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CHAPTER 1
If Cleo Nightingale had to list her biggest irritants, her top three would be a slam dunk. In no particular order:
1 - Weddings.
2 - Her brother, Duncan.
3 - Saturdays that involved number one and number two.
Saturdays like today.
She rapped her knuckle on the door of his bedroom three times and waited for a response. Strictly speaking, it was her spare room and not his bedroom. For the moment, though, it was Duncan’s — ever since Michelle had turfed him out.
No answer.
She knocked again. “Duncan.” Her tone was getting irritated.
“Just go without me!” he shouted through the wood. “Why would I want to go to a fucking wedding when I know relationships don’t work, anyway?” The door opened and Duncan peered out, his eyes bloodshot, his face pale, his dark hair sticking up at all angles. He looked like someone who’d drunk two bottles of wine the previous night, and perhaps a bit of whisky on top.
Mainly because he had.
“You know what I should do?”
She took a step back when she smelt his breath, a heady mix of spite and battery acid.
“Do enlighten me,” Cleo said, waiting for her brother’s words of wisdom. This should be good; she could see his face souring as he composed the words in his head.
“I should turn up at the door of the church with a banner saying ‘Don’t do it, it’s all a bloody con’. Bang on the glass like Dustin Hoffman in The Graduate.”
“They’re getting married in a hotel.” She tried not to smile too wide. “Look. I get it — I really do. Having your wife leave you sucks. You’re preaching to the choir. However, we’ve told Fionn we’re going to this wedding, and seeing as she’s one of our oldest and dearest friends, don’t you think we should? Even if you don’t want to go, do it for me. You’re crashing in my spare room, eating my food and drinking my wine, so think of it as doing something in return. Plus, Mum and Dad are going, so they’re going to expect us to be there, too.”
He winced. “Facing Mum and Dad is not top of my to-do list when my life is up shit creek.”
She sucked on the inside of her cheek, leaning on the hallway wall. He was acting like the baby she so vividly remembered crashing into her life when she was five years old, and then weeing in her Polly Pocket when he was old enough to walk.
“You know what I mean. I’m saying that I want to go today, and you’re my plus one. I’ve been to enough weddings solo, and I’d prefer to have you as my escort.” She raked a hand through her still-knotty hair. “So for me, please. Jump in the shower, iron your shirt and be my knight in shining armour.”
“You’re not normally fond of knights in shining armour.”
“I’m all for them, so long as I don’t have to sleep with them.”
Duncan sighed, folding his arms across his chest and blowing a raspberry. “Okay, you win. I’ll get showered and polish my suit of armour. I’ll need it to ward off the evil spirits of marriage.”
She leaned over and kissed his cheek. “Thanks.” She pulled back before he could breathe his angry dragon breath anywhere near her. “And while you’re in the shower, try to think happy thoughts. I want a smiling Duncan by my side, not a snarly one.”
“I’ll see what I can do,” he said, standing up straight and yawning as he spoke, arms stretched over his head. “But tell me, why are you so bloody keen to go to a wedding? Marriage has hardly been kind to you, either, Mrs Divorced Before You’re 40.”
Cleo flinched; she knew she wasn’t special, just another statistic, but when he put it like that it sounded so much worse. For today, though, she was determined not to think about herself and just be happy for Fionn. Because who knew, maybe it would work out for her? Maybe she would be one of the lucky ones, the ones who beamed when they spoke about their partners.
It wasn’t something that had happened to her, nor lately, to her brother.
“Let’s just say it’s not so much the marriage, more seeing everyone again — all Fionn’s family and friends. Plus, it’s food I don’t have to cook and wine I don’t have to buy, so it gets a thumbs-up from me.”





CHAPTER 2
Becca Cramer might be the youngest of five sisters, but often, she felt like she was the lone sensible voice in the family. So far today, her sister Siobhan had laddered her tights and acted as if this was the literal end of the world (it wasn’t). Her sister Ruth had drunk too much wine before dessert and nearly fallen off her chair.
Finally, her sister Rachel — the closest in age and also a lesbian — had spent the entire day gazing at her girlfriend, Alice, even though they’d been going out for over six months and so really should be over that part of their relationship by now.
Frankly, Becca had enough love vibes surrounding her today, seeing as she was at the wedding of her cousin Fionn, who was marrying Ryan, a Chelsea fan. Becca was trying not to hold that against him.
The main source of amusement so far had come from Ryan’s joint best men, pleasingly called Dave, Gaz and Tim. Having three best men, you’d think things would run smoothly — but that would mean you hadn’t factored in alcohol and nerves.
Having Irish heritage, Becca had been to many (boozy) weddings, and in that time, she could count on her hand the amount of decent speeches she’d heard. Normally because the speech-givers were either crippled with nerves or just plain pissed. This wedding had hit the jackpot of both. Bingo!
Apparently, Ryan had given his best men gifts of hip flasks with their names engraved on them, and filled the flasks with a nice single malt. To calm their nerves, the best men had downed all the single malt. When the time came to deliver their speeches, they’d belly-flopped spectacularly, the splash as they hit the water sending ripples all around the room.
On the upside, the speeches had been short and the drinks flowing — two ingredients that could save any occasion, in Becca’s humble opinion.
They were now at that part of the day where they were waiting for desserts, and the tables were getting restless. Becca was keeping an eye on her watch, her stomach gurgling in preparation for her upcoming chocolate fondant.
Could she make it to Soho for a final few drinks later? It depended if she could slip away without offending too many people — or worse, alerting Rachel and Alice, because then they might want to come, too. No offence to her sister and her girlfriend, both of whom she loved dearly, but they were a little full-on right now. All her friends thought it was way cool she had a lesbian sister. They didn’t know the reality.
“Is this going to be you two, soon?” That was her cousin, April — her lips gleaming pink — leaning over and addressing Rachel and Alice.
In response, the pair looked at each other with loved-up grins on their faces, shrugging their shoulders like they’d never given it a second thought.
Becca knew the truth. If Rachel and Alice didn’t spend half their time in bed picking out names for their future children and/or pets, she’d be amazed.
“Not quite yet,” Rachel replied. “But if we do, you’ll be the first to know.”
“Make sure I am,” April said, her cheeks alive with Pinot Grigio splotch. “I haven’t been to a gay wedding yet, so no leaving me out.”
“Gay wedding, straight wedding, they’re all the same. Doomed.”
Becca’s ears pricked up. Now here was something she could work with.
“They all end in tears, mark my words,” continued the man who’d been introduced to the table as Duncan, and ever since had been drinking more than his fair share of red wine. It was only 5pm, but Duncan already had red-wine lips, along with stained front teeth. He refilled his glass one more time, as the woman next to him put her mouth to his ear and a hand to his arm.
Duncan waved her away. “I’m not speaking that loudly,” he said, at a volume that made a woman at the next table turn her head.
“Duncan!”
The woman berating Duncan was his sister, Cleo — someone who had caught Becca’s attention from the moment she’d introduced herself to the table and sat down next to Alice. She was, according to Rachel, an old neighbour of the bride. Cleo and Duncan had grown up living next door to Fionn, but Duncan was clearly not that pleased to be here.
Becca was glad Cleo had made the effort, though, as it never hurt to have a little eye candy at your table, did it? Cleo was dressed in black trousers, black shirt and black brogues, and she presented as some sort of stealth character from a Marvel movie, a mass of cheekbones, burnt amber hair and deep brown eyes, splashed with the colour and shine of autumnal conkers.
She was saying something else in Duncan’s ear now, and Duncan was rolling his eyes.
Becca was intrigued by Cleo, and she liked Duncan very much. Duncan was already drunk, and so already entertaining. Other people’s family being drunk and dramatic was so much more fun than her own.
“Every time someone mentions love in the next speech, we should drink.” Duncan held up his glass, trying to stand up but being held down by Cleo. “Who’s with me?”
Becca grinned. “I am,” she said, refilling her glass.
Rachel turned and rolled her eyes. “Play nicely.”
Becca gave her a look. “Relax,” she told her sister, catching Duncan’s eye and giving him a grin. “It’s just a drinking game. You’ve never played one of those at a wedding before?”
Becca knew the answer already as she turned away. Rachel was still clearly on best behaviour mode when it came to Alice.
However, out of the corner of Becca’s eye, she spied Alice filling her wine glass and holding it up. “I’m in!”
Rachel tilted her head back in defeat.
“Are you down on love, too?” Duncan asked Becca, reaching over Cleo to claim her uneaten bread roll.
Cleo was either not that hungry or else she was in the anti-carbs brigade. Becca would lay bets it was the latter.
Cleo watched her brother with a trained eye, something Becca was sure she’d done many times before.
Becca shrugged. “Not exactly, I’m just taking a year off, seeing life from a different perspective.” Seeing Rachel’s gaze return her way, Becca held up a hand. “That doesn’t mean to say I don’t think Fionn and Ryan aren’t perfect for each other — they could be the match of the century for all I know. I just think weddings are a little… over the top sometimes.”
“Says the wedding planner,” Rachel said, one eyebrow raised.
Becca gave her a look. “I never said I didn’t want to make money out of it, I just don’t want to get married right now. That’s not a crime.”
Duncan leaned forward, his left elbow landing in a butter pat. He either didn’t notice or he was ignoring it.
“It’s not a crime — it’s the sensible option. Take it from someone whose wife left him because he doesn’t have enough courage to try new things,” he told Becca. “And there was me thinking it was all about ‘in good times and in bad’.” He paused. “Actually, I applaud you not wanting to take part in the whole charade.” And he began to do just that, until Cleo clamped a hand over his.
“No clapping.” Her tone was firm and sure, and Duncan obeyed.
Becca imagined most people had the same reaction. Cleo’s voice was business casual with a hint of sweet, insistent and firm. If Cleo whispered something in her ear, Becca knew she’d obey.
Duncan reacted by cupping his mouth. “I’m not allowed to applaud you, but I do. On the inside.” He banged his chest like a war cry.
A laugh bubbled up in Becca’s throat, but she swallowed it down as their attention was drawn to her uncle John, Fionn’s dad, getting up to speak. She sat up straight, giving Duncan a sly grin, her eyes meeting Cleo’s as they pulled away, getting caught there momentarily.
Becca let her gaze settle, as did Cleo, and for a moment, nobody breathed. She inclined her wine glass, eyebrow raised. Cleo did the same, their glasses like pistols, but nobody was going to shoot.
Uncle John applying his fingertip to the mic broke the spell, a loud ‘tap, tap, tap’ reverberating around the room.
Becca’s gaze slid to the table, then back up to Cleo. She was still looking, her stare inquisitive, her features soft.
Cleo was making Becca a little fuzzy, and heat rose to her cheeks as she twisted to get a view of her uncle, glad to have a shift of focus for a few minutes. She grabbed a glass of water her cousin April had poured for her and glugged it down in one. She’d probably drunk too much red wine already and she shouldn’t be egged on by Duncan. Pacing was what was needed.
“As most of you know, there’s one major ingredient that has brought us here to this moment with Fionn and Ryan — and that is, overwhelmingly, love,” Uncle John began.
“Hey!”
Becca turned, to see Duncan holding up his wine glass, along with Alice. “He said love, you have to drink!”
Becca flicked her gaze to Alice, who was already drinking; to Duncan who had his glass raised and ready; and then to Cleo, who was watching the whole scenario play out with an air of mild amusement. Becca gave her one last glance, which Cleo returned, and then grabbed her glass and took a sip, as Duncan drained his. She could support Duncan and not get wasted, she was sure of that.
So long as Uncle John didn’t say the word love too much.





CHAPTER 3
“So how long had you been married?” Becca had swapped seats with Alice to get the skinny on Duncan, whose lips were that little bit darker still — but from what he was telling her, she didn’t blame him. Duncan had taken his navy-blue suit jacket off and rolled up his sleeves, revealing ultra-hairy forearms. The amount of hair men had on their bodies always shocked her whenever she saw it. You could stack pencils in Duncan’s arm hair.
“Four years,” he replied, stroking his jaw. Now the speeches were over and the tables were beginning to disband, he seemed less wound up, more relaxed. Perhaps it really was all the talk of love that had driven him to drink. “And I thought we were doing just fine. Just goes to prove it’s right what they say — you’re always the last to know.”
“Are you still living together?”
Becca might not be keen to get married right now, but that didn’t mean she’d ruled it out completely. But when she did, she wanted to avoid a situation like Duncan’s occurring — or to end up like her sister Siobhan, who was bringing up two kids on her own after her husband left.
It was one of the reasons Becca had decided to take a year off dating and concentrate on herself and her career. So far, it was working. When you stopped thinking about women and sex, it was amazing the brain space you freed up to do other things. It was paying off career-wise, as she was due to start her dream job on Monday — as well as starting her wedding-planning business on the side.
Duncan shook his head. “Nope, I moved out, I couldn’t stand the tension.” He jerked his head towards Cleo, who was chatting with Becca’s sister, Rachel. “I’m crashing at my sister’s place till I get myself sorted. And I’m thinking of showing Michelle that I can be spontaneous and try new things.” He leaned back in his chair. “I might just surprise her with what I’m capable of and who I really am.”
Becca furrowed her brow. “Sounds intriguing. Are you actually Superman and you’re keeping it a dark secret?”
“It will definitely involve a cape,” Duncan told her, grinning.
A woman appeared behind him, putting both hands on his shoulders and giving them a squeeze.
Duncan turned and when he saw who it was, jumped to his feet and gave the woman a hug.
“This is my mum,” he told Becca, holding out a hand towards her. “And this is Becca, Fionn’s cousin and fellow non-believer in love.”
“I wouldn’t go that far,” Becca said.
Duncan’s mum shook her head, giving him a light slap on the arm. “Don’t listen to whatever he’s telling you. He still believes in love, and believes in it with his wife, too. He just needs to stop being such a big baby and get some backbone.”
Duncan sat down, pushing out a chair for his mum, who took it. Even though he was over 6ft, he’d shrunk in his mum’s presence, perhaps going back to the little boy he’d always been to her.
Cleo gave her mum a kiss before sitting back down.
“You’re not moving back home anytime soon then, I take it?” his mum said.
Duncan pursed his lips. “Not until Michelle stops being so hostile, no.”
His mum rolled her eyes.
“Nice to see you’re taking my side. I’ve been hurt, and I think, after chatting with Becca, I’ve made a decision. I’m going to tell my side of the story, because it takes two to tango.”
His mum just gave him a grin, getting up and cupping his face. “Your side of the story? I’ve heard it all now,” she said, laughing. “I spoke to Michelle, and she just needs some time to calm down, and you just need to think about how you might make it up to her. You need to keep the romance alive in your relationship, otherwise things like this happen.” She lowered her voice and glanced at Cleo. “Look what happened to your sister — let that be a lesson to you.”
Now Becca was intrigued. What happened to Cleo?
“Anyway, I need the loo. Nice to meet you, Becca. See if you can talk some sense into my son, will you?”
Did all mums attend the same school of advice-giving? Lesson one: tell your offspring to suck it up and get on with it. Duncan’s mum and her own were clearly cut from the same cloth. Becca would lay bets she served Buck’s Fizz and Twiglets on special occasions, too.
“She never takes me seriously,” Duncan said, turning back to Becca. “But I’ll show her and Michelle that I can stand up and be a man.” Then he pouted, folded his arms, and scanned the room. “Is the bar open yet? I’ve had enough wine, I’m going to see if they’ve got a lager.” He got up, leaving Cleo and Becca staring at each other.
Cleo moved to Duncan’s seat, and up close, Becca found herself overcome with shyness, a tingle of nerves flaring within her. She gulped as Cleo gave her a sure smile.
“We haven’t been formerly introduced yet,” she said, holding out her hand.
Becca’s eyes lingered on her smooth fingers, her short, manicured nails.
“I’m Cleo, and I apologise on behalf of my family.” She laughed at her own joke, and Becca followed suit.
“My family are all here, so I apologise on their behalf, too.” Becca took Cleo’s hand in hers and gripped it softly, not wanting to let go until she absolutely had to. When she looked up, Cleo was giving her a half smile.
“I’m Becca,” she added.
“I know,” Cleo replied.





