Laurence clapped her hands together. She wore her white tux from the premiere evening. No doubt there were thousands of pictures of her at the event already out there. 
 But not with Geeta and Nicola kissing in the foreground. 
 Nicola picked up her own phone and tapped in ‘Nicola Albright KC’ to search various channels for the photo and any mention of her. 
 “Ah,” she said. “Someone’s recognised me as Kate’s divorce representation.” She flipped the case shut and shrugged with a smile. “I suppose I’ll be coming out tomorrow then.” 
 Geeta stared at her. “Just like that?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “You'll just...come out?” 
 “There are no other options. It’s already gone national.” A smile curled. “What else would I do?” 
 One thing, among many, that she loved about Nicola? How she turned and faced things head on. 
 Nicola wrapped her arms around her waist again, the surety of her presence and touch affirming she was rock solid about this. 
 “What about you?” Nicola asked. “Are you OK with this? Or...” Nicola’s mouth curled more. That look was back. That not-for-public look. “Should I issue a statement saying that I tripped on my cape and landed lips-first on a beautiful stranger?” 
 Geeta recognised that velvety purr and exactly where it led. Nicola gazed at her as if she were naked already. 
 “You...” she murmured. 
 She rested a finger on Nicola’s chest, the cushioning there heavenly. Their days apart caught up with her now, skin glowing with need as Nicola’s hands stroked over her hips. 
 “I’m fine.” Geeta smiled. “And speaking of landing lips first...” She ran her finger down Nicola’s front, towards the lips she meant. 
 “Ooooh,” Nicola sighed. 
 And Geeta took her hand and led her upstairs. 
   




Chapter 43  
   
 First thing the next day, Nicola waited by the Ashmolean Museum, sunlight peeping over the colleges and lighting her breath like a dragon’s. She might lean into that later. 
 “Morning,” she projected towards Charlotte. 
 Her daughter crossed the road, all limbs and big tummy. Charlotte bit her lip, trying to suppress a grin, and came to a stop in front. She didn’t hide a single thought. 
 “Morning,” Charlotte said, very high pitched. 
 Then she snorted and failed to keep a neutral expression. Eyebrows reached for the tips of Oxford’s dreaming spires, and pursed lips wouldn't hold in laughter for long. 
 Nicola tutted. “Something amusing?” she asked nonchalantly. 
 “Nope.” Charlotte rapidly shook her head. 
 “And I suppose Millie’s seen it too?” 
 “Yup.” The rapid shake circled into a nod. “I had to stop her from snatching my phone and posting it everywhere.” 
 Nicola sighed. 
 “Fine.” 
 Let them have fun with it. 
 “So did you find one?” Nicola asked. 
 “Oh yes,” Charlotte came to and patted her coat pocket. “Here we are.” And she stepped forward with the badge Nicola had messaged her for. 
 She expected Charlotte to hand it over, but her youngest reached up for Nicola’s blazer lapel and pulled closer. 
 Surprise. Wonderful surprise. 
 Eyebrows dipped in concentration, olive cheeks touched with pink as always, with anything from cold weather or a blush. Charlotte carefully pushed the pin into the material. Nicola gazed at her daughter with besotted astonishment, Charlotte standing so near it felt as if she hugged her. 
 “Almost there,” Charlotte said, her tongue poking from the corner of her mouth. 
 Nicola blinked. Fast. “So, erm...does this one include the colours to support trans folk?” 
 “Yes, these ones here. And this circle...” 
 Charlotte pointed and took her through the representation on the flag. Nicola couldn’t stop smiling because Charlotte beamed while she held the lapel, the warmth between them genuine. 
 And she couldn’t see the detail without her glasses, but she didn't want to say, because this was everything to her. Charlotte babbled enough for her to picture it though. 
 “So,” Charlotte said, smoothing down the lapel. “Are you ready?” 
 For an absurd moment, it sounded like Charlotte sent Nicola off for a first day at school. Day one in her new sapphic life. She dispelled the feeling, but perhaps she did see Charlotte as a mum with Millie after all. Finally, it settled in for real. 
 “I’m ready now. Thank you.” 
 “Good luck.” Charlotte held up crossed fingers, the gesture swaying with a margin for error that was very Charlotte. 
 “Thank you, darling.” Nicola hesitated, because the words tripped off the tongue, but they were authentic. “That means the world.” 
 Yes, she was ready. 
 She strode up St Giles and burst through the front door. Chambers swarmed busy for the early hours, but this was the morning of the selection for head of chambers, and everyone had dipped in to cast their vote. 
 “Nicola,” one of the older barristers nodded, before he twitched with a double take. 
 So, news had travelled then. 
 “Well, well, well,” curdled the air, and she slowed to a halt in the wood-panelled hallway. 
 She spun on her heel. “Neville,” she said. 
 The snivelling head clerk must have seen it too. 
 “Are you ready for any last-minute hustling for head of chambers, Nicola?” 
 With the bile he stirred into her name, she almost suggested he visit the hospital for gallbladder removal. But today... 
 “I’m ready, as always, for anything, Neville,” she replied. “Which makes me a good choice for head of chambers, don’t you think?” 
 His expression remained smug, and she wasted no more time on him. 
 She turned and strode towards her room and nodded to Kirsty who was about to pass. There was no point looking anything but confident. The day might descend into a shit show, but she had nothing to regret. 
 But Kirsty grinned, pointed to the badge and lifted a triumphant fist. That was nice of her. Really appreciated. And she raised a hand as they passed, which Kirsty smoothly high-fived. 
 Nicola reached her room and sat down with a sigh, relieved she’d made it this far relatively unscathed. But she still had work to do, and she searched for papers related to the court case in the afternoon. 
 A gentle knock disturbed the door, and she called for whoever to come in, suspecting it was Philip. He poked his head round with a huge grin on his face. 
 “Yes?” she let herself smile. “Can I help you?” 
 He shook his head but kept grinning. 
 “You never do things by half do you, Nicki.” 
 “Whatever would be the point, Philip?” she said. 
 She spun around in her chair with a handful of papers. “My timing could have been better.” 
 He slipped inside and closed the door. 
 “Not necessarily.” 
 “Bernard and Neville,” she paused on the vile man’s name, “have an obvious favourite they’re pushing.” 
 “Yes, but not one who stands up for junior barristers. And that younger generation won't care so much about you being queer.” 
 “Maybe.” 
 He regarded her. 
 “There are more of that generation, Nicki. Neville forgets that. All the power resides in his entrenched group, but the majority of chambers is new. As you’ve pointed out, we lack the middle tier of experienced barristers while the original crowd rests on its laurels.” 
 Yes, she'd noticed. One thing she intended changing if she became head. 
 “I think,” he smiled, “that I’m looking at the next head of chambers. So,” he changed tone. “Where are you headed?” 
 “County court. New case. Old adversary.” 
 “Blake?” 
 “Yes.” 
 Philip grinned. “Walk in the park. I have every confidence in you.” 
 And after a quick stride across town, briefcase in one hand, and in the other her red damask bag with her initials embroidered in gold thread. Today’s judge had requested robes. She entered the building, heels echoing on the hard floor, as someone fell into step beside her. 
 “Blake,” she said without turning. 
 “Nicola,” came back. 
 They took a few more strides, and she wondered if he’d let her get away with her recent publicity. 
 “I see you’ve made an impression on social media.” 
 Apparently not. 
 “Indeed,” she replied, unconcerned. 
 “I hear you’re resorting to dating women in your old age?” 
 Well, she wasn't going to let that go. She stopped and spun on her heel, so quickly he almost tripped in surprise. 
 “We can do this if you like, Blake.” She sighed. “Spar before we even get into court.” 
 He smirked. 
 Oh, he thought he had an upper hand. Very well. 
 “Yes, I’ve happily turned to women. Because with old age comes wisdom, and I’ve finally wised up regarding that.” 
 He frowned, confused. 
 She stepped closer, enough for him to realise he exerted no intimidation. 
 “You believe me at a disadvantage right now. Perhaps think me lesser. And though I might not win for my client today, I will try my best, and the result will not diminish me. Because I’ll go home, where I am loved and supported.” She had Charlotte. She had Geeta. “And I’ll be ready for another day, again and again.” 
 She didn't waver as she looked him in the eye. 
 “With my great age and long experience, you find me at my very best today. I’d wish you luck,” she said lightly, before dropping into a purr, “but it won’t help you.” 
 And she turned and strode into court. 
   
 *** 
   
 A hug. A gorgeous hug. 
 Maybe it was part of Olivia’s routine now, stopping by the reception desk, leaning down and giving Geeta one of those slightly formal, but so appreciated, embraces. Geeta closed her eyes tight and held Olivia’s arm to her chest. She hoped she never stopped. 
 “Morning,” Olivia said with a smile so wide it showed her neat teeth. Then she shook her head and sauntered to work. 
 A little later, Charlotte arrived too. 
 Geeta breathed in. 
 Slow, tentative, Charlotte approached the desk. Then she, too, put down her briefcase, and put out her arms. 
 Geeta leapt up. She didn’t want Charlotte leaning over with the weight on her tummy, and stood on tiptoes to reach the taller woman’s shoulders. 
 “Hugging people’s getting tricky,” Charlotte laughed, as Geeta stretched over her bump. 
 After a squeeze, Geeta pulled away and held Charlotte’s hands. “Are you OK?” 
 Charlotte nodded, waves of hair tumbling. 
 “I’m...well...surprised!” her eyes shot wide. 
 “Honestly, the same. Your mother isn’t the person I thought she was, in so many ways.” And terrifyingly amazing too. 
 “We’re always learning about other people, aren’t we...And ourselves.” Charlotte’s eyes astonished, before everything relaxed into a big beaming Charlotte smile. 
 Geeta matched her. “I don’t think it ever stops.” 
 “Then people change too!” Charlotte's expression fell into despair. 
 “Yes, they do.” 
 Geeta had over the years, through every role, time playing with her too. Except in some ways, she felt more herself than ever. “And sometimes, they stay the same,” she added. 
 “I’ll never get to grips with life,” Charlotte groaned. 
 “You’re doing fine.” Geeta squeezed her hands. “But are you OK with...” she raised her shoulders to avoid spelling it out. 
 “I will be. Me and Mum have been talking. And...oof...it’s been a lot in some ways, but makes sense in others.” 
 Charlotte frowned, as if troubled about Geeta. Then the thought fluttered away, and she simply beamed. 
 Always getting up again. She admired Charlotte for that. Someone who gave others second chances. Like she did with Millie. Like she gave Nicola now. 
 “You’re a generous person, Charlotte,” Geeta said, tilting her head and letting her fondness shine through. 
 “Oh.” Charlotte blushed, surprised and shy of the compliment. “Well, I mess up so often, it’d be hypocritical not to forgive others.” 
 “True of everyone,” Geeta said. 
 “And I’m horribly forgetful. I can’t remember what most arguments were about so...” She shrugged. “It’s best to just carry on.” 
 And she seemed to both despair about that and be grateful at the same time. 
 Friday afternoon, and lack of sleep and tumultuous changes caught up with her. Everyone wound down for the weekend, but Geeta was so tired she was tempted to nap at her desk. Maybe she could rest her head for a moment. No, she’d definitely nod off. Perhaps close her eyes for a minute though. She sighed and leant back in her chair. And when she opened her eyes again, there was a presence. 
 She flicked her gaze to the side to find Liz sitting next to her with a huge grin on her face. The rumble of laughter got louder. 
 Dammit. 
 “How long have you been there?” Geeta sighed. 
 “Long enough.” The grin grew wide. 
 “I’m sorry.” Geeta blinked. “Won’t happen again. I had a very late night.” 
 “Oh, I know what you’ve been up to.” Liz full on laughed. “Sooooo, Nicola Albright is a bit more than ‘all right sometimes’? Hmm?” 
 Gawd. Geeta shot her a look. 
 But Liz only cackled louder. 
 “I’m never going to hear the end of this, am I?” 
 “Nope. And I think it’s marvellous. And no surprise either, after seeing such glowing cheeks when you pass each other in reception.” 
 “Hot flushes.” Geeta pointed her finger. “They were hot flushes.” 
 “I wasn’t talking about yours,” Liz chuckled, and she crossed her arms. “Melting Nicola Albright KC.” And she laughed some more. “But I’ll give you a break, for now, because I need to discuss work.” 
 Good. 
 “So,” Liz continued. “Zain is back soon.” 
 Her heart tripped with worry. She had nothing lined up after this temporary post finished and Zain returned. 
 “Apparently, he’s become an influencer while on his travels and wants to return part-time only.” Liz tilted her head. “So, are you interested in the other half of that job?” 
 “Oh.” Geeta sat back. 
 “I’d hire you for a different role, because you handle more that Zain does, but it would include covering reception.” 
 “Right.” 
 She’d love it. Honestly, she adored working here. But... 
 “I need a full-time role.” 
 Liz nodded. “I thought you might. But would you consider it? Perhaps another job might crop up to fill the gap?” 
 Unlikely, but she’d look. 
 “Thank you. I’ll try, because I enjoy it here and working with you.” 
 “Good.” Liz patted her knee. 
 And when Liz left, Geeta made herself a strong coffee and put her head down into work for the afternoon. 
 Then, footsteps. 
 She wasn’t sure if she heard them, but something sparked awareness. She tuned in and, yes, there were distinctive strides. She bit her lip. She didn't have to lift her head to know who strode into the quiet Bentley reception and waited in front of the desk. 
 “Can I help?” she said, barely containing a smile. Then when she did look up, it bloomed. 
 “I’m here for Geeta Sachdeva,” Nicola said, unrestrained glee on her face too. 
 “You’ve found her.” 
 Geeta stood up, walked around the desk, reached up and cupped Nicola's cheeks while Nicola's arms slipped about her waist. She gave her a single, gentle kiss on the lips. 
 “Hello,” Geeta whispered. 
 What a gift to greet Nicola like this. 
 “How was your day?” Geeta murmured. 
 “Not bad.” A smile curled. “Woke up with the woman I adore. Made her a passable breakfast.” 
 “It was a very nice breakfast.” 
 “Thank you,” Nicola nodded. “Then came out at work. Negotiated best terms for a client at court. Was selected as head of chambers–” 
 “You know already?” 
 “Just heard,” Nicola grinned. 
 “Well...Congratulations.” She hugged her. “When does that start?” 
 “A while yet. I need to wrap up several cases. But afterwards,” Nicola breathed in. “I’ll focus solely on directing chambers. It’ll be hard work, but for the first time in decades, I’ll have control over my hours.” 
 Nicola gazed at her, the implication clear, that they could settle into a life together. 
 “How about you?” Nicola added. 
 “Oh. I had pretty much everyone tell me they knew about us already.” 
 Nicola laughed. 
 “And an offer of a part-time job here in the future.” 
 “Good. Can you take it?” 
 Geeta breathed in. “I need more than a part-time wage.” 
 And they both fell quiet. Nicola’s eyes met hers, blues sparkling with what Geeta recognised now as deep love and high regard. 
 “OK, I’m just going to say it.” Nicola blinked. “If I move in properly, we can share expenses and bills. I realise that’s moving fast, but something to think about?” 
 Geeta did need to consider carefully. Her head knew that. It was early days, but her heart was ready. 
 “Something we can work out maybe?” Geeta replied. 
 Nicola's eyes shone. “Please.” 
 Geeta gazed up at her. Yes, she was ready to try this. 
 “Let’s go home,” Nicola whispered. 
 And Geeta plucked her bag from beneath the desk, waved to Liz in the office behind. Then she took Nicola’s hand, and they walked out together. 
   




Chapter 44 
   
 “So, darling,” Nicola asked, outside Bentley. “Where shall we go for lunch?” 
 Charlotte puffed out her cheeks and pondered. 
 For the love of god. The indecision. But Nicola stopped herself from whisking Charlotte up to the Ashmolean. Patience was required, and taking her foot off the pedal was good for them both. 
 “I don’t know,” Charlotte said. 
 Her daughter’s eyebrows dipped into a V, apparently mulling over the question as much as a tricky technicality. 
 Nicola breathed in and reminded herself that while Charlotte might not be quick at simple decisions, neither was Nicola at patience – ADHD decision fatigue after a morning at work for Charlotte, versus Nicola’s fatigue with indecision. No wonder they’d clashed with Charlotte growing up. 
 “Well, I’m not very hungry,” Charlotte said, clearly picking up on Nicola’s irritation. “I fill up so quickly. Bean’s squashed my stomach into a tiny...” She made a small ‘o’ with her finger and thumb. 
 “Can we at least choose this lunchtime?” 
 Charlotte’s eyes grew huge. 
 “OK, ice cream!” 
 Nicola closed hers. She took a moment. And opened them again. 
 “Ice cream? It’s November.” 
 Charlotte shrugged. “I feel warm all the time now.” 
 Nicola breathed in. Again. “Come on then.” 
 She offered Charlotte her arm and watched her take off down the street without it. Her daughter screeched to a halt and retraced her steps. 
 “Sorry.” Charlotte grinned. 
 She looped an arm through Nicola’s, adjusted, shuffled closer, in a not-smooth-at-all manoeuver, while Nicola kept her arm in place. 
 “Ready?” Nicola checked. 
 She asked gently this time, patient with Charlotte’s distraction and clumsiness. Her daughter would never grow out of it. And she received a big, pink-cheeked smile in return as they walked down the golden-stone terrace of St John’s Street. 
 She was learning how Charlotte worked – that her inattentive traits dominated but she may have other neurodivergent traits too. Why she excelled one moment and tripped up the next. That it underpinned so much for her and permeated her whole life – the way she thought, the ways she perceived others, relationships and health. And it wasn’t just being distracted by a squirrel or bird overhead, but sometimes it was that too. And that Charlotte liked to laugh about it, because making light of the smaller mistakes helped her cope. She was on a waiting list to try medications to see if any suited her too. 
 They bought Charlotte a tub of red velvet ice cream at Little Clarendon G&D’s and a coffee for Nicola and found a bench beneath the giant sequoia in the quiet, central garden in Wellington Square. It wasn’t too cold with the sun out, considering it was November. 
 Nicola remembered padding about in a T-shirt late pregnancy too, but watching Charlotte scoop ice cream into her mouth still made her shiver. She put an arm around her daughter’s shoulder to a smile of surprise, but Charlotte didn’t move away and carried on eating ice cream. 
 “Have you told Bryony?” Charlotte asked. “You know...That you're...” 
 “The second biggest lesbian in the family?” 
 Charlotte spat out her mouthful. Well, that was certainly a reaction. Nicola patted her gently on the back while Charlotte stared at her, incredulous. 
 “But is that what you mean?” Nicola asked, amused. 
 “Yes. It is.” Charlotte coughed. “Although...Mum...it’s OK to be bisexual. There’s nothing wrong with liking men, women, everyone.” 
 Nicola crossed her legs and leant back, at ease with this now. 
 “I can safely say that I have no intention of going near a man again.” 
 “Well...” Charlotte struggled. “I sympathise. And I hope you and Geeta stay together forever. But it’s still OK to find men attractive.” She nodded earnestly. “Millie says there’s a lot of pressure for bisexuals to be all innocent and pure of mind, to counter negative stereotypes. When there’s actually nothing wrong with finding others attractive.” Charlotte continued nodding. “She actually says a lot more about it, and it’s very sweary.” 
 “Charlotte.” Nicola stared her in the eye. “I am never, ever, going to have sex with a man again.” 
 “’Kay.” Charlotte blanched. “It’s because you were...married...boyfriends." 
 “Yes, I know my history. And I’m sorry I’m not familiar with every term yet.” Nicola waved her arm. “So maybe I’m not the strict definition, de jure lesbian. But de facto, I definitely am.” 
 “Right.” Charlotte nodded, pleased with the drier definitions. 
 “Good.” 
 “Good.” 
 “And I haven’t told Bryony that level of detail, but I have told her about Geeta.” 
 “Right.” 
 “Good.” 
 “Oh, Bean’s moving.” Charlotte suddenly laughed. “The cold ice cream must have woken her. Come here.” 
 A soft hand grabbed hers and pulled it to rest on a taut, round belly. 
 Warm. Smooth. And there. Oh, my goodness, a little nudge. A tiny heel perhaps? Nicola leant closer and hugged Charlotte tighter around the shoulders and waited. And again. 
 “That was quite a movement.” Nicola laughed. “Are you OK?” 
 Charlotte nodded. “I like it when she moves. It’s reassuring and means she’s doing well.” Then Charlotte giggled. “When I snuggled up behind Millie last night, Bean kicked her so hard in the back, it woke her up.” 
 Charlotte gazed into the middle distance, holding Nicola's hand. 
 That had been Charlotte decades ago, shuffling around. Yet it also felt like months. And here she was, this tall girl beneath her arms, about to have her own child. Nicola hugged her tight, while cradling her belly. 
 It really sank in now. Charlotte was going to have a baby. 
 “My goodness,” Nicola murmured. She leant in and kissed her on the forehead. “You’re going to be a mum.” 
 It hit her square in the chest. Her baby having a baby. 
 “I...” She had to pause, choked up about it. “I didn’t see Bryony later in her pregnancy with the twins. With her based in Scotland, and both of us busy, time ran away with us.” 
 But this. She couldn't get over it. Her youngest, beneath her arms, and bump nudging gently in her palm. 
 “Thank you,” Nicola whispered. For this moment. “Thank you so much for this.” 
 Charlotte held her hand tight. “I know I won’t be any kind of super-mum. I’ll make so many mistakes.” 
 “We all do,” Nicola said. “Geeta would say the same.” 
 “But some things I do well.” 
 “Yes, you do.” 
 Charlotte blinked and gazed down at her bump, Bean shuffling again. Nicola stroked a long wave of Charlotte’s hair away from her cheek and over her shoulder, so she could see her daughter's face properly. Pink cheeks, eyes filled with thoughtful care as she felt the baby moving. 
 “Look how much you love her already,” Nicola murmured. “And that gets you a long way.” 
 Perpetual nights of feeding. The years of turmoil. You didn’t get through that without filling up on love. 
 They stayed, holding each other. 
 “Mum?” Charlotte said, quieter. “If anything happens to me, will you look after Millie?” 
 “Of course,” Nicola said quickly. 
 But she didn’t dismiss the worry like she’d normally brush Charlotte aside. Maybe because the moment was precarious, rare and tender, and so much hung in the balance between them. 
 “But you will be OK,” Nicola reassured. “Everything’s going well.” 
 “It’s just...” 
 Charlotte tensed beneath her embrace, welling up. 
 “...She lost a baby once. At six months.” 
 “What?” Nicola gasped. 
 She felt that. Like it blew a hole right through her. 
 “It was a few years ago. She was going to have a child...” 
 Colder still. The bottom dropping out of her world. Nicola closed her eyes as she plummeted. 
 “She’s never really recovered... And she’s been very up and down while we’ve been through pregnancy. And if anything went wrong...” 
 “Of course.” Nicola blinked open her eyes, steeling herself. “I promise.” 
 She felt all of it then. As if this happiness with her daughter might slip through her fingers. She feared the loss, the potential of everything she cradled in her arms disappearing to nothing, and she held Charlotte tight while she could. 
 “No wonder she’s been worried,” Nicola murmured. “Is there anything I can do?” 
 “Just this,” Charlotte whispered. “This is good.” 
 And they stayed there, Nicola holding her daughter. 
   