CHAPTER 4
C leo sat at the table with a gaggle of Fionn’s cousins, trying to take her mind off the fact she’d do anything for a cigarette. Well, not quite anything, but she’d certainly kill to find a smoker in the crowd.
Back when she was growing up, they’d been far easier to locate. Hell, back then, smoking had even been allowed in pubs and restaurants. Cleo had given up a year ago, but at times like these, when she’d been drinking for a couple of hours and could do with a break, having a cigarette had been the easy option.
Not that the day had been as bad as she’d imagined. Weddings always brought out the cynical side in her — how could they not? — but this one had been quite enjoyable. She’d been cast in the role of her brother’s carer for the day, but after a rocky start, he’d come round to being a passable human.
He was currently engaged in conversation with Jude, an estate agent and the middle child of the Cramer family, and it’d reached the stage in the evening where the dance floor had a smattering of the eager and the drunk, the DJ fulfilling her duty of playing Journey’s Don’t Stop Believin’ at least once.
Cleo’s whole body tensed moments later as the first dance was announced and the floor cleared. She’d been dreading this part.
“Mind if I sit?”
She looked up to see Becca, the youngest Cramer sister, standing over her, one hand in her side pocket, her stance confident. Their conversation earlier had been brief, one of Becca’s cousins dragging her away to meet her new boyfriend. Cleo couldn’t imagine being the youngest of five siblings. She and Duncan got along just fine, but she was pretty sure she didn’t want three more of him.
“Be my guest,” Cleo said, pushing the chair out with her right foot.
Did Becca smoke? Being the youngest, she very well might. Of her office team, it was only the youngest who did.
Becca smoothed down her patterned pink trousers as she sat back in the padded ballroom chair, rolling her shoulders as she did so. Cleo swept her eyes over Becca’s slim body, and her short, styled dark hair. It was shaved up the back and sides, with a carefully styled quiff on top. Cleo could never manage that — she’d be constantly fretting about it dropping, but Becca’s hair was still standing tall.
“Long day?” Cleo enquired.
Becca smiled again. “It’s been lovely, really. And Fionn seems happy, which is the main thing, right?”
“So they tell me.” Cleo remembered her own wedding day, and how happy she’d been, too. In her experience, it wasn’t a sure-fire barometer of how the marriage was going to pan out.
“You don’t sound enthused.”
Cleo shook her head. “On the contrary, I think weddings are fab — so much optimism for the future, and a big celebration. Life needs more celebrations.”
“And parties with free bars.”
Cleo returned her grin. “My point exactly,” she said. “Don’t mind me, I’m just a little cynical. Fionn and Ryan will make it just fine and have a gazillion happy babies I’m sure.”
They were currently dancing cheek to cheek, swaying to an Ed Sheeran number, phones all around the room capturing their intimate public moment.
“They might even make one tonight.”
When Cleo looked up, Becca’s face was wrinkled in a frown.
“Too much?”
“Just the thought makes me a little queasy,” Becca replied, sitting forward, flashing Cleo a fully loaded smile that held her attention.
Becca was striking, but also strikingly young. How old had her mum been when she’d given birth? The age span between the first and the last child had to be at least 15 years. Cleo had gone to school with a girl whose nephew had been older than her, and she’d always found it fascinating. What was the age gap between Becca and her eldest niece or nephew?
“That’s straight sex for you,” Cleo said, then put her hand over her mouth. That had meant to be an internal thought, but lately, those internal thoughts kept tumbling out of her mouth.
But Becca let out a belly laugh, cocking her head at Cleo. “So you bat for the opposing team, too?”
Cleo could feel her cheeks warming, and was glad of the dimmed lighting in the reception hall. “Apparently, out of a table of ten, there were four of us on table three. Scandalous.”
“It totally is,” Becca replied.
The sound of chairs being scraped back indicated the bride and groom were inviting their guests to join them in the second half of their first dance. The click of heels on the wooden dance floor, light laughter and throat-clearing as arms entwined and bodies pressed together, twirling in circular motion to the music.
Cleo’s mum threw her head back as her dad spun her around — they were both keen dancers who knew their way around a floor. Cleo spotted Becca’s parents in the mix, too — she’d met them earlier — along with a clutch of aunts, uncles, friends and cousins who’d watched Strictly Come Dancing and wanted a go themselves.
“I’ve always kinda cringed at this bit, haven’t you?” Becca’s voice sliced through her thoughts.
Cleo sat up, shaking her head. “Not really — I was just admiring my parents. They’ve always loved to dance, and I’ve always been envious. I can hold my own, but I’ve never had a partner who wanted to do it with me. They, on the other hand, have been dance partners for life.”
Becca’s gaze appraised her. “Whereas I just think the whole thing is a bit embarrassing — having to dance while everyone watches you. If I ever do get married, there’s no way I’m having a first dance.”
Every muscle in Cleo’s body tensed. She hadn’t had one at her own wedding, and it was one of the biggest regrets of her life. With hindsight, she knew that was a warning — that Sara wouldn’t bend to the one thing she’d so wanted on her big day.
“You might change your mind,” Cleo replied, hoping the smile she was giving Becca wasn’t too sad. “I think dancing’s an underrated skill. Plus, you know what they say — slick on your feet, slick between the sheets.” She paused. “Which is a maxim I don’t like to think about too much when I apply it to my parents.”
Another loud laugh from Becca. “And if that’s true, I think we can safely say Fionn and Ryan won’t be making any babies later — he keeps treading on her foot. But she’s still laughing, so that’s a good sign.”
Before Cleo could respond, Becca’s parents were heading towards them, relief spelt out on her dad’s face at being let off his dancing duties so early. He asked if they wanted drinks, and then disappeared to the bar.
Becca’s mum, Martha, pulled out a seat and plonked herself next to them. Her cheeks were flushed from exertion, but her dyed, set hair was still perfect, her fascinator still angled just right. Plus, her cornflower-blue dress was one Cleo’s mum would salivate over.
The last time Cleo had worn a dress was on her wedding day. She’d made so many mistakes on that day.
“How you doing?” Martha gave her daughter a kiss on the cheek after she spoke.
“We’re good — just marvelling at all the dodgy dancing going on,” Becca replied.
“All part of a good wedding, and this one is great, isn’t it?” Martha didn’t wait for an answer. “Are you getting up to dance?”
“With who?” Becca rolled her eyes at Cleo, then turned back to her mum. “I told you, I’m having a year off dating and that includes dancing. Well, slow dancing at least.”
Cleo spotted pink creeping onto Becca’s cheeks.
Martha smiled. “I know, you’ve told me enough times. Although why you’d cut off that part of your life baffles me. But then, I’m just a lowly mother, what do I know?” She gave her daughter an exaggerated shrug.
“The dating game’s not the same as when you were young, it’s a different world.” Becca’s voice was tighter than it had been, her words not having quite the same bounce.
“And what about you, Cleo? Do you feel the same?”
Now that was a loaded question if ever Cleo heard one. “If a gorgeous woman wanted to come and sweep me off my feet, I’d be game.”
Martha’s eyes widened at Cleo’s words, before she looked from Becca, to Cleo, and then back.
“I didn’t realise you were a lesbian, too,” she said, failing to keep the shock out of her voice.
Cleo felt the urge to laugh, but managed to keep a straight face. Becca’s family were just as entertaining as hers.
“Why don’t you dance together?” Martha continued, oblivious. “You’d make a fabulous couple.”
Becca shook her head, giving her mum a murderous look. “Just because Cleo is gay and so am I, doesn’t mean we’re going to get together or dance together — it doesn’t work like that.” Becca sighed. “So please stop embarrassing me. I thought we were past this stage.”
Her mum let out a cackle of laughter. “You’re never too old to be embarrassed by your mum, surely?” She turned to Cleo. “We were on the same table as your parents at dinner, and I’ve invited them to our curry night in a few weeks’ time — you should come, too. You and your brother. You’re practically family for Fionn, after all.”
Cleo kept her face neutral, nodding as she did. She already knew what Duncan would say to a happy family meal out, but she didn’t want to burst Martha’s bubble right away. “That sounds lovely,” she replied, as Martha got up.
“I better go and find your dad, you know what he’s like. A free bar, he might be doing shots by now!”
Cleo watched her go before turning back to Becca, who was shaking her head.
“I was planning on making an escape to a bar in Soho later — around 11.” She looked Cleo straight in the eye. “Any interest in joining me? My mother thinks we should get married already as we’re both lesbians, so we may as well fuel her fire.”
Cleo ground her teeth together as she sat back in her chair. Soho? That was like a planet from the dim, distant past. Yes, she might be turning 40 next year, but that didn’t count her out of the lesbian scene, did it? Plus, going out with someone much younger might give her a fresh perspective on life. And it surely had to be better than dancing to Abba one more time?
A slow smile spread across her face as she nodded. “I can’t remember the last time I went out in Soho on a weekend, so you’re on.”





CHAPTER 5
They arrived at Friends, Becca’s Soho bar of choice, just after 11.30pm. Situated underground, it was accessed through a slender doorway on a murky alleyway whose only other businesses were sex shops or pubs. If you didn’t know where you were going, you’d never find it.
Tonight, as most Saturday nights, the bar was heaving. Even though it was a gay bar, at the weekend Friends turned into an everyone bar, with all ages and orientations squeezed into its four fluorescent walls.
Cleo insisted on buying their first drinks, and Becca led the way through to the back bar. They added their thick winter coats to an overloaded rack, then found a sliver of wall to lean against and take a breath. Next to them, two women were going for gold in a kissing contest — they hadn’t come up for air in the ten minutes they’d been standing there.
Becca leaned over until her lips were hovering beside Cleo’s ear. The music in Friends was ramped up to the max. “You think she missed dinner?” She glanced towards the kissing couple.
“I think she might have.” Cleo paused. “I remember doing that with my ex. Not in here, but in another gay bar, the rest of the world shut out. It’s just you and her, and that’s all that counts.” A sad smile flitted across her face. “I miss those days, even though it ended badly. The start of a relationship is always the best, so much to look forward to, so much of the unknown ahead.” She winced, shaking her head. “Sorry, over-sharing — blame the wedding and Duncan’s influence. And possibly the red wine.”
Someone had clearly stamped on Cleo’s heart, leaving it bruised and misshapen. A wave of sympathy washed through Becca; she’d known heartbreak, too. She hadn’t meant to upset Cleo, and she hoped she could pull her up as quick as she’d fallen down.
“The start of a relationship is exciting, but so far, mine haven’t ended well — which is why I’m taking a break.” Becca paused, glancing down at the floor before looking back up at Cleo. “And after that little speech, I take it you’re not seeing anyone at the moment?”
Cleo shook her head, taking a sip of her vodka and Coke. “The clues are all there when I turn up to a wedding with my brother as my plus one. I heard some older aunty comment on what a lovely young couple we made, and I almost barfed. Still, at least I scored a younger man, I suppose.”
“Even if it was your brother.”
Another shake of the head, but this time, a little lighter. “What about you? Are you really taking a year off? It seems a bit extreme. I wasn’t sure if you were just saying that to wind your mum up.”
Becca grinned. “No, I really am. Decided to do it after my flatmate and I calculated I hadn’t been single for longer than three months since I was 16. I was planning on playing the field when I broke up from my ex, but then I decided to do the opposite.”
Cleo’s eyes widened. “Wow. And how old are you now?”
“I’m 23,” Becca replied. “Seven years.”
Cleo took a long slurp of her drink before replying. “Twenty-three — shit me. You’re a baby.”
“Now you’re sounding like one of my sisters. Remember, I’m the youngest of five, so I have an old head on my shoulders.”
Cleo held up her left palm. “I’ll take your word for it. Taking a year off is very disciplined — especially for a 23-year-old. Isn’t that the time you should be sowing your wild oats?”
“Millennials aren’t the feckless youth the media portray us as,” Becca replied. “I don’t like smashed avocado, either.”
Cleo’s face showed mock shock. “Can’t you be thrown out of millennial college for that?”
Becca laughed, pleased to be steering the conversation to lighter topics.
“But it’s been a good experience. No drama. No dating, which makes things cheaper. Nobody to impress, nobody else to consider. I’d tell anyone to try it. It’s a breath of fresh air.”
The first few weeks had been strange, but by month three, she was into it. “I’m actually thinking I might stretch it to longer than a year, especially because I’m starting a new job on Monday and I need to focus all my energy on that so I can impress my new bosses. I want a clear head for my first day at school.”
“Impressive. Have you got a new pencil case, too?”
Becca smiled. “Metaphorically speaking, yes.”
Cleo took a sip of her drink before replying, glancing at the kissing couple who had come up for air, now stroking each other’s faces. “I like your thinking, though.” She paused, hesitating before continuing. “When I started the job I have now, I’d just split up from my wife and I was a total mess.”
Cleo looked her in the eye, clearly gauging her reaction to that statement.
Becca kept her face straight. She hadn’t figured Cleo for being divorced, but then, she’d known her for less than a day, so what did she know? She bit down her inclination to ask more questions — she didn’t want to scare Cleo away. Perhaps if she just listened, she’d tell her. It was a trick she used with her sisters often.
“I kept it together and got stuff done, but it was hard,” Cleo continued. “I was constantly dealing with stuff from my ex, and then having to take a deep breath and compose myself for a meeting — so there’s a lot to be said for having a clean slate and nothing else to worry about. Plus, I’m sure your bosses will appreciate having your undivided attention, too. I know I do when I have new staff.”
“Exactly,” Becca replied, holding Cleo’s gaze. She really did have the most exquisite rich brown eyes.
“My mum thinks I’m ridiculous, telling me I just have to get on with life and deal with things as they come. That I can’t plan for life or love, that I just need to roll with the punches. But why give yourself added complications? I’m enjoying the simplicity of my life right now.”
“You sound like someone from one of those True Love Waits campaigns.”
“That’s what Rachel said.”
Cleo grinned. “But I get it. I had a year off after Sara and now I’ve had another year off unintentionally.” She snorted. “But next time, I’m going to get it right. For a start, it’s going to be somebody nearer my own age — she was ten years younger than me.” Cleo winced, sucking in one of her cheeks. “Not that all young people are feckless, present company being the perfect example. There were other issues, too. As time went on, I realised we didn’t click. Clicking is pretty important.”
“In my world, too.” Becca inclined her head to the couple next to them, who were back to kissing. “You think they click?”
“They do right now, but let’s see what happens when they have to start talking.”
Becca laughed. “They’re talking — it’s called the language of love. Or lust.” She paused, breathing in Cleo’s perfume. She smelled delicious. “So we’re agreed not all younger lesbians are stupid?”
“We’re agreed,” Cleo said, with a small sigh.
“You make it sound like you’re ancient — you don’t look ancient.”
Cleo raised a single eyebrow. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were flirting with me. But that would be in direct violation of your True Love Waits vows, wouldn’t it?”
Okay, Becca deserved that. “I promise on my mother’s life,” Becca said, licking her index finger and crossing it over her chest, from left to right, then right to left, “that I am not flirting with you.”
She was almost telling the truth, too.
“I’ll believe you, thousands wouldn’t,” Cleo replied, glancing briefly at Becca’s lips, before allowing her gaze to slip back up Becca’s face and land on her eyes.
A tiny shudder skipped down Becca’s spine as she did, but she ignored it.
“I’m 39, so nearly as old as your eldest sister. How old is she? Fortyish?”
Becca nodded. “She’s 41, so there’s 18 years between us. I was the surprise baby of the bunch.”
“And the cutest, too.” And then it was Cleo’s turn to bite her lip and look abashed.
Becca leaned forward as the music turned itself up a notch, The Weather Girls singing about the upcoming forecast and how it was predicted to be raining men.
“I was definitely a cute baby, I’ve seen the photographic evidence,” she said, placing her lips beside Cleo’s ear again.
Only this time, it felt different than a few minutes ago. Like they’d chiselled under the surface of their lives and got to know each other a fraction. That’s what being in a gay bar surrounded by women kissing did for you. It unlocked the door to certain, often buried emotions. That and the wine had made Becca brave, almost invincible.
She was out on a Saturday in Soho with an attractive woman, and that hadn’t happened for a good few months.
Emboldened, she added: “And if I wasn’t on a love hiatus, I’d totally flirt with you.”
She stepped back and looked Cleo in the eye, licking her lips. She’d love nothing more than to lean forward and kiss her lips, but she knew she couldn’t. Because that would break the contract she had with herself.
Plus, it would probably surprise the heck out of Cleo. Maybe it was the ambience, maybe she wanted to firm up Cleo’s faith in romance again, but for the first time since she’d broken up with her ex, Gwen, her libido was smiling again.
Their gazes locked, held in a trance, and a rush of physical desire, worse than hunger, overtook Becca. She wrapped her hand around Cleo’s drink, and when their fingers brushed against each other, the shock of their connection made her skin flame.
“Another drink?” Becca’s voice came out gravelly, like she’d just woken up after smoking 20 fags.
And she didn’t smoke.
Cleo let go of her glass, nodding. “Sure,” she said, chewing her lip, avoiding Becca’s gaze. “You don’t have a cigarette, do you?”
   
THEY SHARED AN UBER HOME, seeing as they lived crazy-near each other in Queen’s Park. It was 3am, and Becca could feel the alcohol lighting up her system. Tequila, vodka, Jaeger bombs — they’d gone to town on variety. But it’d done the job of taking Cleo’s mind off her troubles. Well, that and the dancing. Becca had quickly learned that Cleo loved to dance, a blur of arms, legs and torso twists, inhibitions abandoned.
By the time they stumbled out of the Uber and into Crispy Fried Chicken, Becca had a large grin plastered on her face, and Cleo looked dazed but beautiful. She really was a fine-looking woman — she reminded Becca of a more put-together Emma Stone. Well, perhaps more put-together when they’d first met earlier today, not so much right now.
Cleo requested chicken thighs from the server with such charm; not for the first time that evening, Becca was struck with the thought that Cleo probably got her way often. Apart from with her ex, apparently.
She sat down in a white plastic chair nailed to floor, giving Cleo a grin under the glare of the strip lights overhead.
“Bloody starving,” Becca said, biting into the chicken drumstick, smiling as the grease coated her teeth. The small hours of the morning were what fried chicken was made for. “I didn’t get any of the evening food at the wedding, did you?”
“I didn’t, and it was blitzed by the time I got there,” Cleo replied. “I hope the wedding you’re organising does better.”
“I hope so, too. Otherwise I’ll have two brides on my case.”
Cleo gave her a woozy smile, and something moved in Becca low down. Way low down.
“I love that you’re doing a wedding with two women.” Her smile got a little wider. “Who knows, one day it could be me again. If I ever find another girlfriend.” Cleo shook her head, then stuffed a handful of chips in her mouth. The suave, sophisticated woman of eight hours before was long gone, but Becca was still enthralled.
“I think it’s safe to say you’ll find someone again,” Becca told her.
One of the chicken shop staff interrupted their chat, bringing over Cleo’s just-cooked thighs.
“Thank you!” Cleo said, her speech sing-song. She stuffed more chips in her mouth, closing her eyes to savour them. “These taste divine,” she said, still chewing. “Why don’t I come here every Saturday night?”
Becca could only laugh. She liked this drunker, funnier Cleo. It was a whole new side to the earlier, more reflective version.
They finished eating, shouted goodbye to the shop staff and left, the smell of chicken fat lodged firmly in Becca’s airways. Once outside the shop, Cleo stumbled, and Becca grabbed her arm, saving her from nosediving to the pavement.
Cleo had a small battle with her coat before finally managing to insert her arms into the correct holes, shivering as she did so. Becca got the impression Cleo wasn’t normally a big drinker.
“Right, I’m going this way,” Cleo said, pointing left. Then she frowned. “No, hang on, it’s this way.” She pointed right.
“Shall I walk you home? It might be the safer option.”
Cleo gave her a nod and they walked side by side, their coats done up to ward off the grit of the February morning, their breath swirling around them.
It took less than five minutes to get to Cleo’s flat, which was one of three in a tall, Victorian house. Becca smiled at her as Cleo closed one eye to focus, then the other.
“I should go to bed, because you’re a little blurred.” Cleo gave her a grin.
Becca laughed. “You should.” She paused, touching Cleo’s arm. “I had a great night, though.”
Cleo stared at her face for a moment, then nodded, moving closer to her. “Me, too,” she whispered in her ear. “It’s a shame you’re 23.”
A rush of something skittled down Becca at her words, and when Cleo pulled back, it wasn’t far, leaving her lips hovering near Becca’s.
Before she knew what was happening, Cleo’s lips were on hers, pressing down, insistent, wanting. Seconds later, her tongue was parting Becca’s lips, sliding into her, an arm pulling her close.
Becca gave in and went with it, carried away by the moment. Something fluttered behind her rib cage as she caved to Cleo’s insistence, her kiss passionate, her body moulding into Becca.
Pleasure swirled around her, making her disorientated. Somewhere nearby a dog barked. Cleo gripped her tighter, and Becca lost herself in the urgency of the kiss, desire streaking through her, red and hot.
Until, that is, Cleo pulled away suddenly, alarm slithering onto her face.
The sudden halt left Becca breathless. She wanted to reach up and touch her lips, but instead she clenched her fist by her side, every emotional box she’d begun to open abruptly slammed shut.
It was over before it had even begun, and yet Cleo had left a lasting impression. Cleo had left Becca wanting more.
However, whether she wanted more or not, Cleo wasn’t sticking around long enough to chat about it.
Instead, she was shaking her head, tapping her handbag slung over her shoulder, the faint lines around her eyes lit up by the nearby streetlamp.
“Shit, I’m sorry, that shouldn’t have happened.” She took a deep breath, two steps back, a wobble, then she steadied herself.
“It’s okay,” Becca began.
But Cleo’s head shake told her otherwise. “It’s not. Too much booze. Not enough food. And you’re… 23!”
She made it sound like it was child abuse. “Despite what you might think, I am old enough to make up my mind who I kiss.”
But Cleo wasn’t listening. “I have to go.” She paused, glancing at the ground then back up to Becca. “Thanks for tonight, it was fun.”
She got her keys out of her bag, walked down the path to her flat and let herself in.
Becca stood and watched her go.
It was only when the front door closed and a few seconds had passed that she let herself touch her lips.





CHAPTER 6
The tube had been stifling this morning, but Cleo had made it in without incident, arriving at her office near Oxford Street just before 8.20. She didn’t think she could make her commute easier if she tried. Some of her friends travelled up to two hours each way across London, whereas hers was always around 30 minutes, door to door.
As she stepped through the shiny chrome office door of WorkPlace!, the global office space company for which she was head of events, she waved at Julie on reception. Cleo walked past the massive, brightly coloured breakout areas on the ground floor, getting the lift to her office on floor five.
Every morning, Cleo knew she’d made it because she had her own office, and that was rare. Started in Boston on a shoestring by two women, WorkPlace! was now a global business and the ethos was very much ‘all hands on deck’. Even though there had to be hierarchy — otherwise how would anything get done? — it was applied in a soft, gentle manner, and most of the staff were based on the main floors, with only a smattering of individual offices for the department heads. All with transparent office walls, of course, so you could wave at everyone who walked by.
She stopped at her friend Dave’s office — he was head of marketing — and wished him a good morning. He looked up from fiddling on his phone and gave her a grin.
“Ready for the influx?”
“Will it be that many?”
“We’ve got ten new eager beavers.” He held up a sheet of paper. “Three for me, three for your events team, two for finance and two for social media. We’re going to have to behave and pretend we’re nice people. That can get really exhausting.”
Being that Dave was one of the nicest people Cleo knew, she smiled at that. “I’m sure you can manage.”
New staff hiring was happening with increased regularity, with the company expanding at a rapid pace. Flexible work spaces were big business, as newer companies ploughed more money into staff perks and benefits to make them stand out and attract the very best. The core of WorkPlace! was offering flexible work spaces and creating community, and to do that well and at the rate required, they needed new staff constantly.
Cleo was in charge of all the events for the UK office, which now numbered over 500 staff and counting. She flew back and forth to the company’s HQ in Boston and worked closely with her US counterparts. She liked the laidback atmosphere of the company, and she especially loved how they treated their staff.
Sure, she could get a job in a more corporate environment — somewhere like her brother worked — but there, she’d be just another cog in the machine, a nameless face. Whereas working for this fast-moving start-up meant there was always something new going on and ideas were listened to. After working in more corporate landscapes for the first ten years of her career, this move had been the best she’d made. She loved her job and her team, and she could see she wasn’t too far off jumping to the next level, perhaps even getting a seat on the board.
She’d been settled at her desk for around ten minutes, checking through her email and marking those that were urgent, when a knock on her clear plastic door frame made her raise her head. Mika, her more than capable second-in-command, was standing there, a raft of white papers in her hand.
“Hey, nice weekend? How was the wedding?”
Cleo ran the day through her head, ending with a shot of Becca laughing, which made her smile and cringe all at the same time. They’d had such a good time getting to know each other. So much so, it hadn’t been until a good ten minutes after waking with a monumental hangover on Sunday lunchtime that she’d remembered the kiss.
Oh god, the kiss.
She’d wanted the floor to open up and swallow her whole. She’d snogged a 23-year-old. What was wrong with her? And the worst part about it? She’d been the instigator, the one who’d kissed her.
She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had that much fun; she also couldn’t remember the last time she’d been this embarrassed. She was still weighing up whether or not to call or text Becca to apologise, but when she’d told Duncan, he’d told her apologising for kissing someone wasn’t exactly amorous behaviour. As she’d expected, her brother had been delighted with her story, only disappointed that she’d stopped at just a snog.
That was where he and Cleo differed. At least it had only been a snog. If she’d woken up with Becca in her bed, she’d have been mortified. Thank goodness for small mercies.
She glanced up; Mika was giving her a funny look. Oh, she was still waiting for an answer.
Cleo thought fast. “The wedding,” she stalled. “It was great. Made me believe in love again and all that jazz.”
“Wow, that must have been some wedding.” Mika gave her a grin, her features perky as they always were.
Mika was the perfect colleague, her disposition always sunny. She had naturally curly hair that she piled on top of her head during the week and let down to go wild at weekends. She’d just turned 30, had what seemed an effortless hipster style, and kept Cleo up-to-date with all the cool new bars and restaurants that were opening in Shoreditch, Dalston and beyond, insisting she should try them.
Cleo always nodded and promised she would, but she hardly ever did. Her social life was pretty slim these days, apart from when Mika dragged her out, which had happened a couple of times. But beyond her best friend Heidi and her brother, Cleo had let a lot of her friendships drop when her marriage broke up. Some of them Sara had claimed, but most of it was her fault. She simply hadn’t had the energy to go out for the first few months, and after a while, her friends had stopped calling.
Cleo sat up. “Do I have to come and do my spiel now?”
Mika shook her head, checking her phone for the time. “This is your 30-minute curtain call. They’re just filling in forms at the moment and all looking freaked, bless them. Does half an hour work, or I could slot you in a little later?”
Cleo shook her head. “Half an hour is fine, and then can we have a meeting after that, as we need to get the ball rolling on the deck for the company party to share with the US. Does that work for you?”
Mika nodded again. “Eleven thirty? That way it gives me time to settle them all in and make sure they know where the tea, coffee and toilets are. And the exits if it all feels too much for them.”
Cleo grinned. “We’ve never had a runner yet, but you never know.”
   