 *** 
   
 Geeta showed Olivia a video from Satinder on her phone, of fireworks blazing through the sky over Birmingham. Satinder visited aunties and the big gurdwara in Handsworth for Diwali. 
 This time of year had always been Geeta’s favourite. Halloween, Bonfire Night, Diwali, then preparations for Christmas. She’d loved it, especially when the kids were home. And now she got to do it all again. She and Olivia took Bea around the village, trick or treating, and home to light diyas and have a feast. Then she packed Bea a little box of homemade treats of sweet pistachio barfi and her favourite cardamon biscuits. 
 And now Geeta decorated the bungalow with Nicola for Christmas. Or at least they were talking about it. 
 “Christmas Eve. That’s when decorations go up,” Nicola said, her tone implying this was the last word on the matter. 
 As if she’d get away with that. Geeta gave her a look. 
 “Honestly,” Nicola persisted. “I’ve never considered a day earlier, let alone several weeks.” 
 “Why, for goodness’ sake?” Geeta threw an arm in the air. “It’s dark, cold and grey. Let’s put the decorations up. I've just celebrated the festival of lights. I want to keep it going.” 
 Nicola rolled her eyes. 
 “Rolling your eyes is not a valid argument.” 
 “Christmas Eve,” Nicola insisted. 
 “Because we need to limit our enjoyment to one day. Very healthy.” 
 “There are twelve days of Christmas.” 
 “OK, how about we keep the guest room all gloomy. You can go and sit in there if the rest of the house is too cheerful for you.” 
 Then Geeta’s ancient lights didn’t work anyway. 
 “Fine.” Geeta threw both hands in the air. “Darkness prevails.” 
 And she caught Nicola biting in a smile. 
 “Well,” Geeta grumbled. “Honestly.” 
 Then she came back one day, after Nicola had been working from home at the kitchen table on a new chambers strategy. Nicola greeted her in the hallway as soon as she opened the front door. 
 “So, I went shopping,” Nicola said. “And I got these.” 
 She handed over boxes of lights to replace Geeta's old ones. 
 “I don’t know where you want them, so I didn’t put them up yet.” 
 Geeta grinned. “But you’ll help me tonight?” 
 “Yes, I will.” Nicola’s eyes sparkled. “And I arranged some others, but you can change them as you like.” 
 A keen hand took hers, led her through the open-plan kitchen and dining room, and when they reached the back window wall Nicola switched off the main light so they were plunged into darkness. 
 A subtle trail of golden lights edged the shrubs towards the river and around the bay tree. 
 “Oh, my goodness.” Geeta put praying hands to her lips. 
 Magic. Just a few lights made the garden inviting this late in the year. Bea would be able to run around and play after school if Olivia brought her some days. 
 She side-eyed Nicola. Then turned and gently prodded her chest. 
 “You,” Geeta said, with challenge and affection. 
 So many things she could have said. That she loved coming home to Nicola, and Nicola to her. That she loved it when they saw eye to eye, and when they bickered. When they disagreed about the little things it exasperated her and made her laugh out loud. And even when issues loomed huge, she knew they were on solid ground, always coming back to each other. Always talking it through. 
 Nicola was so present with her now. That warmth beneath her finger. The strength she sensed from her. Geeta let her hand rest, palm over heart, wanting to be closer. 
 “Thank you,” she said. 
 Arms slipped around her waist, and she smiled as they met in a soft, warm hug. 
 “How was your day?” Nicola asked. “Did you accept Liz’s offer?” 
 “For now,” Geeta replied. “Nothing else has come up, and it’ll be quiet over Christmas.” 
 Nicola nodded. 
 “I love the work and company,” she shrugged. “But it’s not enough hours and money.” 
 “It’s exactly the kind of job that requires someone multiskilled and experienced,” Nicola said. “They’re lucky to have you. All that communication and organisational talent. So-called women’s skills.” 
 “That go underpaid unfortunately.” Geeta sighed. 
 “Yes, they do.” Nicola tilted her head. “Often overlooked and taken for granted at home. And underpaid in the workforce as well.” 
 She looked up at Nicola. Did she want to talk about their living arrangement? They’d moved closer together but not agreed anything yet. Small steps. All of them good. Her head realised this was a big change, and she couldn’t make mistakes at this point in her life. 
 But she wondered if something else preyed on Nicola’s mind. 
 “What is it?” She cupped Nicola’s cheeks. 
 “I’m keeping my schedule light the next few weeks, for when Charlotte gives birth. Thankfully, I’ve got that flexibility with being head.” 
 “Are you worried about Charlotte still?” she asked. 
 She sensed Nicola's attitude to Charlotte becoming more nuanced of late, Nicola clearly appreciating the second chance with her daughter. 
 “Oh god, always.” Nicola sighed. “I'm beginning to understand her better, and how she works, and what suits her. But.” She looked at Geeta. “That means I’m worried in a different way now.” 
 Geeta smiled, familiar with that feeling. 
 “Actually, it’s Millie I’m more worried about.” 
 “Really? I thought they seemed tighter than ever?” 
 “Nothing could tear those two apart. But...” Nicola was unusually hesitant. She breathed in. “Millie had a late miscarriage a few years ago. I think Charlotte’s pregnancy has been rough on her, as well as something she wants.” 
 Geeta squeezed Nicola tight, her reaction personal and visceral. 
 What if she’d lost Olivia or Adam at that stage? Pregnancy was so complicated. It had terrified her, being taken over by something beyond her control, when she had no plans to have kids. She’d been grateful she had choices and would be forever adamant everyone should. When she and Sumit talked later, and her plan changed, her pregnancy became cherished. They’d felt such a part of her, everything priming her to love what she held within, and a loss at that point would have broken her. She didn’t want to imagine it. 
 “Oof,” she breathed. “I felt that.” 
 “Yes, same,” Nicola said quietly. 
 She saw the concern in Nicola, lines deepening on her forehead and eyes glistening. 
 “Does Charlotte worry that’ll happen to her?” 
 There was always a danger, and this brought it so close to home. 
 “No. Everything’s going well. But it hangs over Millie the whole time.” 
 “I didn’t know that about her,” Geeta said. 
 “Me neither until recently.” 
 And both held each other a little tighter. 
 Geeta suddenly thought, “You like Millie, don't you?” 
 She pulled back and smiled confused at Nicola, while stroking fingers through her hair. It wasn’t as if Millie gave Nicola an easy time. 
 “She’s a kindred spirit in some ways.” A naughtiness curled on Nicola’s lips. “An ‘unnatural woman’, disapproved of at college. Millie with full agency over her sex life, and me for ambition.” 
 “A simplification of you both.” 
 “But an element of truth too. I admire her, even when she prods me deliberately.” 
 Geeta smiled. “You like a challenge?” 
 “Up to a point.” 
 Dangers and possibilities for Charlotte clearly preyed on Nicola, fatigue dark under her eyes. 
 “I'm here,” Geeta whispered, and she kissed her. 
   




Chapter 45 
   
 “Sorry! Really need the loo!” was the first thing Charlotte said when Geeta opened the front door. 
 “Come in!” Geeta stepped back. “You know where it is!” 
 Charlotte hurtled past and Geeta waved Millie in before shutting the door on the frost outside. 
 “She can’t go for five minutes.” Millie placed hands on hips and rolled her eyes. “Bean’s using her bladder as a pillow.” 
 Geeta laughed and looped her arm through Millie’s, taking her into the house. She held Millie to her side, that bit closer. Geeta wanted to say she remembered the feeling, when both hers turned head down, but paused, wondering if Millie remembered too. And she held her tight again, wishing she could tuck the short blonde beneath her chin and soothe away her worries. 
 “Come into the kitchen,” she said instead. 
 “Bloody hell.” Millie halted when they stepped inside the open kitchen-dining area. 
 Geeta and Nicola had shifted it around for a new Christmas tree in the far corner, with a sofa on either side. 
 “Thought the place was on fire for a minute.” Millie cackled. 
 Geeta smiled at Millie’s exaggeration. “Nicola’s been buying lights.” 
 “Just a few!” Millie raised her eyebrows. “Oh, that smell though, that’s gorgeous.” 
 “Cinnamon sticks and dried orange slices on the tree.” 
 She hadn’t done that for years but, inspired again one evening with Nicola, she’d bundled up the spices and baked fruit while Nicola multitasked with glasses on, reading an article, chatting and hanging decorations. 
 And now, mid-December, significantly before Christmas Eve, the house turned festive and aromatic and lit up with trails of warm lights. 
 “I had Nicola hang the top ones." 
 Her reach being that much higher. 
 “So,” Millie sidled up, “is Nicola helping make the Yuletide gay this year?” 
 Geeta gave her a mock glare, and Millie grinned. 
 “Geeta and Nicola, sitting in a tree...” 
 “Shush.” 
 “The garden looks amazing.” Charlotte came up from behind. “Can we sit outside?” 
 “Yes, of course.” Geeta took Charlotte’s arm too. “Nicola thought you might want to.” 
 They watched Nicola stride up from the end of the garden at dusk, carrying an armful of twigs that missed the compost bin. She threw them into an iron firebasket and arranged cushions on a couple of benches by the back door. 
 “Do you both fancy a hot chocolate?” Geeta asked. 
 She wasn’t surprised they did, and all three joined Nicola outside, who had the fire blazing. 
 Charlotte stood with Nicola, wanting to move around, her belly that late and impossibly huge stage in her long maternity dress, while Geeta snuggled up with Millie. 
 “You seeing your mum this Christmas?” Geeta asked. 
 “Nah. We’ll catch up in the new year, you know, with Bean due and Mum working shifts over the holidays.” 
 “Of course.” Geeta nodded. “By the way. Do you have any names picked for Bean?” 
 “Tons.” Millie rolled her eyes. “Do not try getting Charlotte to decide. But we have a favourite. That is, four favourites. Charlotte wants to register them all, so Bean can choose if she hates the first name.” 
 “Fair enough.” 
 Millie wrinkled her nose. “But I kind of think if she hates one, she’ll hate them all.” 
 Geeta laughed. 
 Then Charlotte and Nicola caught her eye, the pair suddenly moving apart. Charlotte stared at the ground with her hands out to her mother. 
 “Oh my god, how embarrassing,” Charlotte said. “And I’ve only just been!” 
 “What’s wrong?” Nicola replied. 
 “I’ve completely lost it. How little bladder control do I have now?!” 
 “Erm, darling...” 
 The sense of urgency in Nicola’s voice had Geeta standing. 
 “...I think that’s your waters.” 
 A puddle formed at Charlotte’s feet, drenching her boots darker and melting the frost. Geeta quickly joined them. 
 “What the heck?” Charlotte stared wide-eyed at Nicola then Geeta. “But they said that wouldn't happen.” 
 “Who did?” Geeta asked, approaching. 
 “The antenatal class instructor. She said it’s usually a trickle, if it happens at all. Not like a whoosh.” 
 Charlotte stepped back, staring at the obvious puddle on the floor. 
 “She promised...” 
 Geeta grabbed Charlotte's flailing hand and squeezed her tight, Nicola holding the other side. 
 “That definitely looks like a whoosh.” She pitched her voice calm. “And I’m sure that’s your waters breaking. It does happen sometimes. All normal.” 
 “So, this is it,” Nicola said. 
 They looked to each other, eyes alert and ready. A call to action. They’d both been through this twice. 
 “You’re going to have a baby,” Nicola said, excitement and fear resonating in her voice. “Do you have your bag packed for the hospital?” 
 “Yes, at home.” 
 “OK,” Nicola said, voice deep and calm again, as if she’d assessed every step of the plan already. “Let’s get you a towel, and I’ll drive you to the hospital, calling at your house first...Darling, are you listening?” 
 But Charlotte wasn’t paying attention to them. She held a hand each to Geeta and Nicola, but looked straight through the gap between them. 
 “Millie?” Charlotte croaked. 
 Face white, standing rigid, Millie stared at the ground at Charlotte's feet. Her chest rose in rapid breaths as her eyes grew wide. Shock smacked her features flat, all naughtiness and bravado gone. But only for a second, because she turned and fled into the house. 
   