CLEO OPENED the door to the meeting room on the second floor and put on her best smile. She was pretty confident speaking to groups after years of presentations, and a smile went a long way towards making your audience feel comfortable. She cleared her throat as the sea of faces peered up at her, then glanced over at Mika, who was beckoning her in.
“This is your next department head, Cleo Nightingale — the final one before we break for coffee. She’s head of events, and so someone you might want to suck up to if you want a good seat at the staff party, or if you want to suggest a particular perk.” She gave Cleo a grin. “And for the three of you who’ll be working directly with myself and Cleo — that’s Nadia, Damian and Rebecca — pay even closer attention to what Cleo has to say.” Mika walked towards the door, adding over her shoulder, “Fifteen minutes okay?”
Cleo nodded as her eyes swept the room again, before settling on one particular face.
Then something sharp lodged in her throat, and she was finding it hard to take in air, her heart banging against her sternum.
Fuck a bloody duck.
Was that really who she thought it was? It couldn’t be, could it? Cleo had spent yesterday replaying what she remembered of Saturday night and Sunday morning, and it hadn’t improved it any. Chatting, dancing, tequila, vodka, dancing, chicken, chips, snog.
And now the recipient of that snog was sitting right in front of her, Becca’s face telling Cleo she was just as startled as she was.
Cleo blinked rapidly, shaking her head. But when she opened her eyes, Becca was still sitting up in her chair and staring at her, cheeks flushed. When their gaze connected, Becca swiftly looked away, clearing her throat.
All Cleo’s intentions of being a smooth, composed host flew out the window, but she tried to focus on her breath as her meditation practice told her.
To bring her thoughts back to the moment,
to what she could control.
Only it wasn’t really that easy, was it? Cleo hadn’t done the interview, hadn’t known Becca had been hired.
This was the job Becca had been prepping for. Cleo had assumed she was meeting wedding clients this morning, not her.
This was the job Becca had sworn off women for.
Only now, her big boss had broken her vow and snogged her in the street at 3am. Any way Cleo spun it, the facts didn’t get any better.
The door shut and Cleo took a couple of deep breaths, trying to focus on other things.
Eight women and two men, which was the norm. One of whom was Becca, which was not the norm.
What had she admitted to her on Saturday? What had she said? She wished she could remember it all. She’d definitely gone on about Sara.
A familiar damning feeling sank through her. She wanted to curl into a ball and disappear.
It wasn’t that she worked in a company where the bosses were aloof and you never knew anything about them, but even she’d agree this was a little too much.
She’d done tequila shots with Becca.
She’d told her about her failed marriage.
She’d put her tongue in her mouth.
Jesus. Deep breath.
“Hi everyone, my name’s Cleo. Let’s start off by you telling me your first name and where you’re working, and I’ll tell you about what I do. I promise to make it as painless as possible, and there won’t be a test at the end.”
She concentrated on the first four new recruits to speak, including Nadia and Damian. And then it was Becca’s turn.
Cleo gripped the wooden desk she was leaning against, knowing she’d leave a mark on her fingers.
Becca sat up. “Hi, my name’s Becca and I’ve been hired to work in the events planning department.”
Why had this never come up on Saturday? Surely the natural thing would have been to speak about their jobs that took up most of their lives? But somehow, they hadn’t. Instead, they’d talked about family and relationships and got drunk together.
Eaten fried chicken together.
The kiss replayed in her mind, the flicker of the streetlight on Becca’s cheeks. It was all Cleo could do not to put a hand over her eyes as the familiar tone of Becca’s voice filled the room.
“I did an events-planning degree at Brighton uni, and this is my first relevant full-time job after nine months of searching.”
Cleo held her gaze as she finished. But all she could think about was Becca’s lips beside her ear, telling her she could definitely flirt with her.
“I’m really looking forward to the challenge, putting all my skills and experience into practice.”
Becca sat back, giving Cleo a pained smile.
“Thanks, Becca,” Cleo said, remaining as professional as she could manage. She checked her watch. Only ten minutes till Mika came back to rescue her.
It wasn’t the end of the world.
“Hi, my name’s Tara and I was at Brighton uni with Becca,” the next new recruit began.
It was just a kiss, and they could just laugh about it and work together, no problem.
“I’m really excited to be working for a global, woman-fronted company…”
Tara had clearly done her homework, but Tara didn’t have a smile that could power the whole of London like Becca, did she? Which is why, despite the fact that Cleo was nodding her head in Tara’s direction, all her focus was still on the woman beside her.
Becca Cramer.
Fucking hell.





CHAPTER 7
M ika came back just when she’d agreed; Cleo had made it through her planned spiel. She avoided eye contact with Becca as much as possible, and before she knew it, papers were being shuffled and chairs scraped back as a black-shirted man from catering wheeled in a trolley with vats of coffee and plates of chocolate digestives.
“Okay?” Mika asked, drawing up beside Cleo.
She nodded. “All good, no runners.” Out of the corner of her eye, Cleo saw Becca slip out of the room. She put a hand on Mika’s arm, then flicked her head towards the door. “Just popping to the loo. I’ll see you back at base camp?”
Mika nodded and Cleo made her escape.
However, once out in the main office, she couldn’t spot Becca. Perhaps she was in the loo? Cleo went into the hallway and walked to the nearest bathroom. She pushed open the door, checking herself in the mirror as whoever was in the toilet flushed, then unlocked the door. When she flicked her gaze up to the mirror, Becca’s bright blue eyes were staring back at her.
Becca hesitated before she spoke. “Hi,” she managed, eventually. Her semi-smile faded before Cleo’s eyes.
“Hey,” Cleo replied, twisting around and leaning on the sinks. “How are you?”
Becca nodded. “I’m good. A little shocked, but good.” She washed her hands, avoiding eye contact.
Cleo didn’t blame her. She really needed a cigarette.
Becca seemed to have a certain effect on her, one that required nicotine. Or perhaps something to keep her hands busy, something to focus on, rather than Becca’s alluring smile, her full lips.
Yes, she mustn’t focus on her kissable lips.
“How have you been since Saturday?”
Becca reached out and grabbed one of the paper towels, drying her hands as she shook her head. “Sunday was a slow day, let’s just say that. But today, I’m raring to go. Although you weren’t the person I was expecting to walk into the room this morning.”
“That makes two of us,” Cleo said. “I thought the job you were excited about starting today involved more wedding clients — not this.” Cleo hoped she sounded calm. She felt anything but.
Becca shook her head again. “The wedding planning is a side hustle — this is my new full-time job, the one I was excited about.” She paused, catching Cleo’s gaze. “Still am, even if the beginning has been a little awkward.” Then she looked away.
Cleo felt her pain.
She reached over and touched Becca’s arm, and jolted at their renewed connection.
Mistake.
“Look, this morning was a big surprise for both of us, and I’ve been meaning to get in contact with you since Saturday, just to say sorry.” She winced, feeling her whole face twinge as she did. “I was drunk and got a bit carried away after such a good night.”
This time, Becca didn’t avert her eyes. “You don’t have to apologise for kissing me, I told you that on Saturday. I’m a big girl.”
Cleo sighed. “I kinda do. Especially now we’re working together and I made you break your pact. We had a great night, but nothing should have happened.”
Becca blew out a breath. “It’s all good, really.”
“I hope it will be,” Cleo replied, as much to reassure herself as Becca. “I don’t make a habit of going out and getting drunk with new hires — if you can keep it to yourself, I’d appreciate it.” She frowned. “I mean, it’s fine that we’ve met, no point in covering that up, that would just look odd.”
“Don’t worry, this is just as awkward for me as it is for you,” Becca said. “I wasn’t sure what the protocol was. Whether or not I had to pretend we didn’t do tequila shots together and eat ropey fried chicken, or whether we could say hi.”
Cleo put a hand to her brow and sighed again.
Becca gave her a long stare, before nodding, her face drawn into serious lines. “What happened in Soho stays in Soho, okay? We just happen to have met at a wedding at the weekend, that’s all.” She paused. “But we had a great time, didn’t we?”
Cleo couldn’t help but smile at that. “We did,” she said. “But I’m sorry I mucked up your year off dating.”
Becca gave her a grin. “You didn’t. We’re not dating, are we?”
Alarm must have streaked across Cleo’s face.
Becca let out a bark of laughter. “Your face,” she said. “Don’t worry, you didn’t promise to marry me or anything. It was just a drunken kiss, nothing more.”
“Okay.” Cleo’s memory was normally reliable, but there were definite gaps when it came to Saturday.
But the kiss — she remembered that. Along with how it had made her feel.
Alive. Wanted. Happy.
Until it ended and she realised Becca was still 23. Argh!
Becca went to say something else, then stopped. What was on the tip of her tongue?
The tongue Cleo had tasted.
It was probably best not to ask.
Instead, Cleo gave her a wide, exaggerated smile. Had they cleared it up? She hoped so.
“Will we be working together directly?” Becca asked, fixing Cleo with her blue-steel gaze.
Cleo fought down a wobble inside.
“Not a great deal, you’ll be reporting in to Mika, but we’re all on the same big project — the staff festival which is coming up in May. Mika will fill you in. But we’ll have daily contact and I’m always available if you need to chat or want some advice. I don’t want to be accused of favouritism, but my door is always open.” She paused. “Especially to such a good dancer.”
Becca smiled, cocking her head. “I enjoyed dancing with you, too.”
The door to the toilet swung open and Nadia walked in, giving Becca and Cleo a smile before going into the middle loo.
Cleo’s mouth twitched as she straightened up. “You better get back to your group before they send out a search party.”
Becca gave her a salute. “Yes, boss.”





CHAPTER 8
“Holy shit. Are you sitting down?” Becca was sitting on a gnarled wooden bench in a small park round the back of her new office. Her phone was glued to her ear, her black pea coat pulled tight around her to fend off the chill February winds. Becca loved February, though; she loved its sharp coldness, its rough edges. In January she always felt fat and bleak, but February held the promise of newness around the corner, with spring waiting to kick into gear.
Today, it was still very much winter, the wind needling her face. She could smell the dampness from last night’s rainfall, still infiltrating the ground and the bench she sat on. A little shiver ran up her as she shifted her bum to keep warm.
“Of course I’m sitting down, I work in an office. I spend half my life on my arse, which is why I need to go to the gym all the fucking time to keep it looking trim in case anyone wants a closer look at it.”
Tracey Yu was Becca’s flatmate and best friend from uni. She worked in a bank in the city, and during the past nine months while Becca had been looking for her ideal job, Tracey had been happy to buy her drinks and the occasional dinner, as her job paid considerably more than Becca’s. As Tracey often told her, she’d been born to be an accountant — it’s what happened in Asian families — so she was happy to share the wealth her spreadsheet prowess provided.
Becca loved Tracey for that — she was generous in the extreme. They’d lived together for the past three years, and because they finished each other’s sentences, everyone always thought they were together. They never had been. Tracey was pansexual, and currently sworn off women after getting burnt by her last girlfriend. She was laying groundwork with a man called Justin at present, claiming he was sexy and uncomplicated. Becca didn’t like to tell her that whenever sex was brought into the equation, complexity tended to increase whatever the gender.
“Okay, enough about your arse. I have major news.”
“You do?”
“I do.” Becca paused. “You know Cleo, who I went out with on Saturday night after the wedding?”
“The hot older woman who could give Cate Blanchett a run for her money? The one who got drunk and snogged your face? How could I forget?” Becca could hear the grin in Tracey’s voice.
“The very same.” Pause. “Well it turns out, she’s my new boss.” She couldn’t help the shake of her head. This was still all too surreal.
“You’re shitting me.”
“I shit you not.”
“How can that happen?”
Becca shrugged her shoulders in an exaggerated manner. “You tell me.” Her brain was still trying to compute her day. “I mean, how the fuck can it happen? I go into my new job wanting to make a great impression on my new boss, and she turns out to be the woman I got drunk with on Saturday night, the one I told about wanting to make a good impression at my new job. And we kissed.” When she said it out loud, it sounded even worse.
She heard Tracey snort. “Your life is always complicated, isn’t it? Me, I just got my degree and went to work. Nothing major ever happens. Whereas you slalom from job to job and eventually get one you want, only to find your new boss is the hot chick you snogged at the weekend.” She let out a whoop of laughter down the phone. “It’s like you’re in a movie.”
“A disaster movie,” Becca replied.
“Or perhaps a rom-com, and the ending is going to work out just fine. Like, you’re Hugh Grant and she’s Julia Roberts.”
“She’s definitely a pretty woman.”
“I was talking about Notting Hill.”
“I know,” Becca replied, deadpan. “But seriously, what do I do now?”
There was a pause before Tracey replied. “You go in and do your job even better than you were planning. Because you can bet your life she’s going to be watching you even harder now.” Another pause. “Unless the flirty mood of Saturday continues, in which case, who knows what might happen?”
“Nothing can happen. For one, I’m not looking, remember?”
“Uh-huh.”
“And for another, she’s my boss! The one who’ll be deciding if I’m doing a good job or not.” Becca put her head in her free hand. “This really is like a car crash.”
A lunchtime jogger ran by as she looked up, his face creased with effort. Becca was always in awe of lunchtime joggers — leaving the office to get a sandwich had always been around the limit of her lunchtime routine.
“You’re thinking too much,” Tracey said. “Yes, she’s your boss, but this could play to your advantage. You know a bit about her, so use what you know to impress her. Plus, she might be favourable to you, too. She did kiss you, after all.” Pause. “It was her who kissed you, right?”
Becca nodded. “Yes, but we were both flirting. And I hardly pulled away from the kiss.”
“Doesn’t matter — she was the instigator of the exchange of bodily fluids, and that’s a high five in your court,” Tracey said. “This is the first time I’m going to say that your self-imposed sex diet is a positive in your life. In times gone by, you would have woken up with her in your bed, and that would have been a shitstorm.”
She wasn’t wrong there.
“As it is, you did not do that, so you can go back into your office and impress the shit out of her with your capability.”
Tracey was right. She would use their short friendship to her advantage and show Cleo exactly what she could do.
She would also try to put out of her mind that Cleo looked all sorts of hot in her slate-grey office suit and heels, and that she was precisely the sort of woman the old Becca would have gone for.
However, this was the new Becca. The one who concentrated on her career and not on the latest unsuitable older woman to cross her path.
As unsuitable went, Cleo was off the scale.
“Have I talked you off the metaphorical cliff you were about to jump from?” Tracey asked. Her tone was flatter now, and Becca could tell this pep talk was coming to an end.
“As you always do,” Becca said, sitting back on the bench, raising her head to the small shard of sunshine breaking through the blanket cloud.
“Good,” she replied. “You can cook my dinner later as a thank you if you like.”
Becca grinned. “Beans on toast it is.”
“Thank god you’ve signed up to a vow of chastity — no woman is ever going to love you for your culinary skills, are they?”
   
BECCA CAME BACK into the office, giving Cleo a weak smile, phone in hand. She looked like she’d rather be anywhere else but there.
Had Becca just been outside telling her mum that Cleo was her new boss and that she’d been a sexual predator on Saturday?
Cleo swivelled in her chair to avoid seeing anyone else and gave a sigh.
Deep down, she knew she wasn’t that. She was just a rubbish drinker. Always had been, despite her best efforts. Ask her best friend Heidi, who’d known her since university.
Although, she wouldn’t ask her now, as Heidi was currently very pregnant and very off the sauce, which was making her frown every time Cleo mentioned having a glass of wine. No, she’d save that detail for after the birth.
Her phone lit up on her desk and she grabbed it, hunching over to check the screen. Talk of the devil. Heidi.
‘Hey you — next antenatal class date is attached in the calendar invite. Don’t forget it, okay?’
Cleo stared at the phone. She wouldn’t forget it, she’d promised Heidi.
She swung round in her chair, glancing up at all the 20-somethings going about their work in front of her, oblivious to her internal wars. All except Becca, of course.
She decided to focus on the positives — good job, own home, just like Becca had told her on Saturday night.
The question was, how long would it take her to stop thinking about kissing Becca every time she looked at her?





CHAPTER 9
Becca was studying the new asparagus salad on the menu in Porter’s when her sister walked in, leaning down to give her a kiss on the cheek before unwinding her thick burgundy woollen scarf. She looked like she was about to strangle herself, but Becca said nothing.
“Have you lost weight? You’re looking very skinny,” Becca said, realising too late she was sounding like her mother. She was only 23 — surely she had at least another ten years before she started that particular transformation?
“Might have,” Rachel said, giving Becca a smug smile. “It’s probably all the sex I’ve been having, definitely keeping me trim.” Rachel sniffed the air. “But it smells to me like Jess has been baking this morning, so maybe I’ll have a bit of her cake to fatten me up.” She sat down in the wooden chair opposite Becca, giving her a full grin.
Becca furrowed her brow, shaking her head. “If you’re eating cake, at least you won’t be going on about your sex life, so I’m all for it.”
Rachel gave her a satisfied shrug. “Just because you’re withering from lack of sex in front of my eyes.”
“I’m doing just fine, thank you.” Becca sat up in her seat, waving at Jess who’d just emerged from the back of the cafe.
It was early on Saturday morning and Becca had come over to have coffee with her sister in Woolwich, before having a meeting with cafe owner Jess about her wedding. Becca was planning Jess’s wedding to her long-term partner, Lucy. It was her first job as a wedding planner — a test case she was doing for free — and she wanted to get it just right.
Not only were Jess and Lucy a gorgeous couple, their wedding was also drawing quite the lesbian crowd. If Becca could pull off a great day, she might score some more commissions from their friends, too. If she could corner the lesbian and gay wedding market, she’d hit the perfect sweet spot for her fledgling side hustle.
Jess brought over two coffees, giving Rachel a hug, and then Becca. “Our meeting’s not till ten, right?”
Becca nodded. “I just thought I’d see my sister while I was here, too.”
Jess nodded, glancing at Rachel. “You working today?”
Rachel groaned. “My last shift this week — I’ve done six days straight and I’m dying. I cannot wait to have two days off on Sunday and Monday.” Rachel was a chef in a busy central London restaurant, and Becca always claimed she’d stolen her share of cooking ability. It was quite startling to have one sister who was a natural-born chef, and the other who could burn potatoes.
Jess gave Rachel a smile. “I hear ya. Try running a cafe, it’s a thankless task. Good job I love it.” She paused. “Where’s Alice today?”
“Painting at her parents’ house; she scheduled today as she knew I was working. But we’re going to have a whole day to ourselves tomorrow, which will be amazing. This week, we’ve been like ships that pass in the night.”
“Ships that occasionally bump up against each other in the night?” Becca asked with a smirk.
Rachel gave her a look as a customer walked into the cafe carrying a chihuahua in a Gucci bag. It was becoming a more and more common sight in London.
Rachel, Becca and Jess exchanged looks, before Jess excused herself. “I’ll be with you at ten — Sophie should be here in ten minutes to hold down the fort while we chat.” She walked back to the counter, and soon the whir of the coffee machine filled the air.
“How did your first week go?” Rachel asked, stirring her Americano. “Did you manage not to swear or punch anyone?”
In normal circumstances, Becca would have given Rachel a disparaging look, but this week had been far from normal. Instead, she avoided eye contact and cursed herself as she felt her cheeks bloom with colour. Damn her body’s giveaway responses.
Rachel perked a single eyebrow. “You didn’t tell your new boss to fuck off, did you?”
Becca inclined her head. “I did not.” She paused. “But have a guess who my new boss might be.”
Rachel’s eyes widened. “Do I know her?”
Becca nodded as her sister rubbed her hands together, pondering. “Give me a clue, I’m not just going to pluck someone from thin air.”
“We met her recently.”
Rachel screwed up her forehead. “I still don’t know,” she whined, making Becca roll her eyes.
“Okay. Last weekend at the wedding. Remember Cleo, who was on our table?”
Rachel took a sip of her coffee, nodding over the rim. “How could I forget Cleo? She was gorgeous.”
“Gorgeous Cleo is my new boss.”
Rachel’s mouth dropped open. “Oh,” she replied. “So how was that when you realised?”
“Not brilliant, seeing as I took her out to Soho after the wedding and we were out till 3am drinking.”
Rachel froze. “Tell me you didn’t shag her.”
“I didn’t shag her.”
Her sister’s shoulders slumped. “No problem, then! She’s your new boss, but that could be a good thing.” She paused. “Unless you want to shag her, in which case it could be a cruel thing, seeing her every day.”
“Thanks for the support.”
“Here to help.” Rachel gave her a grin. “Cleo, though. How old is she?” She held up a finger. “No, let me guess — 35?”
A shake of the head. “Thirty-nine.”
Rachel’s mouth made an ‘O’ shape. “Double jeopardy for you — you love older women.”
“There’s older women and there’s older women,” Becca replied. “I know my most recent ex was ten years older, but she’d only just come out, so still had a lot to go through. Cleo, however, seems pretty sorted to me. She knows what she wants and she’s well liked at work, which is unusual for a boss, isn’t it? I mean, nobody has a bad word to say about her. And from what I’ve seen, why would they?”
Firm, funny and gorgeous. Especially in her suit and heels.
“But it still doesn’t change the fact she’s 16 years older than me. And even for me, that’s a bit much, isn’t it?”
Totally. When she said it out loud, it sounded rational and sane. Even if Cleo wasn’t her boss, getting together with her would be madness.
However, when she looked at her sister, Rachel’s mouth was curled into a smile. “Aaaw, it sounds like Becca has a crush.”
Becca narrowed her eyes. “Did you even hear what I said?”
Rachel nodded. “Uh-huh. It went something like: ‘My boss, off limits, but capable, hot, dreamy, want’…”
Becca took a deep breath before she replied. “You’re a complete cunt sometimes, you know that?” She was smiling, though.
A bubble of laughter escaped Rachel’s lips. “Because I know you and because I’m so right?”
“What part of boss and 16 years don’t you get?”
“Alice is five years older than me.”
Becca raised an eyebrow. “Really? You’re comparing five years to 16? Five years is nothing — 16 years is a generation. When she was 21, I was five. When she turned 30, I was 14.”
“Thank you, maths genius.” Rachel paused. “Look, I’m not telling you to get together with her. She seemed lovely, but she’s your boss, and you’re right, 16 years is a lot. She could be your mother.”
Becca coughed. “Really? You saw her — does she look like my mother?”
“She could be if you were Rory and she was Lorelai Gilmore.” Rachel grinned at that. “Although you shouldn’t have a crush on your mother. It’s a good rule to live by.” She paused. “Anyway, tell me more about Saturday night.”
Becca shrugged, but her cheeks heated up once more. “I told you. We went out, we drank tequila, we got a little messy. It was fun.”
“Good — you’ve been getting a little too goody-two-shoes of late.”
“I have not!” Pause. “I found out Cleo’s been married before.”
“To a woman?”
Becca nodded. “Yep. To a younger woman.”
No words could have communicated Rachel’s eyebrow arch more eloquently. “So she goes for younger women, and you go for older. It’s so nearly perfect.”
“Only she told me she’s done with younger women — she wants to meet someone her own age next time.”
“Old habits die hard.”
“She’s nearly as old as Siobhan!”
“Call the age police,” Rachel replied. “Plus, you’re wise beyond your years.”
“You weren’t saying that when I was puking my guts up after we went out to that club last month.”
“You forgot you were wise beyond your years that night.”
“And the next day when I ate a whole Battenberg cake.”
“That’s sensible, up your sugar intake — best way to get over a hangover, everyone knows that.” Pause. “But anyway, back to your hot boss.”
“My hot, never-gonna-happen boss.”
Becca stared at her sister for a few minutes, until they both started laughing, and neither was quite sure what they were laughing at.
“Prince Charles was 13 years older than Diana when they married.”
“And that worked out really well,” Becca said, still gasping for air.
“It’s a shame, because Mum really liked her.”
“I rest my case.”
They were interrupted by Rachel’s best friend Sophie walking up to their table — she worked in the cafe part-time. Her crisp black apron still had the creases imprinted on its front.
“Hello, stranger!” Rachel got up and gave Sophie a quick hug.
“What’s tickled you two so much?” Sophie looked from Rachel to Becca, and back.
Rachel shook her head, still smiling. “It’s a long and complicated story. I’ll tell you another day.”
“What-evs,” Sophie said. “Are you and Alice still on for the cinema next week? Did you check your rota?”
Rachel sat back down. “Yep, all good.”
Sophie gave a short, firm nod. “Good. Now I’m going to relieve Jess and she’s coming over to chat wedding shit with you.”
“Are you going to be listening in just in case you and Tanya need some pointers?” Rachel asked.
Sophie shook her head, giving the pair a grin. “Hell, no. I’m not messing things up when they’re all going along so well. Tanya and I are fine as we are, why would I want to bugger it up? Because that’s what marriage seems to do in my experience — bugger things up. Look at my parents.” She glanced to her left, and all three turned their heads to see Jess taking off her apron and approaching their table.
“But don’t tell Jess I told you that,” Sophie whispered.
Becca knew Cleo would say the same, but call her an old romantic, she still had faith in love and marriage.
“Your secret’s safe with me,” Becca said, as Jess sat down and Rachel accompanied Sophie to the counter to continue their chat.
“Right then, we’ve got a lot to get through,” Becca told Jess. “But I’ve booked a brilliant photographer for your July 14th date — so glad you decided to shift it by two weeks. I think you’re going to love her!” She reached into her bag and pulled out her tablet.
As Becca looked up, Jess’s face was a picture of hope and love. No matter what the others thought, she could tell there was nothing more in the world Jess wanted than to marry Lucy.
Becca was warmed right through by the thought. She wanted to feel like that about someone, some day, but she knew she had plenty of time to get there.
An image of Cleo leaning against her desk in her fitted suit popped into her head, and she whacked it with a mental mallet.
Back to business.