 *** 
   
 All three of them stared as blonde curls swept through the kitchen. Millie didn’t look back as she disappeared up the hallway. 
 “Oh my god, Millie...” Charlotte gasped. 
 Charlotte crumpled into Nicola’s arms, and she took the strain to keep her daughter from collapsing to the ground. 
 “Come here,” Nicola murmured. 
 She felt the abandonment and panic tremble in Charlotte's limbs as she encouraged her to sit on a sofa. 
 “But Geeta’s cushions,” Charlotte whimpered. 
 “Do not matter right now, sweetheart,” she heard Geeta say. 
 They’d both switched into emergency mode. She could hear it in Geeta’s voice. Her brain flicked through what she needed to do, and what to ask of others. She reached into her coat pocket and brought out her keys before finding Geeta’s gaze. 
 “Will you take the car and Charlotte to the hospital?” 
 A nod, and she passed over the keys. Geeta squeezed her hand when she took them, experience and reassurance in that touch. 
 “Darling, listen to me.” She held Charlotte’s face, her daughter’s eyes wild and scared. “Geeta’s taking you home. You’ll get your bag. And she’ll take you to the hospital afterwards.” 
 Charlotte’s breathing ramped higher. “But...” 
 “I’m going to find Millie. She can’t have gone far.” 
 If she left right away, she might see which direction Millie fled. Home? To safety? Or seeking quiet towards church? But then the path down to the river was an option too, which would be dark and difficult to follow. Dammit, she needed to leave now. 
 “Mum?” Charlotte whispered. “Phone.” 
 She was about to say ‘not now’, but paused. 
 “We...Millie...” Charlotte tried. “We shared our location ages ago. You could track her.” 
 Thank god for a moment’s patience. 
 “Here.” 
 Charlotte struggled for her mobile and handed it over with her code, a sob escaping in a large hiccup. 
 “Mum,” she whispered. 
 Fingers clung to her with the desperate strength of fright. Nicola could remember all her months of research when pregnant herself. Endless reading and classes and preparation, then it all went out the window, to wing it with whatever happened on the day. 
 “I’ll find her.” She held Charlotte's head to her lips and kissed her hair. “As quickly as I can.” 
 She stood up and watched the map load onto the phone, ready to stride through the house. 
 “Tell her to please come back,” Charlotte whispered. “I don't care that’s she’s panicked. Just get her back.” 
 She turned round one last time to her girl, about to have a baby. And Geeta, with her arm around Charlotte, holding her tight. She faltered for a moment because it hit her. Someone to love. Someone to trust. Someone to have her back, while she had hers. It had been a long time since Nicola had security and love. She’d trusted Geeta to take Charlotte without a second thought, knowing she was the best person she’d ever met. 
 Nicola dropped to her knees and hugged the pair. She let the warmth of them together build, filling with comfort and squeezing reassurance back. 
 Then she said, “It’s going to be OK,” at exactly the same time as Geeta. 
 And they looked at each other once more. She couldn't love two people any more fiercely right now. Then she strode out of the house and into darkness. 
 Freezing air hit her lungs, brutal and raw, when she marched outside. The phone idled, loading and loading in her hands and failing to show Millie's location. 
 “Come on. Which way?” 
 A blip appeared on the screen and Nicola had her. Millie headed out of the village towards the main road. The accuracy was terrible, with a large vague circle marking her location, but at least Nicola had the direction. 
 Boots slipping on black ice, she marched along the pavement, past cottages, the community shop, her own house, and parallel to the long wall. Millie couldn’t be going much faster, hopefully. 
 What the hell was Millie doing? 
 “Damn it.” 
 She almost fell and grabbed at a gate by the terrace. She checked the phone again. Now the circle shifted closer to the river. Where the hell was she? 
 Nicola looked about. It was too dark, surely, for crossing fields, in whatever state of mind possessed Millie. She had to follow a track or road. Nicola turned down an avenue into darkness towards the river and hoped she caught her before the streetlamps ran out. 
 “Millie!” she called out into the darkness. “For god’s sake, stop! Wherever you are!” 
 What did she think she was doing, abandoning Charlotte right now. Of all the bloody times. 
 There. In the distance. The hour-glass figure of Millie blurred in a dark coat, but blonde curls glowed in a distinct patch of pale. 
 “Millie!” Nicola shouted. 
 She was sure her voice reached. 
 The streetlamps ran out and Millie blinked out of view. Nicola cursed and strode quicker, the lane barely distinguishable. The only light shone from houses set back behind large front gardens and even those stopped at a tree-lined track at the end. She hurried, not wanting to lose the light completely. 
 “Millie!” she cried one last time before she stepped into darkness. 
 She almost hurtled straight into a dense shape. Millie stood, rooted to the spot, at the beginning of the path. The short woman faced the other way, not moving, except for her shoulders rising and falling indistinct in the remnants of light. 
 “What the hell?” Nicola gasped as she let her eyes adjust and breathing settle. 
 What should she say to her? Express incredulity at the timing? Shout at her? She didn’t know which she’d choose. How should a barrister cajole a fleeing partner. 
 Millie edged round slowly, her pale face capturing moonlight and eyes huge – a figure completely absent of chutzpah and challenge. Nothing remained of blunt, fearless Millie. 
 “Millie,” Nicola murmured. 
 Only one thing to do. 
 She threw arms around Millie’s shoulders and thumped her into her chest. Hard. She squeezed her tight. And Millie didn’t move beneath her embrace, except for rapid rasps of distress. 
 “I’m here,” Nicola whispered. 
   




Chapter 46  
   
 Nicola held Millie buried beneath her shoulder, her arm lifting with the shorter woman’s breaths rasping fast and loud. She listened for them slowing, but it never came. 
 “What have I done?” Millie gasped, over and over, inhalations singing high in distress. “What the hell have I done?” 
 “Everything’s OK,” Nicola reassured. 
 “But Charlotte!” Millie cried out loud. “I ran out on Charlotte!” 
 Nicola held tighter, fearing Millie would flee again. 
 “You panicked, because...” 
 Nicola closed her eyes, because she didn't want to imagine what Millie felt to make her flee. 
 “...But I’m here. And Geeta’s with Charlotte.” 
 Maybe at hearing Charlotte stayed in safe hands, Millie slumped and burst into tears. And Nicola hugged her for dear life. 
 “Let’s sit down,” Nicola murmured. 
 She guided them back into the lane. There wasn’t much choice for seating, and she brushed sharp frost with her fingers from a wall at the end of the first bungalow garden. She sank onto the seat, gently tugging Millie to join her alongside, and they sat together in low moonlight that sparkled on frozen grasses and silvered the fields beyond. 
 Millie’s leg trembled beside hers, the violent internal exhaustion consuming her. She must be coming down from fright and flight. Nicola thought that more likely than cold. Millie's breaths came in quick clouds in the moonlit air, and Nicola put an arm around her, in case the chill sank in too. 
 “Come here,” Nicola said. 
 “I don’t even know where the hell we are,” Millie gasped. 
 “We’re on the edge of the village.” 
 Millie’s voice cracked into a sob. “What happened to Charlotte?” 
 “She’s fine.” Nicola stretched out the wing of her coat. “Her waters broke. That’s all. Everything is well within expected.” 
 She gently rocked Millie. Did that tendency ever go? Spend a few months or years rocking kids to sleep, or soothing them, and it always sprang back. She’d found herself rocking an armful of case files in her younger days when the children were small. And it came out for Millie now. 
 “What was I thinking...I...” Millie's distress pitched higher again. 
 “Charlotte told me,” Nicola whispered. “She said you were pregnant once.” 
 And Millie’s trembling stopped dead. 
 “She didn’t give away details,” Nicola quickly added. “But enough that I recognise what might have happened.” 
 “OK,” Millie said. “Oh fuck.” 
 Millie clasped head in hands, and half scratched and massaged her scalp as if trying to restore sense. 
 “Shitting fuck.” 
 Millie’s trembling rocketed again. Stress hormones must be pumping inside, and Nicola hugged her closer. 
 “I feel like I’m about to float off somewhere. My brain’s...gah...” And Millie shook her head, trying to regain control. 
 “You’re OK. We have time. Charlotte’s in good hands.” 
 Because her daughter was with the best person in the world. 
 Millie cast her a look of despair. “I’m a mess. What if I can’t help her?” 
 Nicola didn’t rattle off platitudes or intend marching Millie into the hospital. That might not be best for either Millie or Charlotte. 
 “Do you want to be with her?” she asked. 
 “Yes!” Millie despaired. 
 “Because I know she needs you. Even if you sit beside her, being a mess.” 
 Charlotte would always want Millie, no matter what. 
 She cuddled her closer. God, it was a lot for Millie to witness. Nicola hadn’t thought of it before, how it might hit a partner with the same type of body. Watching their beloved go through that exhausting, painful, tumultuous experience, and it perhaps resonating more powerfully. Ending in ecstatic world-changing life. But not always. And worse for Millie, with a past that hit far too close to home. 
 “Do you think you can cope with it?” Nicola asked. “Seeing it?” 
 “Not really,” Millie whispered. “But I can’t not be there. I can’t cope with being apart from Charlotte. Not for this.” 
 Tighter again. 
 And Millie shook harder. 
 “Do you want to try?” Nicola asked. “And I’ll be there, if you fall apart. I’m here for you both.” 
 Millie snapped her head round, mouth hanging open, as if she were inhuman. “What the fuck, Nicola? How are you staying so calm?” 
 “My darling,” Nicola replied, as if the answer was obvious. “Years of practice at being a detached, pragmatic bitch.” 
 Millie stared. And snorted. Then fractured into snotty giggles, that turned into tears, and she fell apart again. 
 And that did tug on Nicola. Now the chase was over, Millie’s plight seeped in with horrible empathy. She tried to hold it at bay, and prayed she’d live up to her cold reputation, because she needed to right now. Just for a little longer. 
 “Fuck. This is not what I imagined at the start of the evening.” Millie wiped her nose on her sleeve. “And definitely not when we first met.” 
 “I didn’t even see this as a possibility.” And Nicola prided herself on envisaging all the outcomes. She sighed, rocking Millie again. “You and I...” Who’d have ever thought? “We’re about to be tied for eternity.” 
 Millie wiped her nose again and looked at her in question. 
 “Or more so, because Charlotte would follow you to the ends of the Earth. But...” Nicola hadn't seen this in her future. “Your daughter, and my granddaughter, the one and the same, is about to be born.” 
 Millie seemed to sober at that, a clarity settling and the tremors lessening. She gazed at Nicola with heavy eyelids, hungover from stress. 
 “Bloody hell.” Millie swallowed. “Bean’s mum is me, and her grandmother’s you. That poor kid.” 
 Nicola couldn’t help grinning. Then at the sight of Millie’s naughty smile, laughed out loud. 
 “Yup.” Millie shook her head. “Did not have that on my bingo card three years ago.” 
 And they considered each other with a mix of delirious amusement and surprise, and resignation, but perhaps fond acceptance too. 
 Nicola shuffled. Then Millie did. 
 “OK, I’ve realised my butt’s frozen numb,” Millie said, getting up. 
 She walked back and forth, slapping her bottom, breath harsh and still shaken. 
 “Right.” Millie came to a stop and put her hands up. “I’m trying really hard not to panic again. And I know this is unreasonable. But can you get me to Charlotte, like as quick as bloody possible?” 
 “That I can do,” Nicola said, getting up and taking Millie’s arm. “Come on.” 
   
 *** 
   
 With taxis a long wait, she called Millie’s friend and Nicola's colleague, Alec. He might be a calm presence in court, but Alec drove like an absolute demon, and soon Nicola was striding into the large John Radcliffe Hospital with Millie scuttling beside her. 
 They were pointed in the direction of the maternity ward and found Charlotte in a narrow waiting room. Her daughter knelt on the floor, bent low over a coffee table, Geeta alongside with an arm around her. 
 Geeta glanced up, eyebrows in a roof of concern. “We’re still waiting for a bed.” 
 Millie dashed round and sank to her knees on the other side and melted into a mess of a hug from Charlotte. Waves and curls of hair piled on the table as Millie held her. There were a lot of tears. And a lot of relief. 
 Nicola leant over and kissed the top of Charlotte’s head. “I’m here,” she whispered, to big, grateful eyes and a teary nod from Charlotte. 
 She caught Geeta’s subtle beckon, and she followed, giving Millie and Charlotte space and time together. They leant side by side on a window ledge, looking out into the night and hospital lights, their voices turned away from the couple. 
 “It’s going slowly,” Geeta said quietly. “First birth, so no surprise, but everything’s OK.” 
 Nicola nodded. 
 “This might be a long night,” Geeta added, gazing at her. “How’s Millie coping?” 
 “She’s running on pure stress. But she won’t leave Charlotte now. I think the initial shock had her panicking. She is, however, going to crash badly at some point,” Nicola said quietly. “So I intend hanging around the hospital in case I need to step in.” 
 “Good idea.” Geeta nodded. 
 They took a seat nearby, and Geeta held her hand as they waited. Still without a bed, Charlotte bent over the table, counting and breathing through contractions. She slumped in between, while Millie murmured encouragement and love in her ear. 
 Nicola frowned, as a wave of fatigue hit heavy. 
 “I want to invite them to stay at my cottage afterwards,” she said to Geeta. “So I can help when needed. Buy clothes and supplies. Or hold the baby while they sleep. This is a lot for them both.” 
 Geeta nodded, her brown eyes calm and generous. She stroked a ribbon of Nicola’s hair around her ear. 
 “Bring them to the bungalow,” Geeta said. “To ours.” 
 Nicola hesitated. That tiredness kicked in badly now, coming down after the chase and management of the situation. Something she thrived on usually, but this involved Charlotte. Stakes didn’t get any higher that. And here was Geeta telling her to come home, to her, to theirs. 
 A soft hand cupped her cheek, and Nicola closed her eyes, her head swirling. When she opened them again, she found Geeta’s fond gaze. 
 “I’m not holding back anymore,” Geeta said. “I want a home with you. We can sort the details when Charlotte’s safely in hers. But I want you in our home now.” 
 Another wave washed over her, relief this time, and gentle fingers stroked her brow. 
 “Time for someone to be there for you,” whispered in her ear. And soft lips soothed her forehead. 
 “You know I’d do the same for you?” she murmured. 
 Geeta’s gaze turned serious and looked deeper. “Yes, I do. More sure of that than anything.” She swallowed. “You have become someone I highly respect. And my god,” Geeta smiled so that exasperation sparkled in her eyes, “I don't ever expect to agree with you on everything. And I imagine we’ll bicker until the end. But you make me laugh. You help me come alive. You’re the person I want to tell about my day. Often the one who makes my day. And I’m deeply in love with you.” 
 A kiss caressed her cheek, and Nicola closed her eyes again to let it soothe inside. 
 “So come home to ours.” 
 The words whispered against her lips, before a kiss gently settled there too. 
 “Mmm.” 
 And Nicola became light and lost and grateful. 
 When they ended their kiss, she gazed at Geeta. So many things she should say. 
 “I love you.” She wondered if Geeta knew the strong foundation that love stood on now. “I hope you know how much.” 
 “Yes, I think I do,” Geeta said. “And just as incredible, I love you too.” 
   
 *** 
   
 A gentle tug on her forearm, and Nicola blinked awake. She must have drifted off in the waiting room chair, after a bed was found for Charlotte in the delivery suite and Geeta went home to ready the guest bedroom. 
 An exhausted Millie peeped up at her, blonde hair wild and grey darkening beneath her eyes. 
 “Is she OK?” Nicola came to immediately. “Is Charlotte all right?” 
 “Yes, she is,” Millie said, and she cleared her throat. “She’s amazing. She’s had a rough time. Bit of a tear and stitches...” 
 Millie’s face crumpled as if about to cry. She reeled it in, but blinked rapidly, on the edge of shattering any second. 
 “And you can see them now.” 
 “What?” Nicola gasped. 
 “Come and see Charlotte and Bean.” 
 Oh, my goodness. Surreal. 
 Nicola stood, light on her feet, and walked after Millie down a long corridor. 
 Like a new world. A whole fresh human existed in her life now. It was still dark outside. She glanced at her watch. Five o’clock in the morning. And she was here. 
 Down another corridor without windows, and Millie paused at a featureless door in the wall. She pushed it open into a low-lit room, and there they were. Charlotte propped on the bed. Oh, she looked pale. And her arms around a little bundle. 
 “Mum,” Charlotte whispered. 
 She’d never seen her look so tired, and Charlotte's face rippled with discomfort. 
 “Darling, are you OK?” 
 “Sore.” 
 Nicola cast her eye to the medic. 
 “Due more meds now,” the medic said, nodding and leaving the room. 
 “But Bean’s here,” Charlotte whispered. 
 The ripples of pain dissolved into a golden smile as Charlotte looked down. Nicola crept forward. She put out her hand to the bundle of white cellular blanket, and tucked inside was a tiny face. 
 “Oh, my goodness.” 
 She felt her own expression spread into desperate happiness. Her eyebrows lifted and eyes tried to smile but not cry. 
 Skin dark pink against the white of the cloth, little eyes shut, tiniest fingers poking from a fold of material. 
 “She looks like you did,” Nicola gasped. 
 Her chest might explode. How was it the same face pulled on her heart again. 
 “Just like you,” she whispered. 
 She eased on to the side of the mattress. 
 “Is this all right?” 
 Charlotte nodded, her brow crumpling in pain though. She needed those meds. 
 “Millie, could you take Bean a minute?” Charlotte asked. 
 “Try stopping me,” Millie answered from the other side of the bed. 
 Millie wiped away a tear and reached for the bundle of baby. She cradled Bean and her hips started to sway. Nicola smiled at the motion. It just took hold didn’t it. 
 “I can’t stop looking at her,” Millie said, her eyes growing large, and so obviously bonded already. “Look at these tiny nails,” she gasped. “How are they so small? And you’ve got to see her toes.” Millie looked up at Nicola, besotted joy and fatigue on her face. “Bean has jelly bean toes!” 
 Nicola smiled. This moment played out so differently from before the birth and during. Such a stressful event for many, exhausting, then the burst of love afterwards, launching you high. Like taking ten loops on life’s rollercoaster ride. 
 “Have you chosen a name?” Nicola asked. “Now you’ve seen her?” 
 Charlotte shook her head. “Still not sure.” 
 “How about we go with Jelly Bean and be done with it,” Millie said, while adoring the bundle. 
 Charlotte gazed at Millie with similar adoration. “Angeline’s probably my favourite choice.” 
 Nicola couldn’t help the tut. 
 “Darling,” Nicola breathed in. “Is that because it sounds like Jelly Bean?” 
 Charlotte whipped her head round, face blank with surprise. 
 “Oh.” Charlotte’s eyebrows plunged, then shot up again. “Might be, you know.” And she beamed a sunshine smile. 
 “There we go. Perfect,” Millie said. “Welcome to the world Angeline Jelly Bean Albright-Banks.” 
   