CHAPTER 10
“Sorry I couldn’t meet you the other night — some days, pregnancy is brutal.” Heidi rubbed her belly, a tiny smile perking the corners of her mouth. “Did I tell you he or she is waking me up all the time now, kicking and punching like a ninja? Good job I don’t have a girlfriend at the moment, I’m a nightmare to sleep with.”
“Don’t put that on your Tinder profile,” Cleo replied.
Heidi rolled her neck from one side to the other. “Believe me, having a girlfriend is the very last thing on my mind. I decided to have a baby on my own and I intend to do just that. Sometimes it might be nice to share things with someone, but that’s what I have you for.” Heidi took Cleo’s hand in hers and squeezed it hard before letting go. “For at least the next year, it’s just me and the bump. We’ll see what happens after that.”
“But it’s getting exciting. Only ten weeks to go!”
“I know,” Heidi replied, giving Cleo a panicked smile.
Cleo just gave her a grin. Her best friend since they’d met at university over 20 years ago, Heidi always had a plan — she just might not be aware of it till the last minute. When she was made redundant at her last job, she’d applied for a few other full-time posts before setting up on her own. Heidi was now one of the most sought-after wedding photographers in London, and she got more offers of work than she could possibly take.
They walked along one of the many paths in Queen’s Park, the mottled sky above reminding Cleo of the blue cheese in her fridge that had been there the night before, but was strangely missing in action this morning.
Duncan. He was showing no signs of getting back together with Michelle, and it was now two weeks since Fionn’s wedding, when he’d told the whole table he was going to do something big. Perhaps his and Cleo’s idea of ‘something big’ differed.
Instead, Duncan had started a blog on being heartbroken. He spent his evenings hammering away on the keys of his laptop like he was drilling for gold, along the way eating all the food in her fridge and never replacing it, as if it simply landed there, bought and delivered by fairies.
Sometimes, Cleo wished she could be that self-absorbed and not worry about how her actions affected other people, but it wasn’t in her nature. She was hardwired to care.
The past two weeks, she’d bent over backwards to be extra-nice to Becca, and then worried she was showing favouritism. Sometimes, it was exhausting being her.
“You’re going to be fine, you know,” Cleo said. “The best mother in London.”
“I’d just settle for having the quickest labour on record,” Heidi replied. “Because every day he or she is getting bigger, and every time I realise that, I know where it’s got to come out of.” She pointed with her finger.
Cleo sucked in a breath and put an arm around her friend. “Best not to think about that because it’s coming out, whether you like it or not.”
Heidi shivered and gave a grimace. “I’m really not looking forward to that bit.”
Cleo squeezed a little bit harder. “I’m going to be right there with you, remember?” As Heidi was having this baby alone — she’d travelled to Denmark to be inseminated and it had worked on the first go — Cleo had agreed to be her birthing partner. They’d been to one antenatal class that had scared them both in equal measure, but now they were in the home straight.
A grey squirrel ran across their path and scuttled up a nearby tree trunk. Heidi stopped and watched its progress, nodding towards it. “You know, I keep thinking I’d like to do that — run and hide, just hibernate till this is all over. But, needs must. I’ve got four more weddings to do before the baby’s due, and then I’m taking three glorious months off. I can’t wait.”
Cleo regarded her friend. “And do these couples know you’re so big now?”
Heidi nodded. “I was very up-front from the start, so they know. So far, it hasn’t been an issue. It’s more the relatives of the happy couple who get a bit freaked out when I start getting down on my knees to take a shot. They think I’m gonna topple over. They don’t know the core exercises I’ve been doing every single day.”
Cleo indicated a wooden bench on the left. “You wanna sit?”
Heidi shook her head. “So long as we go slow, I want to get a little exercise in today.”
“We can go as slow as you like, and then I’ll buy you coffee and a donut at the end, how’s that?”
“I might need two donuts. Baby is very greedy. Takes after its mum.”
Heidi threaded her arm through Cleo’s and squinted as the sun peeked through the clouds, only to disappear behind them moments later. Even though they were officially still in winter, the daffodils were blossoming all around them, painting the park greens with strokes of brilliant yellow.
“Anyway, tell me more about you — I’m kinda bored of just talking about how fat I am.” She turned her head to look more closely at Cleo. “Tell me all about this young woman who’s turned your head and is now a member of your staff.”
Cleo shook her head. “I’d rather talk about you being fat.”
Heidi slapped her for that. “Only I’m allowed to say I’m fat. I’m pregnant to you, got it?”
“Got it,” Cleo replied, blowing out a long breath. “Anyway, there’s nothing to tell. If Becca had just started working for me, I wouldn’t have given her a second look. That’s not to say she’s not attractive — she is, she’s got the whole hipster vibe going on — but she’s in her early 20s and I’m not having a midlife crisis. Yet.”
“I sense a but.”
Cleo stretched her neck and looked up into the sky. As Duncan had rightly told her over dinner the previous evening, Becca had got under her skin in just one night. “If we put aside the whole I kissed her thing… I dunno, we had a really fun time when we went out. She reminded me that I could be fun, and that hasn’t happened in a while. You know how dating is — it’s pressured. But when we went out, it wasn’t a date, we were just balancing up all the heterosexual energy we’d inhaled at the wedding with a little gayness at the end of the night. Nothing more, nothing less.”
“The pressure was off and you loosened up.”
“Exactly. I don’t know if it was because she was young, but I felt young again—”
“You’re hardly old.”
“You know what I mean. I felt like going out and having fun was possible, with no pressure.” She paused. “On Saturday night, I was Fun Cleo, and she hasn’t been out to play in a while. Not since Sara.”
Heidi smiled, taking Cleo’s hand and kissing the top of it. “I like Fun Cleo, have I told you that? I miss her. I remember her fondly. She was my best friend once.”
“You’re funny, you know that?”
“And what’s happened with this girl? Have you spoken to her?”
Cleo ground her teeth together, running the two weeks through her head. The excruciating first talks, the shy smiles through her office door, the couple of times she’d caught herself staring at Becca and forced herself to look away. One time, she’d looked up and Becca had been doing the same, her stare trained on Cleo. When their gazes had met they’d both looked away, Becca’s cheeks flushing so bright red, Cleo could even spot it from a distance.
They’d both spent the time not quite sure how to act, and so overdoing it. She could only hope things would get better.
“We’ve been as we should be: I’m the boss, she’s the newbie. Mika says they’re all doing well, but Becca especially so. She’s the standout of the group.”
“Maybe she’s doing her best to impress you,” Heidi replied, raising a single eyebrow and slowing as they neared a bench. “You know what, second thoughts, I might just take a breather. It’s quite heavy carrying another person around.”
“I hope she would be trying to impress me in her first couple of weeks.” Cleo rubbed her hands together and blew into them to warm them up. She’d forgotten her gloves again, as was her habit. “But it has made me see that I could get out there a bit more, so that’s a positive to come from it, isn’t it?”
Heidi cupped her ear and inclined her head towards Cleo, frowning. “Hang on,” she said. “Can you hear that?”
Cleo frowned. “Hear what?”
Heidi shifted her head closer to Cleo. “That sound, like a revving noise.” She glanced up with a wicked smile. “I think it’s the sound of somebody’s libido waking up.”
Cleo couldn’t help but laugh. “Ha ha,” she replied. “Libido, mojo, call it what you like.”
“So long as it ends in an ‘O’. Lusto. Sex driveo. Passiono.”
“You think your baby’s going to inherit your word skills?”
“We can but hope,” Heidi replied, sitting back up and wincing as she got comfortable again.
“Anyway, Mika and I agreed that the best newbie of the week gets to work on the staff party project more closely with us, and she nominated Becca, which makes things a little more complex.”
Now it was Heidi’s turn to rub her hands together. “The plot thickens.”
Cleo smiled. “No plot, no story. The credits have already rolled on this one.”
“Are you going to accept her working with you? Don’t you have the casting vote?”
Cleo shook her head. “It would look odd if I overruled Mika when I never have before. It’s not like we’re going to live in each other’s pockets. And anyway, I like her. She’s young and fresh.”
“You make her sound like a bag of lettuce.”
Cleo rolled her eyes. “I’m sure we can work together and be just fine. And who knows — I might put my dating profile back online. Or maybe just go out for a drink and a dance.” She grinned at Heidi. “You wanna come? Bring baby, too?”
“A fine sight I’d look, dancing in a bar. I’m like a cautionary tale they tell schoolchildren — watch out kids, you don’t want to end up like the knocked-up, single, lesbian mum, do you?”
“A biological conundrum right there for the science department.”
“I’ll happily be your wing-woman when I’m back on my feet and can get a babysitter. Till then, I’m operating on a need-to-go-out basis. Four weddings to photograph, our next antenatal class together — it’s on your calendar, right?”
“It is.” Was it? Cleo made a mental note to double-check when she got home.
“Good. Apart from that, I’m only leaving my flat to go to hospital, be pumped full of drugs and give birth. And then I’m coming home to sleep for a year.”
“You’re planning to give birth to the amazing sleeping baby?”
“Of course. It’s going to be my son or daughter’s superpower.”
“Have you been practising your breathing like Innes said?” Their antenatal class leader was a woman neither of them wanted to cross. She was fanatical about learning to breathe properly, which had amused Heidi no end.
“I know how to breathe — I’ve been doing it for nearly 40 years. Honestly, I think some of these people are paid to state the bleedin’ obvious.”
“I’ll remind you of that when you’re panting for breath in the labour ward,” Cleo told her, laughing.
“Do and die.” Heidi rubbed her belly again. “It’s getting a bit real now though, isn’t it?” She put her head on Cleo’s shoulder as she spoke.
In return, Cleo placed a delicate kiss on the top of her head and put an arm around her. “That’s exciting though, right?”
Before Heidi could answer, some chatter made Cleo look up — and when she saw who it was, she did a double-take.
Because standing in front of her were Becca and her mum, with Martha peering down at Cleo, as if not quite believing it was her.
That made two of them.
Although, as Becca did live a ten-minute walk away, she supposed the chances of them running into each other were greater.
Cleo glanced at Heidi, then at her bulging belly, and quickly removed her arm, getting up to greet Martha who looked like she was going to engulf Cleo in a hug any second. Sure enough, as soon as Cleo was within range, that’s exactly what she did.
“What are the chances of meeting you here!” Martha said as she pulled back and held Cleo at arm’s length. She had her neat hair tucked under a white woollen hat that looked like someone had taken a great deal of care knitting. It reminded Cleo of her gran, who had always kept the family in mittens, hats and scarves throughout her childhood.
“Especially when Becca was just telling me that you’re working at her new place, too. I hope she’s been good so far, not giving you too much trouble,” Martha added with a smile that only a mum could give.
Oh, you’d be surprised. “She’s been a delight to work with, top of the class,” Cleo said, noting Becca’s face which had turned into one big horror show. It was kinda endearing.
“Good to hear,” Martha said, leaning in. “She always was a good worker, even when we had the shop.” Martha turned to Becca, and Cleo sensed her pain.
Becca looked like she wanted to stop the world and hop off.
“You loved working the Saturday crowds at the greengrocers, didn’t you?”
“I don’t think Cleo needs to know my Saturday job history,” Becca said, her tone clipped.
“You can fill me in on Monday,” Cleo replied, wading to Becca’s rescue.
Where Martha was wrapped up to the nines, Becca was wearing a military-style black coat that made Cleo feel self-conscious of her blue puffa jacket. It was hardly a style statement, unlike Becca’s outer layer. Becca was also wearing an ear-warmer around her head — not a hat, because that would mess up her neatly styled hair.
Just looking at her, Cleo’s heartbeat began to thump a little louder in her ears, but she ignored it. Her cheeks burned with the knowledge she’d just been discussing Becca and the conundrum she’d thrown into her life. And now, here she was, demonstrating exactly why Cleo was thrown.
But if Cleo and Becca were flashing each other apologetic smiles, Martha’s attention had now turned to Heidi. “And I didn’t know you were with someone and expecting,” she said, glancing from Heidi to Cleo. “How far off are you? Not long I’d say!”
Heidi shook her head, amusement dancing on her lips. “How long, honey?” she said to Cleo.
Cleo shot her a look. “Ten weeks,” she said. “And we’re not together — Heidi’s my friend.”
Martha took in this new information with a look that said she’d heard that one before. “Anyway, it’s good we ran into you as I was just saying to Becca I wanted to invite you and Duncan to our curry night a week on Wednesday — March 14th? Nothing big, we just go out for a curry with all the family, and it’s BYO. Becca was saying she didn’t think you could make it because of the big project you had on at work, but I told her everyone needs to eat.” She glanced down to Heidi. “You’re welcome too, of course, as Cleo’s… friend.”
“We’re not together,” Cleo repeated. She wasn’t sure why it was important that Martha understood that, but it was.
Heidi gave Martha a serene smile. “Thanks for the offer, but I’m very much a homebody these days.” She tapped her belly. “At least, I am until this little one is out.”
Martha nodded. “I remember it well.” She turned back to Cleo. “But you and Duncan — you’ll be able to come, won’t you? I’ve invited your parents, and Fionn and Ryan are coming, too. I know all my other daughters would love to see you both again — they haven’t stopped talking about the wedding and Duncan’s website. He’s causing quite the stir!”
Wasn’t he just.
Cleo glanced at Becca, still marvelling that they’d only known each other such a short while. Sometimes, time meant nothing. She felt like Becca had been in her life far longer. Heck, it felt like Martha had been here all her life.
“I’ll have to check my diary. Like Becca said, we’re ramping up at work and I’m going overseas soon, too. But if I’m here, I’ll come.”
“Sounds perfect!” Martha replied, rubbing her hands together. “We’ll leave you in peace now. Good luck with the baby,” she told Heidi.
Martha set off down the path, and Becca gave her a wave, along with a wince. “See you Monday?”
Cleo nodded. “You will.”
She watched Becca go, noting how her heart was still thumping around in army boots, not about to pipe down anytime soon.
When she looked up, Heidi was giving her a wry grin.
“So that was Becca?”
“Uh-huh.”
She moved her head backwards, whistling through her teeth as she did. “You didn’t tell me your mysterious 23-year-old was cute and stylish — that changes everything.”
“She’s got youth on her side.”
“And beauty. And the fashion police.”
“She’s still my staff member.”
Heidi let out a gurgle of laughter. “Oh, I know that. But now I’ve seen her, I know you’re facing added dilemmas every single day.”