Chapter 47 
   
 Geeta watched from the front doorway as Nicola pulled the car onto the short gravel drive. They were home at last, late Friday afternoon. 
 Charlotte gingerly got out of the passenger side. Oh, she looked sore. Her stomach was going down, and she walked as if attuning to a different shape and weight. She seemed smaller than at the start of pregnancy, arms more slender, and Geeta had a strong urge to bring out her best spread of food. 
 “Come in, everyone,” she called, propping the door open with her bum. 
 She held out a hand for Charlotte, whose tiredness from the emotional rollercoaster communicated through the squeeze of her fingers. Geeta stretched up to kiss her cheek. 
 “Well done you. Go into the kitchen and sit down.” 
 Millie carried a car seat proudly in front of her, with Bean strapped in under blankets. The beaming smile on Millie’s face...Geeta nearly lost it at that. 
 “In you come, Mum and baby,” she said. 
 Then Nicola brought a Moses basket and bedding from the boot of the car. 
 “Welcome home,” she whispered, before she cupped Nicola’s cheek and they kissed. 
 She shut out the cold and followed them into the main room. They set up in the corner with the sofas and Christmas tree. Mellow lights on, seasonal music playing low, the Moses basket and baby in front. She had to laugh. 
 “Well, this is festive,” she said pointedly. “And it still isn’t Christmas Eve.” 
 Nicola gave her a side-eye, but smiled. 
 Then Millie carefully brought over the bundle and immediately handed her over. 
 “Oh.” Geeta quietly laughed. 
 She hadn’t wanted to ask for a cuddle so soon and was touched Millie trusted her straight away. 
 “Hello, baby,” she whispered. 
 She stared in quiet awe, cradling Angeline along her arm, tiny head cupped in hand, other arm protective around. She curved her body over, making a mama cave for the newborn. 
 Geeta knew she loved babies. Everyone knew that. Yet she’d forgotten how much. Such a sleepy little thing, with pale, miniature fingers stretching for a moment, then curling relaxed. She put her cheek to the baby’s forehead. So delicate and soft. My goodness, why did she still get all broody? 
 “So tiny,” she whispered. 
 “Isn’t she amazing.” Millie stared down, resting her fingers lightly on Geeta’s arm. 
 The expression on her face was the gentlest Geeta had ever seen. Yes, Millie definitely had her softer side. She’d suspected all along that Charlotte saw a different version, and the brash and bubbly blond melted as she gazed at her child. 
 With another burst of nurturing hormones, Geeta leant forward and kissed Millie on the forehead. Oh honestly. She’d never get over that parental rush, would she. For all of them. 
 She and Nicola set the family up in the bedroom opposite the bathroom, with a carrier of clothes, a change mat, nappies, wipes, sleeping bags. She'd forgotten how much stuff you needed for a new being. 
 They settled Charlotte in the corner of a sofa, with plenty of pillows to help support Bean while she breastfed. Millie sat next to her, feeding Charlotte chocolates and grinning all day long. 
 Geeta turned to Nicola, who looked twitchy. 
 “They're all set up. It’s the weekend. You can relax.” 
 And Nicola finally rested her weight to one side and put her arm around Geeta’s shoulders. 
 A knock came from the front door, one she recognised, and Kate and Olivia dropped by. Charlotte and Millie didn't want too many visitors, a newborn vulnerable at this stage, but they wanted these two. 
 Kate crept forward with high, ecstatic eyebrows and her mouth making a silent O shape. The four friends stood close together, with the bundle in the middle. 
 “Can we bring Ralph and Bea round later?” Kate whispered. “They’re at Harry's this weekend, but Bea’s fascinated by babies at the moment and would love to see her.” 
 Olivia twitched and shot Kate a glare. What was that about? 
 Geeta sighed at her very professional daughter, who wasn’t fond of babies. They were small humans after all, and Olivia wasn’t keen on most grown ones either. Her daughter adored Ralph and Bea though, so the baby disapproval seemed odd at this point. But Kate thought nothing of it and carried on cooing. 
 They all stayed late. Geeta and Nicola put out a spread of cheeses from the Covered Market they'd bought for Christmas, with chutneys and fruits to pick at over the evening, and Nicola set a fire going outside. 
 Geeta caught herself, and made herself pause. These were the good days. The very best. They were always possible, and she wanted to savour them while she could, because they flew by so fast when busy. 
 This was how life went. From too quiet and alone, to a houseful with a baby. She gazed at Millie and Charlotte and hoped they got to enjoy a balance, those early years so tiring, but exhilarating, and over before you had a chance to fully appreciate them. 
 “Oh!” Charlotte said, sitting up straighter on the sofa next to Millie while cradling Bean. “I think there’s a poo.” 
 “You or the baby?” Millie asked. 
 “Bean!” Charlotte said, with eyebrows desperate. “Although...If it’s me, I might cry. I’m terrified of the next time I need to go.” 
 Millie stared at her, for once lost for words. 
 “Well, the stitches! Do they hold?” 
 A definite pause stilled the room, and everyone looked towards Charlotte. The mix of Charlotte’s goofy properness and the vivid detail amused Geeta, but not others. 
 “That is way too much information,” Olivia gasped. 
 Oh dear, her refined girl. 
 “Sorry,” Charlotte said. “I think my filter’s gone.” She looked around at everyone. “Well, half of Oxford’s seen me up to my cervix in the last forty-eight hours. Feels like my body’s public property at the moment.” 
 Geeta smiled. She and Nicola stepped forward at the same time, and said, “They will hold.” 
 And Olivia muttered behind her, “Way too much information,” before Kate gently told her it was fine. 
 Kate helped Charlotte up, and they moved towards the hallway. 
 Millie followed with a, “I can’t believe how difficult nappy changes are. Enough to defeat two Oxford graduates anyway.” 
 “You'll do it without thinking soon,” Kate said over her shoulder. “It's like changing the wheels on a moving car at first.” 
 Olivia reluctantly followed, with a, “I’m not sure I want to see this.” 
 There was the sound of crying, including the baby’s, and a flurry of activity flashed across the hallway from bedroom to bathroom and back again. Geeta and Nicola stood together, staying in the main room to give them space. 
 Olivia emerged first. 
 “That...” she said, looking paler, and gesturing behind. “That is not normal. That colour...That...” She suppressed a gag. “That texture.” 
 Geeta laughed. “Meconium. Baby’s first poos. Perfectly normal.” 
 “Really?” Olivia’s eyebrows shot up. 
 “It passes.” Geeta shrugged. “Then gets much worse when they wean.” 
 “Oh, my god. What have I done?” Olivia gasped. 
 Olivia stood, elegant always in a black sleeveless dress, but horror struck her face. Her slim fingers rested on her waist as she leant forward and stared down at her tummy. 
 Geeta frowned. “What’s wrong, sweetheart?” What had her daughter done? She stepped closer. 
 Olivia gazed at her with huge brown eyes. “I am not ready for that.” 
 “But Bea's long past that stage.” 
 Kate came in, worry pinching her face at first, then pausing with a smile. She slipped a hand around Olivia’s back and the other settled on her tummy. Olivia snapped her head round. 
 “It’s different when it’s your own,” Kate said. 
 “So messy though?!” 
 Kate breathed in. “Yes, I’m afraid it's always messy.” 
 “Are you...?” Geeta started. She looked from Olivia to Kate and back again. Was her girl...? No. Surely not. 
 Kate held Olivia tighter, and they both gazed at her, Kate a little sheepish and Olivia stunned. 
 “It’s very, very early,” Kate whispered. 
 Pressure in her chest. Eyes hot. Throat tight. 
 “Like a few weeks,” Kate added, gazing at Olivia with the kind of love that only made Geeta want to cry more. 
 She put praying hands to her lips. Was her girl pregnant? Her very particular girl, who would be so organised about this. 
 “Are you...?” 
 Olivia nodded, then shot up a hand before Geeta could say anything else. “But we weren’t meant to tell anyone yet. It’s too early.” 
 Geeta’s eyes swirled. 
 “I won’t tell anyone,” she croaked. 
 Her voice wobbled all over the place. And now she was grinning. And she looked at Nicola, who smiled too. 
 “Can I be a bit happy for you though?” she said, her voice tight. 
 Because she couldn’t contain it much longer. 
 “Very well.” Olivia nodded. 
 Then her daughter stepped forward and gave her one of those formal hugs, those careful cuddles she’d given her for months. And Geeta burst into tears. 
 These were the good days. 
   
 *** 
   
 Geeta sat on the garden bench outside the back door, tucked up in her big coat. The evening was dark, except for the glowing fire that flickered in front of her. She stared at the flames for so long her forehead ached. She couldn't get her eyebrows to relax for the life of her, and they remained permanently raised in shock. 
 She’d padded around this empty house at the beginning of the year, and now her family expanded in several directions. How was she meant to go from one extreme to the other? She closed her eyes. 
 Footsteps. A long stride. Then warmth and cinnamon enveloped her. Arms wrapped round her shoulders and a soft cheek rested against hers. 
 “Mmmm,” Geeta said. 
 Nicola's presence comforted in an instant and eased Geeta from head to toes. Finally, her eyebrows relented. 
 “Is everyone OK?” she whispered. 
 “Another feeding,” Nicola said. 
 Geeta heard the smile in her voice. She squeezed Nicola's arm and chuckled. 
 “I’d forgotten how quick the nap-feed-poo cycle is these first days.” 
 “Same,” Nicola replied. 
 Nicola came round and sat beside her, arm around shoulder and a hand on knee, and Geeta stared at the fire some more. 
 “Are you coping?” Nicola murmured. How soothing that was, Nicola concerned for her. She'd never have believed it. 
 “I am.” She breathed out a laugh. “I'm happy, and content, and also more worried than ever.” 
 Nicola tilted her head. 
 “Olivia’s going to need help.” Geeta sighed. 
 She put a hand up when Nicola started to object. 
 “Yes, she’s phenomenally capable, organised and a perfectionist. And, in all likelihood, will have the neatest baby known to humankind. But...” 
 “We all need help sometimes, especially with kids,” Nicola finished. “Because it’s more people for a start, and tiny incapable ones at that.” 
 “Exactly,” Geeta breathed out. 
 “So?” Nicola encouraged her. 
 “She’ll need my time more. And I want to help her.” Geeta rested hand over heart. “I am so excited for this.” 
 She hadn’t taken it in properly yet, but her imagination already spun future happiness in quick tales. She wondered who the donor was. Maybe Satinder would get away with asking. Then her mind skipped on, with so much to look forward to. She’d adored raising her own children and couldn't wait for that again. Love and energy from little kids was such a reward for her. 
 “But?” 
 Geeta shook her head. “I don’t know how to balance that with finding work, and everything else life throws our way.” 
 Nicola nodded and gazed at the fire. She sat upright as always, chin up, not in the slightest bit concerned about what life hurled at her. 
 “Oh, come on,” Geeta said, slightly grumpy. “Look vaguely anxious for once.” 
 Nicola crossed her legs and turned to her, a smile curling at her lips. 
 Geeta folded her arms and faced her full on. 
 “This,” Geeta waved up and down, “does not count as perturbed.” 
 But Nicola's smile only curled more. 
 “What?” Geeta snapped. 
 Nicola blinked that lazy, confident blink, and said, “We should get married.” 
 Geeta stared. “What the...?” 
 “Why don’t we get married?” Nicola grinned. 
 More staring. 
 “Well, do you fancy it?” Nicola shrugged. “Would you like to do this together? Be mums. And grandmums? Share it all, and help each other?” 
 Geeta clenched her jaw shut but no longer out of grumpiness. 
 “Do you want to live here,” Nicola stretched an arm to indicate the garden, “where you love, and have more stability if we pool finances?” 
 Geeta tightened her arms around herself. Was this just Nicola pivoting and fixing? 
 “Let’s get married,” Nicola said with gusto, her smile growing with that zest and energy Nicola exuded, where Geeta felt the whole force of her presence and personality. 
 “Let’s honeymoon interrailing around Europe,” Nicola added. 
 Geeta raised her chin. She had to swallow first, not able to match Nicola’s gusto yet. “And kiss in the rain?” she suggested. 
 “Run naked through meadows,” Nicola raised the stakes. 
 “See the Northern Lights?” 
 “All of it.” 
 Geeta so wanted to smile. Her face ached keeping it inside. But this rollercoaster, this night, might make her cry again. No Nicola wasn’t fixing. She meant every word here. 
 Geeta pursed her mouth, got up slowly and sat on Nicola’s knee. She swept an arm around her shoulder and gazed into her eyes. 
 “And we’ll bicker and argue,” she said, barely keeping her words steady. 
 “And kiss and hold each other afterwards,” Nicola added, enthusiasm undiminished, but voice softening into velvet with Geeta on her knee. 
 She knew how she affected Nicola now, those blue eyes mellowing and whole body relenting with her close. 
 “But...” Geeta trailed a finger around Nicola’s cheek, “...you're missing out hot sex.” 
 “I hadn’t forgotten.” Nicola's gaze travelled down her chest. 
 She felt that. 
 “Stop,” Geeta whispered with a smile. 
 She placed her finger beneath Nicola’s chin and raised her mouth towards hers. “And to think we were enemies,” she murmured. 
 “When lovers is so much more fun.” 
 And Nicola’s sigh tingled on her lips as she succumbed to a kiss. Geeta paused and gazed at the woman she’d known a long time. 
 “I want all of it. Everything with you.” 
 “Then let’s do this next bit together,” Nicola said. “This next phase of our lives as mums and grandmothers.” 
 “And colleagues.” 
 “Even friends.” 
 The roles they were to each other, and to others. All the facets of life. 
 “You’re really OK with this, aren’t you?” Geeta said, incredulous. It prickled poignantly in her eyes and squeezed her heart. “Picking up the kids from school as the gay grands? Saying ‘I do’ to a woman?” 
 Nicola laughed, then her expression melted into a kind of love Geeta thought she’d never see on Nicola, and certainly not for her. 
 “I would shout ‘I do’ from the rooftops for you, Geeta.” 
 And she had to kiss her. 
 Nicola leant back. “Is that a ‘yes’?” 
 “Of course it is.” 
 Like she’d say no to that. 
 They leant in to kiss again. All words said, they fully appreciated each other this time. Geeta swept hands through Nicola’s hair, cradled her head, and kissed her deeper, not able to get enough of her. 
 Before, “Oh my god!” came from behind. 
 They looked up to find Charlotte covering her eyes. Hands slowly slipped down, and she peeped over the top of her fingers. 
 “Sorry.” Charlotte grinned and grimaced at the same time. “Still haven’t got used to you two...you know...together.” 
 “Well,” Nicola said. “I’m afraid you might have to, darling.” 
 Nicola sat up, all that assurance flooding back again. 
 “Because we are getting married.” 
   




Epilogue 
   
 Sometimes she caught Nicola looking. When she thought Geeta didn’t notice. When blue eyes softened, taking in everything and Nicola fell quiet as if she couldn’t tear her gaze away. Geeta knew Nicola looked at her like that right now. 
 As she smoothed down her deep red kameez and draped the embroidered dupatta over her arm, she felt Nicola’s appreciative attention travel, and Geeta glowed all over. Nicola's face would change if Geeta turned round. 
 She peeped over her shoulder. Instantly, the eyes sparkled, the chin lifted and that glow heightened. 
 Geeta breathed in. “You’d better keep that look in check today.” 
 Nicola licked her lips and wandered closer, arms slipping around Geeta’s waist. She turned in her embrace and rested her hands on Nicola’s chest. 
 “You...” she sighed. 
 The simple cut of the long, gold dress accentuated Nicola's height and figure, and Geeta's eyes dropped to her chest. She let her fingers stroke around Nicola’s breast. 
 “How am I meant to concentrate with you like this?” Geeta whispered. 
 And she closed her eyes as Nicola leant down to kiss her. 
 “Hmmm,” she moaned, becoming hazy and warm. She slid her arms around Nicola’s shoulders and arched her body into hers. 
 A sharp knock rattled the bedroom door. 
 “Are you coming?” came from the other side. 
 “Mmmyes!” Geeta cried out. “On our way.” 
 Shit. She could see Olivia rolling her eyes, without even opening the door, and footsteps padded away. 
 Geeta bit her lip, and she smiled at Nicola. “Are you ready?” 
 “Absolutely,” Nicola replied. 
 The sun blazed in a blue, early summer sky as they stepped outside the front door, and she smiled with the warmth on her face. This was going to be a lovely day. She could feel it. 
 “Ahem.” Olivia tapped her watch. 
  “We’re ready, sweetheart.” 
 Olivia looked beautiful. She’d chosen a dark red dress, loose and comfortable over her rounded tummy. And Charlotte stood beside her, dressed in a darker shade of Nicola’s gold. 
 “Everyone’s arrived,” Olivia said, with one of those gentle smiles, before she reached out a hand, and Geeta suppressed a laugh at her daughter hurrying her along. 
 With Olivia's hand in her left, Nicola’s in her right, and Charlotte next to her, they walked up the quiet lane together. They passed stone cottages, towards a hotel on the edge of Iffley Village where it joined Oxford. 
 Bryony stood at the entrance to the driveway to welcome guests, as tall and organised as Nicola and managing the day with efficiency. 
 “Thank you, darling,” Nicola said. 
 Nicola paused to give her eldest daughter a kiss on the cheek, and Bryony joined them to walk to the venue. 
 The path opened onto a luscious green lawn, surrounded by trees under bright sunshine. At the end, steps and a balustrade covered in flowers, from red roses to bright orange marigolds, led to a white Victorian manor house. 
 The registrar waited by the steps for them, with rows of seats on the lawn in front, filled with so many people she loved, all looking back at them with huge smiles. 
 Her handsome, mischievous boy, who still said, “What the fuck, Mum?” stood by the registrar, dashing in his midnight blue kurta. 
 Satinder sat in the front row, chatting with aunties and family, who wore their finest. 
 Jerry from university, dropped his jaw wide open, gave her a once up and down and made her laugh. 
 Bea and Ralph with Kate, grinning as ecstatic as in the photo that had helped Jerry find Geeta again. Liz and Alec and families from work. Nicola’s steady friend Philip and his husband. Nicola’s mother, Zofia, who was as tall as Nicola and the girls. Bryony’s husband and the twins. And more and more filled the seats. 
 “Here come the brides!” someone shouted. 
 And Millie, with golden curls, held Angeline in the air, and the baby wriggled and waved her little arms. 
 “Oh, my goodness.” Geeta put hand over heart. 
 What a day. 
   
 *** 
   
 “Look, Jelly Bean, there’s Mummy Charlotte.” 
 Millie pointed to the group of four walking up the aisle. 
 “Isn't she beautiful.” 
 Angeline turned her little head round, eyes wide and big smile dribbly. Wisps of fluffy blonde hair waved in the breeze. 
 “Yes, she is,” Millie cooed, nuzzling her nose against Angeline’s. 
 She snuggled her baby close, and a small hand grabbed a handful of her hair. 
 Disbelief. How was she here, with this tiny tot clinging to her? There was no question about Bean’s love and attachment, and none about Millie’s. Her heart had flipped over at first sight, even through a blur of tears. 
 Millie closed her eyes a moment to take in the hand that tugged her hair. The distinctive smell, a mix of Angeline, washing detergent, and remnants of apple puree on her face. The squidgy warmth of baby sitting on her knee, so vivid and real, and soft fingers now tugging at her ear. 
 Amazing. She got to be a mum. 
 So often taken for granted, or pressured and expected. Sometimes feared. Other times an unobtainable privilege. But for her, right here, right now, with the love of her life, Charlotte, this was a gift. 
 She blinked open her eyes, succumbing too much. 
 “How did I get so bloody lucky, Jelly Bean?” 
 Angeline gave her a gummy smile. 
 “You are so stupidly cute,” she said, giving her a wiggle. “But we’re not going to tell Mummy Charlotte about that swear word, are we? No, we’re not. Because she doesn’t want your first word to be bloody, bollocks or bugger.” 
 She bounced Angeline in time to the B words. 
 “Come here. Let’s watch.” 
 Charlotte spun around at the front next to Nicola as they took their places. Olivia stood beside her. And Olivia’s brother, Adam, and Charlotte’s sister, Bryony, chose the other side for balance. 
 “I’m pretty sure Charlotte and Olivia are meant to be either side of their mums.” 
 Maybe Olivia worried that Charlotte would wander off. Which, even though this was Olivia, Millie conceded was fair enough. 
 “See that, Jelly Bean.” Millie nuzzled next to her baby’s pudgy cheek, “That is Mummy Charlotte struggling to come to terms with your grandmother being a great big lesbian.” 
 Millie sniggered. 
 At the front, Charlotte twirled from side to side, her long waves shining chestnut in the bright sunshine, her cheeks pink and smile wide. Then her eyebrows fluttered with multiple thoughts clearly crossing her mind. 
 “Who knew your grandmother needed some lady loving?” Millie said, still in a light sing-song to entertain Angeline. “Because it wasn’t Charlotte.” 
 Millie pointed. “See how she alternates between horror, worry and happiness. You can tell everything from her lovely face, can’t you.” 
 She saw all Charlotte’s thoughts and emotions playing in her expression. She'd always been transparent to Millie. From the goofy smile when they first met, that said here was someone Millie could trust, when so many at Oxford looked down on her. To the quiet glances of love when they met again years later, that made Millie glow. To the paralysing worry when she wanted a baby, knowing it was complicated for Millie. To terror giving birth. Then the look of blinding awe when she first saw Angeline. 
 “And that’s why I love her,” Millie murmured, heart full to bursting. 
 She had to breathe out, so it didn’t overwhelm. Because how the hell did she get so lucky? 
 “Yes, that’s why I love her,” she cooed. 
 She blew a gentle raspberry on the soft folds of Jelly Bean’s neck, to a giggle and ecstatic arm wave. 
   
 *** 
   
 A giggle. Charlotte would recognise it among a thousand. She flooded with happiness every time she heard it, like someone poured joy into her head and kept filling until it overflowed. 
 Angeline and Millie. Where were they? Her cheeks ached with smiling as she peered over the rows of guests and found Millie’s shining curls and Jelly Bean with fists in the air. 
 Charlotte sniffed with teary love. She couldn’t help it. They had her whole heart. It was as if she drew closer to them, just by looking at them. 
 A tug at her arm. 
 Oh, she was mid-wander and actually getting closer to them. She spun round to Olivia, whose eyebrow raised. 
 Yup. At a wedding. Need to stand here. 
 Oh my god, her mother’s wedding. 
 She was never going to get used to this. 
 Olivia’s hand stayed wrapped around her arm, and she gave her best friend a huge grin. She probably looked goofy, but she didn’t care. She pulled close to Olivia, and slowly, slowly, no sudden movements, put her head on her shoulder. Olivia didn't twitch, and she was glad, because there were so many good things in her life now. 
 “I offer you this ring as a symbol of my love...” 
 And some very confusing ones too. 
 Charlotte stood upright again, as Nicola slipped a golden ring onto Geeta’s finger. 
 It was so strange hearing her mother say those words, as if sincerely offering, not clicking her fingers in demand. Then Geeta gazing up at Nicola as if she adored her. That was easier to understand somehow, Geeta always with an expression of kindness and celebration for others. 
 Charlotte picked up on Geeta’s state easily, from when her happiness had been paper thin, to now, in her element, with smiles and generosity all round. 
 But her mother? Nicola softening like that? It kind of made her panic inside because who the heck was that? 
 But it kept happening. Nicola gazing enthralled at generous Geeta. Right there in front of them all, on this beautiful sunny day in Iffley Village, on a lush green lawn surrounded by friends and family. Her mother, marrying a woman. And swapping rings. And holding each other tight and kissing with brilliant smiles. And turning to a cheer from the crowd. And, oh my goodness... 
 “Congratulations!” Charlotte cried out, hand flinging from Olivia's grip and hugging Nicola and Geeta together. 
 “Sorry. Sorry. Sorry.” She backed off. “Just so happy for you.” 
 Charlotte stepped away, only to be surprised by her mother pulling her back. And Nicola gave her the biggest hug she’d received her entire life and wouldn't let go. 
 “Thank you,” whispered in her ear. 
 Then she was released and Geeta held her instead. And, was she mistaken, or did her mother have a tear in her eye? 
 This...this day... 
 This day might break her heart and build it stronger several times over. 
   
 *** 
   
 Maybe Nicola did see the point of waterproof makeup. 
 “Is my mascara running?” she whispered to Geeta. 
 Her wife. She whispered to her wife. 
 Well, that wasn’t going to help with the smudging. 
 Geeta looked up at her, more beautiful than ever. The deep red of her suit made her brown eyes burn, brought out the tiny copper highlights of her hair against the rich black and shining grey, and her face glowed. Surely the most beautiful woman of all time. 
 For a moment, she wondered if Geeta would make fun of her, challenge sparkling in her eye, but her expression softened. 
 “Come here,” Geeta said indulgently. 
 She reached up and wiped beneath her eye. 
 “There,” Geeta murmured. “Perfect again.” She smiled. “Until next time you cry.” 
 They both gazed at each other in a quiet moment that felt deeply personal, even though they were watched by more than a hundred. Nicola reluctantly pursed her lips and released her. 
 She needed to grab Charlotte before she wandered too far. 
 “Darling,” she called after her daughter. “Can we have you and Millie and Jelly Bean first?” 
 They had a lengthy list of photos they wanted captured. 
 “While Bean’s awake and not feeding, then you’re free to wander?” 
 The beaming smile she received from Charlotte, with shining tears in her eyes, wasn’t going to help with makeup either. 
 They gathered on the steps of the Victorian house, between two urns bursting with roses. Millie and Charlotte sat in front, and Geeta and Nicola stood behind. 
 “You, wait a second!” came a familiar, insistent voice that carried with the same power as her own. 
 “Mother.” Nicola sighed. 
 “I want to be in that picture.” 
 “And me!” 
 Satinder rolled up behind. 
 “We have more planned!” Nicola projected. “We’re not leaving you out.” 
 Like she’d ever get away with that with her mother. 
 “Then there’s no harm us joining this one!” 
 And Zofia and Satinder took the chairs from Millie and Charlotte, who stood behind, Nicola and Geeta climbing up a step above. Nicola looked to Geeta for support, but her new wife raised her hands, to say she was staying right out of this one. 
 Zofia craned her head round. 
 “Where’s my little Angel. Hand her to Baba.” She reached back for Jelly Bean from Charlotte. “Aww look at her face,” Zofia cooed, as she took the bouncing baby. “She looks exactly like my little Nicoletta at that age.” 
 Dread wiped the smile off Charlotte’s face. 
 Nicola breathed in. “There’s no need to be quite so horrified, darling.” 
 Charlotte swung round, wide-eyed. “I...I...” The horror morphed into panic, and her mouth hung open. 
 Nicola reached down and tapped her daughter’s chin shut. “But wouldn’t that be an ironic twist from the universe, if she did take after me.” 
 Utter despair on Charlotte’s face. 
 “Well...” Charlotte spluttered, “she is who she is...and I will love and support her whoever she takes after.” 
 “I don’t doubt it for a second,” Nicola said, and she reached forward and squeezed her daughter’s shoulder with belief. 
 That beaming smile, that sunshine smile, the one that wasn’t turned towards her often, came out blazing. 
 “And most of all, she’ll be herself,” Nicola added to an enthusiastic nod from Charlotte. 
 The running order for photographs went completely out of the window at Zofia and Satinder’s intervention. They took several more arrangements with them first, until they both said they’d had enough, and Geeta’s hands flew into the air again. 
 Zofia took Satinder's arm as they ambled away. 
 “What a happy day!” the taller Zofia said, so that all one hundred and fifty guests heard. 
 “I’m so glad they found each other,” Satinder replied, also loud. “I was so worried for Geeta alone in the house. She’s not good by herself. Always needed people.” 
 “My Nicoletta was the same! Always striding off to find someone to boss around.” 
 Nicola suppressed a rare urge to roll her eyes, and smiled at Geeta next to her, who didn’t restrain at all. 
 “You never stop worrying, do you,” Zofia said with an earnest nod. “There’s always a worry with children.” 
 “Never stops,” Satinder agreed. 
 “Oh my god,” Geeta muttered to Nicola, “I’m fifty-seven. I think I can look after myself at this point.” 
 There was something naggingly familiar about the way she said it – a daughter frustrated at an attentive mother. They must have both heard it, and a guilt-inducing presence tugged at her back. 
 They peered over their shoulders to find Olivia and Charlotte behind them, not-subtle accusation on both their faces. 
 Olivia tilted her head and raised an eyebrow. 
 Geeta nodded and put up her hand. “Fair.” 
 And Nicola laughed. 
   