CHAPTER 11
The following week, Becca tapped on Cleo’s office door as instructed.
Cleo looked up, turning in her chair and slamming her leg into something under the desk. The sound of the collision was followed by a strangled cry escaping Cleo’s lips, as she leaned forward, blowing out a long breath.
“Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck!” she hissed, motioning Becca into the chair on the other side of her desk.
“Are you okay? Did you hit your knee?” Becca asked, as Cleo’s face drained of blood.
She nodded, wincing. “I did. And thanks for coming so quickly.”
Becca nodded. Had there been a choice in the matter? When your big boss sent you an email asking you to come by her office, Becca assumed it was mandatory to do it right away.
“You know, if this is about my mum, I really am sorry. I tried to talk her out of inviting you, but she’s got a bee in her bonnet about you all coming—”
“It’s not to do with your mum,” Cleo said, her breathing now more or less back to normal. “Why is it that knees and elbows hurt so much when you hit them?”
Becca shook her head. “I dunno. I did events management at uni, not biology.”
Cleo steadied herself, giving Becca a grin. “Which is why I wanted to see you.” She paused. “And I won’t come to the curry if it makes you uncomfortable.”
Becca shook her head. “It doesn’t.” Was that true? She wasn’t sure. “But as our parents are now friends, they might talk about us.”
Cleo frowned. “That’s weird, isn’t it?”
“Very.” Becca crossed her legs and then uncrossed them. The air in the office was close, and she wasn’t quite sure what to do with her arms and legs. At least Cleo had a desk to hide behind, even if it was attacking her.
“I called you in here because I need some help. You know the staff party is coming up, right? Or staff festival.”
Becca nodded. She’d been on a conference call with Boston and had introduced herself to her US colleagues, along with Nadia and Damian. Becca had wanted to make a good impression, contributing a couple of opinions and stats she knew about festivals from her course, which had gone down well.
The company was throwing a summer festival for its staff and was hiring superstar headliners. Plus, it was flying in staff from all corners of the globe, spending a fortune in time and money getting everyone in the same place at the same time. It was a huge operation, and just the kind of thing that Becca had wanted to work on when she graduated. She’d been boring Tracey with details ever since she realised the scope of it.
“You made a good impression in the meeting on Monday, and I asked Mika to select one of the new recruits to work more closely with us on this project. She selected you.” Cleo sat forward, her mouth twitching. “This was Mika’s call, nothing to do with favouritism from me. So you should be pleased. You earned this.”
Becca gave her a wide smile and their gazes locked for a second, before she sat up straighter, breaking the moment.
“You won’t regret it. I’ve got loads of ideas.”
Cleo smiled. “Exactly what I wanted to hear. It’ll involve going to Boston at some point — I’ll let you know when — and myself and Mika are first points of contact for the US team. But you’re going to be kept in the loop and come into all the meetings, too. How does that sound?”
“Sounds amazing, thanks so much!”
Cleo sat back. “Like I said, this is all down to you. We’re on a tight deadline but the plates are all spinning. We’ll have a meeting to bring you up to speed very soon.”
Becca rubbed her chin. “I’ve never been to the US — always wanted to go.”
“Then I really am your fairy godmother.”
“Who would have thought that when we were drinking tequila in Friends a few weeks ago?”
Cleo tensed at her words, glancing out into the open office beyond, and then back to Becca. “Who indeed,” she said, eventually. “Are you sure you’re going to be able to juggle this extra work with doing your wedding planning on the side, too?”
Becca nodded. “No problem. I’m only doing one wedding and it’s going smoothly.” She looked around and grabbed a pencil from Cleo’s desk tidy. “Touch wood. Plus, this is my real job and it’ll get my full attention, I promise you that. I’m the problem-solver in my family. I sort stuff out. Ask my mum when you see her at the curry, she’ll tell you. She always says that’s what she had me for: to be the organiser, as everyone else is useless.”
Cleo glanced up and held her gaze, her brown eyes lasering Becca’s skin.
Becca’s heart jump-started and something low down in her stomach flip-flopped as the moment pulled up between them, honking its horn. Becca didn’t look away.
“I’ll do that,” Cleo replied. “It’ll be nice to see everyone again.”
So Cleo was coming. Becca hadn’t been sure. They were going to see each other outside work. Would that mean falling back to how it had been that first Saturday? To Cleo kissing her again?
Becca shook her head. Of course it wouldn’t. Things were different now. “Is Duncan coming, too?”
“That’s why I’m coming. I can’t leave him to go out alone — he’s a liability.”
“I hear he’s writing a blog on being newly single. My oldest sister Siobhan loves it, by the way. She’s not-so newly single.” Becca’s shoulders relaxed a little and now it was almost like their chat was getting back to normal.
Almost.
“You can tell him, I’m sure he’d be thrilled. He’s not phoning his wife, instead putting all his efforts into his website for the jilted. If it wasn’t so tragic, it’d be funny. But he’s getting a lot of emails from people in similar positions to him, so it’s making him feel better, at least.”
“I think he should be on morning telly talking about it. Especially a bit drunk like he was at the wedding. He was hilarious.”
“Try living with him,” Cleo replied, tapping a button on her laptop and glancing up at Becca. “Anyhow, I’ve got a meeting to prepare for, but let’s bring you up to date on the staff festival this afternoon. Meeting at 3pm, I’ll send you an invite?”
Becca nodded her head, getting up. “I’ll look forward to it.”
“And Becca?”
She turned as she went to open the door.
Cleo opened her mouth, closed it, and for a moment seemed at a loss for what to say. And was that a slight rouge Becca spotted in her cheeks?
“Thanks for being great, you’re just what Mika and I needed,” Cleo said eventually.
Becca gave her a grin. “It’s what I specialise in,” she said, walking out the door.
It wasn’t till she’d walked over to her desk that she examined what she’d just said, and wanted to rush back into Cleo’s office, sweep up those final words and throw them in the bin.
When had she become such a smooth operator?





CHAPTER 12
Her parents were sat down the other end of the table with Becca’s parents, which left Cleo sat next to Duncan one more time, in the middle of the Cramer sisters, the newlyweds and Becca’s flatmate, Tracey. She remembered only too well what happened last time, and Duncan had sworn he wouldn’t embarrass her a second time.
However, as he slugged back another mouthful of red wine and helped himself to a spoonful of chicken jalfrezi, Cleo wasn’t confident. He hadn’t shaved for a few days, which was always a bad sign. The more hirsute he was, the more trouble he fell into. He’d dropped out of university after growing a beard, and their mum had been anti-facial hair ever since.
She leaned sideways. “No getting hammered and telling everyone love’s stupid. Not when the newlyweds are sitting right next to you,” she whispered.
“Scout’s honour,” Duncan replied with a wink.
Cleo knew full well he’d never been a scout. Duncan was not and never had been the outdoor type.
So far, the conversation had centred on Ryan and Fionn’s mini-moon to Paris, where they’d taken in a show and seen the sights for five days. They were jetting off to South America for a bigger holiday later in the year. Mixed in with the chat were the heavenly smells wafting around the restaurant: all kinds of curry undercut with creamy ghee, as well as golden homemade naans dripping with butter. Cleo’s healthy eating regime was on the back burner till tomorrow.
She glanced over at Becca, who was sitting opposite Duncan, and gave her a brief smile. No matter what she might have thought, seeing Becca outside of work wasn’t proving as tricky as she’d imagined. They’d been working together nearly a month now, and things had settled down, with Mika managing the new hires well. They’d said hi earlier, but hadn’t known whether to kiss on the cheek and in the end had fallen into an awkward hug.
However, seeing her outside of work was like they’d both thrown off an invisible protective cloak that kept them in their workplace hierarchy, and just for tonight, they were back to being new friends.
New friends who occasionally snogged.
She banished the thought of kissing Becca to the back of the room.
“Look at you two!” Siobhan waved a hand at the newlyweds. “The picture of love.” She took a deep breath. “Stuart and I were like that when we got married. Still were at eight years. Just goes to show, doesn’t it?”
Cleo coughed. Wow, a sibling more embarrassing than Duncan. She was impressed.
However, Duncan had seen his in and didn’t need a second invitation.
“No offence to you two,” Duncan told Fionn and Ryan, clearly about to offend them. “But marriage is hard work. Nobody tells you that at the beginning.” He pointed a finger at Cleo.
Oh god.
“Cleo’s divorced,” Duncan said. “Hers took five years to break down. So work at it, that’s my advice.”
Cleo closed her eyes. Duncan was giving out marriage advice as well as sharing details of her own. Seriously? She was going to kill him. A slow, sure death, with lots of suffering.
“You’ve set up a website for the newly separated, haven’t you?” This was clearly a favourite subject and Siobhan was settling in for the night.
“It’s a blog called notonlythelonely.com,” Duncan said.
Cleo sat up at that. “It’s got a name now?”
Duncan nodded. “It needed it — I didn’t want people using my name. Anyway, it’s been cathartic writing about my experiences and I’ve been getting loads of comments. I’m even starting to think Michelle might have a point. Maybe I did let things slide a bit.”
Cleo leaned forward. “I apologise for my brother and his big mouth, which he’s now going to fill with curry and stop talking, aren’t you?”
Duncan held up his hands. “I’m giving them advice to work on it, not to let things slide like me.”
“You should have called it Dear Duncan,” Siobhan told him.
He pointed a finger in her direction. “Dammit. I should have, shouldn’t I?”
Siobhan sat back, pleased with herself, before firing her next question at Cleo. “How’s your friend doing — the one who’s expecting? Mum was telling us about meeting you both in the park.”
Cleo and Heidi had been a topic of conversation? “She’s good; still pregnant, due in two months.”
“Was she your ex-wife? I hear that a lot in the lesbian community — that you stay friends with your exes, even become close friends with them.” Siobhan turned to Rachel. “You even knew a couple who were married, got divorced, and then she was best woman at her ex’s next wedding.” Siobhan made a face. “That’s taking things a little too far.”
Cleo shook her head. What was it with the Cramers not believing she and Heidi were just friends?
“No, Heidi’s just a friend. My ex doesn’t live in London and we’re not really in touch anymore.”
“Not every lesbian you meet goes out with each other,” Becca told her sister, rolling her eyes at Cleo. “What about Tracey — aren’t you going to ask if we’re not just flatmates, and actually lovers?”
Cleo had been watching Tracey, who was clinking wine glasses with Duncan. She was wearing a ripped T-shirt that would have looked ridiculous on Cleo, and yet somehow sat perfectly on her slim frame. The wonder of youth.
Siobhan sat back, shaking her head as she finished her mouthful of curry. “I’m just saying, if I shared a flat with a bloke, chances are we’d end up shagging, it’s just how things are.”
“Or how you are,” Becca told her. Ouch. “Tracey and I have managed to keep our hands off each other lately, haven’t we?”
Tracey tuned back into their chat. “Only because I’m not your type. We all know your girlfriends have to be at least ten years older.”
An icy chill fell across the table as Becca glared at Tracey.
Hang on, Becca liked older women?
Cleo sat up.
This was news.
News that caused a frisson of anticipation to creep up her rib cage and explode in her chest. She took a gulp of wine as she caught sight of Becca’s heated cheeks sat beneath her flustered gaze.
“I get your point, I like older women, too.” Duncan pushed up his shirt sleeves, waving a piece of naan in the air as he spoke. “There’s just something about them, isn’t there? Style, poise, grace. Not to mention sex appeal.”
Becca looked like she wanted to jump under the table and re-emerge in two years. Perhaps three.
This was getting more and more interesting.
“Which is why I’ve decided I’m going to fight for love and win my wife back,” Duncan said, a twist in the story Cleo hadn’t seen coming. “I got an email today that told me to, and they’re right. I’m going to do a grand gesture to show her she’s worth it. Because love’s worth fighting for, isn’t it?” He aimed that question at Fionn.
She gave him a nod. “I’m all for it,” she said, kissing Ryan on the cheek.
“I’ve got no complaints,” Ryan added.
“And if all of you are so down on love, why is it all you’re talking about?” Rachel had a point. “Stop being a table of love bashers and stand up for your love rights,” she added, kissing Alice’s hand. She held up her glass of wine. “A toast. To Duncan winning his wife back, and to all of us believing in love.”
Cleo lifted her glass, along with her gaze to Becca. And as she did, she found Becca’s eyes already on her, Becca’s glass moving towards hers.
Becca, who liked older women. Perhaps her kiss the other night hadn’t been so out of order.
“To love,” Becca said, her cheeks still flushed.
The same tingle that had crawled up Cleo’s chest now ran down her spine, from top to bottom. She steadied her breathing before responding.
“To love,” she replied.