 *** 
   
 Tut. At least her mother was aware of the irony. Olivia relented with her eyebrow. 
 “Good to have them acknowledge it,” she said. 
 Charlotte wrinkled her nose. “I don’t think they’ll change though. My mother always has an opinion. And I know she’s biting her tongue about everything I do with Jelly Bean.” 
 She was probably right. 
 “Honestly, I don’t understand what the big fuss is about,” Charlotte said. “Having a baby seems the easiest thing in the world... Well, you know...As far as exhausting, sleep-deprived things go. But you have a baby who adores you. I think I could face anything while flying on that high...” 
 Charlotte’s cheeks glowed as she gazed at Millie on the lawn, rolling around with Angeline. She clearly drifted. 
 Olivia touched her arm to bring her to. 
 “...And erm...I’m having the time of my life.” Back again. 
 “Is it frustrating having your plans thwarted by Angeline needing to feed constantly?” Olivia asked. "And.” Shudder. “The consequences later.” 
 “Hmm?” Charlotte swung round with big eyes. “What plans?” 
 Well, that accounted for the easy tolerance. 
 “Oh, I see what you mean.” Charlotte laughed. “No, I just go with the flow. I find it relaxing. We do whatever we need to. There’s a poo. We change her nappy. She’s hungry. We stop and eat. She’s tired. We sleep. And in between, we walk to the Botanic Gardens and look at the flowers and the fish in the pond...” She drifted in a cloud of happiness. “I love it,” Charlotte whispered. “Easiest thing in the world.” 
 Charlotte seemed in her element, relaxed and with more smiles than ever. And perhaps, Olivia conceded, Charlotte had an advantage here, happy to focus on the next thing that came along. 
 The state of their cottage though. Good lord. Chaos. Tiny clothes and toys everywhere. 
 But then, Charlotte and Millie didn’t seem to mind. And Olivia recognised that her standards weren’t the same as others’. And she didn’t have to live there. So maybe it didn’t matter. 
 “How did you find your week back at work?” Olivia asked. 
 “Really good,” Charlotte said, nodding quickly, a clarity coming into her eyes as if she switched on her lawyer mode. “I am super-focused with clients, because I can’t wait to get back to Bean and don’t want meetings to overrun. At the same time, I love getting to use my technical brain again, especially now I know how to keep it interested.” 
 So, Charlotte made it work. That gave her hope, because panic threatened in her stomach right now. 
 “Is Angeline sleeping through the night?” 
 “Oh, my god no.” Charlotte laughed. “We keep her in bed with us. I’ve given up on settling her in a cot. She cries when she wakes up by herself. I think I would too. So, she’s in with us, and we all get some sleep that way.” 
 Well, that was a lot, Olivia thought, not for the first time, as Charlotte wandered off. 
 But she put her faith in Kate, who promised it was less horrifying when it was your own. 
 She rested her hand on her tummy, the gentle nudges beneath her fingers calming her. The regularity of it soothed – a kind of routine, and a quiet company for whom she had an extraordinary feeling. She focused there, like meditation, and life became pleasing again. 
 “You OK?” came a whisper. 
 And all the tiny hairs on the back of her neck tickled alert as Kate breathed there. 
 “Mmmm,” she said with a smile. 
 She put out a hand and drew Kate closer. 
   
 *** 
   
 Olivia sighing and welcoming her in and pulling her near? That got her every time. Kate nuzzled into her soft neck, snuggled breasts to back, slipped a hand around Olivia’s large belly and another beneath her chest. 
 “Hi,” she whispered. 
 “Hi.” Olivia turned her head, her cheek stroking deliciously against Kate’s. “Are Bea and Ralph all right?” 
 “Yes, you can relax,” she murmured. “Your brother’s looking after Bea.” 
 She knew it was a leap of faith for Olivia, trusting her younger brother, but those were necessary with a growing family. Kate had learned that people Olivia considered inept were actually capable, and she was used to translating Olivia-standards to lesser mortals. 
 She nuzzled against Olivia's cheek and kissed there, the sensation intimate and eliciting so much comfort. Kate loved living openly like this, with a woman she adored, and she kissed Olivia's warm cheek again, deliriously happy, to another appreciative moan. 
 “Avert your eyes, Jelly Bean,” cut through the air, and mischief with blonde curls and carrying a baby passed in front of them. 
 “There’s a pregnant woman getting personal with her gorgeous girlfriend.” Millie shook her head. “That’s not a sight for the under 12 months.” 
 Olivia stiffened beneath her arms. 
 “We were being perfectly well behaved,” she snapped. 
 Millie grinned. “Save it, Olivia. I know exactly what Charlotte was like at this stage.” 
 “Not everyone’s the same,” Olivia muttered. “We’re very different people.” 
 Olivia was right. You couldn’t get more different than these two here. 
 “You do realise though,” Millie sidled up, “if me and Charlotte ever saved up enough money to get hitched...” 
 There was a swish of black hair with the sharp turn of head, and Olivia glared at Millie. Kate had a side view of that furious look. 
 “...That now Geeta and Nicola are married...” 
 Olivia closed her eyes. 
 “...we could be sisters in law.” 
 The inhalation through Olivia’s nose rasped audibly. 
 “Yes, Millie,” Olivia said, in her most clipped voice. “The situation had occurred to me.” 
 Millie beamed. “Hey, sis.” 
 Olivia pinched her lips together, which only made Millie grin wider as she wandered off with a winning look over her shoulder. 
 Kate shouldn’t find it amusing. She really shouldn’t. And she pulled Olivia tighter. 
 “I know you’re laughing,” Olivia said with quiet disapproval. “You’re tummy’s jiggling into my back.” 
 “Sorry.” 
 Olivia turned around in her arms, mouth pinched, as it so often was near Millie. 
 “She does have a point though,” Kate said gently. 
 “What?” Olivia snapped. 
 “That you are blooming and glowing and very sexy. And perhaps...” she smiled gently, “more desirous?” 
 She kept it polite for Olivia, though made sure her smile communicated her own desires. Buttoned-up Olivia needed sensuous care to unbutton, and there was nothing Kate loved more than taking that care. 
 A shy look from Olivia, those black velvety eyebrows lifting in despair, and Kate melted inside. 
 “These hormones...” Olivia whispered, pulling closer. “I just want to all the time.” 
 “Perfectly normal,” Kate murmured, even more besotted. “With all those hormones, and extra blood flow, and multiple orgasms.” 
 “It’s not very dignified.” 
 “What isn’t?” 
 “Well, wanting it so much.” 
 Olivia stared at her with big, beautiful eyes. And looking as gorgeous as that really didn't help Kate. 
 “So, what if I said I’d booked a room here,” Kate feigned nonchalance, “for you to put your feet up and rest? But also a private place we could...?” She wiggled her eyebrows. 
 Olivia froze. And shot her a stern glare. 
 Then Olivia spun on her heel, quicker than any seven-month pregnant woman should be capable of, and tugged her across the lawn. 
   
 *** 
   
 “Where are Olivia and Kate?” Geeta kept saying. 
 They’d almost completed the list of photos, while guests ate canapes and drank fizz before the big dinner later on. But she and Nicola wanted one more photo to include the whole group. 
 Then Geeta spotted Kate emerging from the extra wing of the hotel. Oh. She had pink on her cheeks, a soppy look on her face and held hands with Olivia. 
 She coughed and stopped drawing attention to them while they approached. 
 And finally, after much shouting from Zofia, and management by Bryony, the whole crowd assembled. 
 Geeta walked to the front and reached out for her wife. She couldn't take her eyes off Nicola, who gazed at her the same way, as if on honeymoon already and running off naked through meadows together. 
 The back row of guests threw petals. Cheers cried out. And the sun promised to shine all day and stars come out at night. 
 These really were the best days. 
 And though the rest of the night was spectacular and filled with love and dance and laughter, that group photo was her favourite, and they chose to print it largest. 
 Two weeks later, Geeta waited in the hallway with her small rucksack on her back and modest wheeled suitcase at her feet, compact enough to tuck into spaces on a train. She straightened the framed group photo taken at the wedding. 
 She looked at it every time she passed it. Kids and Kate with her arm round Olivia and hand cradling her tummy. Millie, Jelly Bean and Charlotte with the biggest smiles. Satinder and Zofia still with laughter in their expressions, from sharing mortifying photos on their phones of Nicola and Geeta when they were young. Friends merging as family in a shining group behind, with Nicola and Geeta at the front, chin up, face forwards, holding hands, ready for the next part of their lives together. 
 The rest of the hallway wall remained empty for now, but she looked forward to filling it with so much more to come. 
 “Ready?” Nicola said. 
 She came up behind, small rucksack on her back too, dressed in cream shirt and wide-leg trousers. Apparently, she didn’t want to wear jeans and was determined to rough it in style. 
 “Are you sure about this?” Geeta smiled. “Interrailing for our honeymoon?” 
 “Absolutely, darling.” Nicola beamed. “Although I’ll insist on a minimum standard for hotels where we stay.” 
 They had loose plans for a trip from Paris to Madrid, through Spain and back northwards to Scandinavia. 
 “Something to discuss when we get there,” Geeta said. 
 “Something you’ll wrap me around your little finger about,” Nicola said, eyes sparkling with challenge and indulgence too. 
 “Are you ready?” Geeta murmured. 
 A smile crept on her face, always now, as they stepped outside for the waiting taxi to the train station. 
 “Yes, I am.” Nicola leant down and kissed her. “Let’s go on an adventure.” 
 And they closed the door. 
   
 THE END 
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