CHAPTER 13
They left the restaurant close to eleven, with Cleo full to the brim. Why did everyone always over-order in curry houses? It happened every time.
They’d tried to get an Uber, but the wet weather was against them and the surcharge was set to three. They’d all agreed to get a tube and walk the final 20 minutes. The rain from earlier had stopped, but Cleo found herself looking down to avoid the puddles and splashing her jeans. The air was damp and thick with the smell of wet tarmac and concrete.
When she was little that smell had always made her want to vomit, with many rainy car journeys spent with her small head hanging out of the window. Now, though, nearing 40, she was beginning to like it. As she was ageing, things were changing. Soon, she’d be spending her evenings discussing the pleasures of Dyson vacuum cleaners and memory-foam mattresses.
“Penny for them,” Becca said, falling into step beside her. Next to Becca, Tracey and Duncan were discussing who was going to win the Premier League this year, with Tracey trying to convince Duncan it was finally Tottenham’s turn. Duncan wasn’t even a big football fan, but he was holding up his side of the chat admirably, clearly feeling his masculinity threatened by Tracey. It was making Cleo smile.
“Nothing earth-shattering. I was just thinking if Duncan is trying to impress Tracey, he’s barking up the wrong tree, isn’t he?”
“Not necessarily,” Becca said, rubbing her hands together against the evening chill. “Tracey is pansexual. However, that doesn’t mean she’s interested in married men. Especially recently separated and still-in-love ones.”
“Pansexual,” Cleo mused. She’d heard of it, of course she had, and it was definitely something that drew a line between her generation and the next. When she was coming out, you were either gay, straight or bi — that was it. Now there were so many acronyms in the LGBTQ umbrella, it sometimes made her head spin. “Means she doesn’t see gender or sexual orientation, right?”
Becca nodded. “Yep. She had a trans boyfriend for a while, and she’s dated cis men as well as women, too. Tracey doesn’t like to box herself in.”
“What about you?” Cleo stuck her hands in her pockets, her shoulders tense as she waited for the answer.
“Me?” Becca said. “I’m a bit more staid; so far at least. I only sleep with women, call me old-fashioned. But that might change, you never know.” She paused, glancing up at Cleo. “What about you?”
Cleo nodded. “Very stuck in my lesbian ways.”
“It’s not such a bad thing to be stuck in.” Becca kicked a stone along the path, as ahead of them Duncan turned around and shouted “Poo!”, pointing to a large pile of it in the middle of the pavement. They all duly swerved left.
“By the way, I’m sorry about my family again, asking about your ex and about Heidi. I’m doing a lot of apologising for my family lately, aren’t I?”
Cleo pointed up ahead at Duncan. “I give you exhibit A.”
“Yeah, but Siobhan has got a big gob and never knows when to shut it.”
Cleo laughed. “She’s fine, just curious. I’d rather people ask questions than assume things and get it wrong. Apart from when Duncan is asking the questions.”
As if on cue, Duncan turned around as they swung into their road. “We live four up on the right.” He checked his watch. “You guys want to come in and carry on drinking? I don’t have much, but Cleo has a full drinks cabinet which she hardly ever touches. I’ve been giving it a helping hand, but it could do with some love from other quarters, couldn’t it?”
Cleo stiffened at the proposal. The dinner had been one thing, and she and Becca had easily reverted back to friends. But inviting Becca into her house was stepping over the invisible line.
As if sensing her unease, Becca was first to answer. “I’d love to, but I have to work tomorrow. Plus, my boss is such a tyrant.” She gave Cleo a grin.
Cleo grabbed Duncan’s arm. “I’m making the decision for the both of us.” Cleo turned to Becca. “See you tomorrow for the big meeting?” They were having an all-hands call with the US events team tomorrow, and she wanted to look her best — hence she’d stuck to sipping her wine tonight, rather than glugging it like Duncan.
“Wouldn’t miss it,” Becca said, her stare lingering on Cleo. “See you in the morning.”
“Yes, you will,” Cleo replied.





CHAPTER 14
“O kay, so you just witnessed my boss getting stressed. They’re pretty good about leaving us to get on with things, but once in a while she likes to weigh in. I see it as a necessary evil. She’s pretty good at not micro-managing on the whole.”
Becca nodded as Cleo sat back down behind her desk, clicking her pen on and off like a drum beat. If she was trying to come off unrattled, she wasn’t quite managing it.
“She sounded a little manic.”
Cleo shook her head, the rhythmic click of the pen still going. “I suspect she’s had the same from her boss, so she’s just passing it down the line.” She stretched her neck to the ceiling and Becca was drawn to the smooth, pale skin on show.
Until she realised what she was doing and snapped out of it. Switching back and forth between being friends with Cleo, and then colleagues, could be confusing. She still had a few more months on her romance embargo to see out, and Cleo wasn’t helping.
Cleo brought her head back to the front and took a deep breath. “Being that Mika is out this morning, could you make a list of what we need from your notes? Then when Mika comes back this afternoon, she can take over.”
Becca nodded. “Is everything okay with her?” Her line manager hadn’t reappeared this week, the reasons a little smudged.
Cleo caught her gaze and gave a nod. “Family issues — her mum is terminally ill.” She sat forward, dropping her pen on her desk. “Ask her, she’s happy to talk about it.” Pause. “I’ll be finishing the deck for the US team meeting today, and I’ve got finance working on all the final numbers, as are procurement. If you want to stick around later for the presentation and the meeting, you’re welcome.”
“I’d love that. I’m here to learn.” Becca cleared her throat. “Thanks for trusting me so soon.” If she’d gone into a big corporate machine, she’d never be dealing with this sort of thing within a month of starting. But at WorkPlace!, normal was out the window. If you were good, you were in. Of course, it helped that Becca wasn’t a complete novice when it came to putting on events. She’d done it during her course, and she’d dealt with some major acts in the process.
“Thanks for being so bloody quick to pick it all up.” Cleo tapped her keyboard. “You did some big events when you were studying, didn’t you?”
Becca nodded, flicking some lint from her grey trousers. “I put on a gig on Brighton beach, that was the biggest and the one where I thought it might be the shortest career I ever had.” She laughed at the memory of the crowds getting bigger by the minute. “We sold out weeks before, but being on a beach, there were always going to be people trying to get in for free. Our security were amazing, but we were nearly shut down for health and safety reasons.”
Cleo glanced up. “But you weren’t?”
Becca shook her head. She could still taste the fear as she’d dealt with the police, still see the disbelief in their eyes when they realised she was responsible for the whole event. But she’d managed to get them on board and, in the end, her security had saved the day.
“Nope, we sorted out the gate-crashers and our security and the police worked together to calm the situation down. That doesn’t mean I didn’t nearly have heart failure doing it, though. But it taught me a huge lesson in diplomacy. I had to talk the authorities into not shutting us down, and the talent into carrying on.” She gave Cleo a grin. “Some of my classmates were putting on events in local galleries with a 50-person limit. I put on a gig with a top artist whose rider made my eyes water, and it attracted a crowd of over 20,000.” She blew out a long breath.
Cleo blinked hard, then shook her head. “Damn, that sounds like the act of someone who didn’t know any better.” Her smile softened her words. “Would you do it again?”
Becca didn’t hesitate. “In a heartbeat. The experience and the connections were epic. Now, if I want to put on another event, the police know they can trust me, and the security love me because I tipped big.”
Cleo laughed. “Always tip big and always fulfil artists’ riders at least the first time — first rule of event management.”
“Too right.” Becca’s shoulders relaxed, her smile wide. It was good to be able to talk to someone who understood what she did, understood the intricacies and all the work that went into the behind-the-scenes of events. Whenever she tried to explain it to her family and friends, they didn’t understand at all.
But Cleo? She got it completely.
“But all of that should put you in good stead when the shit hits the fan for our staff festival, which it inevitably will.” Cleo studied Becca before adding, “In a lot of ways, you remind me of myself a few years ago — although your experience is incredible already. And even saying that makes me sound about 100.” She smiled again. “Which I’m not quite yet.”
Becca took in Cleo’s perfect lips as they arched on her face; she lit up as she smiled. Becca cast her gaze to the floor as she tried to squash her feelings into a more manageable shape, one that was appropriate for work. Because right now, what she was feeling was not safe for work in any way at all.
Cleo was everything she went for in a woman: driven, strong, hot, older.
She swallowed down hard, as she looked back up, meeting Cleo’s heated stare. And just the force of that was enough to make Becca’s breath stall.
There was something there, wasn’t there? Something intangible, something in this office right now, no matter how hard both of them were trying to deny it. Whatever it was, it was watching and waiting, a smirk on its face, wondering what they might do next.
Were the same thoughts flitting through Cleo’s head, too? Becca would love to know, but she knew that was definitely not work-appropriate.
“Just know — it’s good to have you on my side,” Cleo said, her lips moving at glacial pace, her tone wrapping itself around Becca’s ears.
Becca sat up, her eyes darting around the office before finally settling back on Cleo’s angled, beautiful face.
“Should I come back and go over the deck with you after lunch?”
Cleo shook herself and stared at her, her pink tongue skating along the edge of her teeth. Then she nodded, picking up her pen once more, the clicking resuming. “Yes.” She checked her watch. “Two o’clock?”
Becca nodded, then got up, careful not to race out the door.





CHAPTER 15
C leo tapped her keyboard and added the heading to the deck, then hit Save and sat back.
It was done.
If the Americans weren’t impressed with the line-up, the structure and the budget, she wasn’t sure what would impress them. Her team had helped to set up such an impressive festival with music, film, theatre, improv, and all manner of creative sessions, she was almost excited to go herself. Almost.
If she was a punter, she totally would be, but she knew she’d spend the whole three days rushing around the site and putting out fires — hopefully only metaphorically, not literally. All this, while her entire company ate, drank, watched and basked in the event. It was the way of the world.
She sat up and grabbed her phone from the top of her in-tray. It had been beeping all morning until she’d put it to silent so she could concentrate on getting the deck done. She had two missed calls from Heidi — she hoped she was okay. She clicked on her texts, and then saw why Heidi had been calling — it was their second antenatal class tonight at seven.
Fuck a duck. She’d forgotten to put the class into her calendar despite all of Heidi’s reminders, and now she had a possible clash with the most important meeting of her year so far and the most important date for her best friend.
She took a deep breath and ran through what might happen. Her meeting with America was scheduled for 5pm, and she’d promised she’d stick around for any questions the team might have and alterations they might want to make.
Dammit.
The follicles in her hair prickled as Cleo swept her hand through her auburn locks, dread sliding down her. She needed to be around and available tonight, and yet going to this next class with Heidi was non-negotiable. She’d promised she’d be there for her, and so far, she’d kept her word. She couldn’t break her promise at the penultimate hurdle.
Cleo tilted her head to the ceiling. It’d be okay. She just needed to run through the deck at a fair clip, hope there weren’t too many questions, and she could leave Mika to answer any pressing matters that spilled over. Mika was well known to the team and they all loved her.
It just would have helped if her boss hadn’t sounded so freaked out this morning.
She clicked on Heidi’s message once again. Yes, the class was still at seven, and Heidi still sounded a little freaked that Cleo hadn’t got back to her.
She exhaled and texted Heidi back, telling her she’d meet her at the hospital. Today was clearly the day she was set to have disgruntled women on her case. All Cleo could do was manage them the best she could and hope that was good enough.
Heidi responded almost immediately saying she was glad she hadn’t fallen off the face of the Earth. Cleo sent her back a smiley emoji that didn’t echo her mood one tiny bit.
Minutes later, she got a text from Mika that only sent her mood further downwards: she couldn’t get back today after all, and she wouldn’t be able to join the meeting because she’d be on a train and in patchy reception.
Cleo massaged the top of her nose between her thumb and forefinger. Today wasn’t her day, was it?
Could she let Heidi down? She stared at her last text, which said she was so nervous as she’d been feeling weird over the past two days and thought her blood pressure might be up.
The answer was no.
But she couldn’t let her boss down, either.
Cleo looked up, just as Becca was passing her office door. There was nothing else for it. Becca had handled the police before and got them on her side, after all. If Cleo prepped her thoroughly and answered all the questions she could before she left, Becca could handle the rest. She hoped. And anyway, she could be on the end of a phone once she was back home. It wasn’t the end of the world.
And Becca was competent — Mika had already told Cleo that.
She was pretty, too.
Not helpful.
Now was the time to see just how capable Becca truly was.
Cleo beckoned her in and Becca clicked open her door, popping her head inside the room.
“You got a minute?”





CHAPTER 16
C leo raced down the corridors of the clinic till she found Heidi sat on one of the chairs outside, reading her phone. When her friend heard her shoes squeak across the linoleum, she looked up, frowning as Cleo came to a stop in front of her.
“I’m not late, am I?”
Heidi got up, her belly even bigger than when Cleo had seen her at the weekend. “You’re not exactly early, but that’s okay. So long as you’re on time for the birth.” Heidi massaged her back, frowning. “I turned up on time and I’m carrying another person with me.”
“I’m sorry, it’s been a very busy day at work,” Cleo said.
“I photographed a wedding today in this state. Do I win?” She paused. “So long as I have your attention for the next hour, I’ll forgive you. Today is the big one — we’re going to find out the nitty-gritty stages of labour.”
“Haven’t you already googled it?” Cleo asked, as Heidi slipped an arm through hers and they walked into the class.
“No. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in life, it’s never to look up bodily things on the internet. You’ll only scare yourself. That, and never lick a steak knife are two mottos I live by.”
Cleo pulled out a scuffed orange chair for Heidi and she sat, letting out a grunt as she did and shuffling to get comfortable. All the other pregnant women sitting in the circle gave her a conspiratorial smile, and Heidi waved to Ali and Jayne who were sitting on the other side of the room. Being the only other lesbians in the room, they’d immediately bonded with them after class, although it had taken some convincing that she and Heidi weren’t together. It was a common theme in their lives.
Cleo checked her phone before Innes, the group leader, clapped her hands. Nothing from Becca yet, which was a good sign. There were a couple of outstanding issues that needed to be signed off by tomorrow. She’d left Becca as the contact until she could get home. That was the downside of working with Americans — their day started more or less as soon as Cleo’s finished, which meant hers often lasted far longer than theirs.
Cleo put her phone away when Heidi gave her a stern look. She wouldn’t like to be Heidi’s romantic partner. She could be very bossy when she wanted to be.
“So, welcome back to all the expectant mothers and their partners — be they romantic or otherwise.” Innes gave Cleo and Heidi a wide smile as she said that bit. Cleo would lay bets that Innes was a vegan or at least followed some kind of special diet. She wore shapeless purple clothing and the giant beads around her neck clacked as she spoke, like the sound of the keys on Cleo’s laptop.
God, she hoped Becca wasn’t frantically typing on her keys right now, sorting out any major issues.
She pushed that thought aside — back to the matter in hand, getting Heidi’s birth plan in order.
“Today we’re going to look at the stages of labour, what might happen, the options you’ll be given and the pros and cons of taking them. Partners, your role, as ever, is to take this all in, and be on hand to offer advice when your partner is in the throes of labour and might have more pressing things to think about.”
Heidi gave Cleo a knowing nod. “Pay attention.”
“First up, you’ve all elected to have hospital births, which is by far the best option just in case there are any complications, so give yourselves a pat on the back. On top of all that, birthing is a messy business, so doing it in a controlled, sterile environment gets a thumbs-up from me.” Innes gave the group a thumbs-up, just in case anybody was in any doubt.
“Plus, you don’t have to clean up the mess afterwards, which, as anyone who’s ever had a house party will know, is the worst part of it all. Nobody wants to clear up all the gunk with a birth hangover and a screaming newborn.”
“Mine won’t scream. He or she is going to be the amazing sleeping baby,” Heidi whispered to Cleo.
“And if you think your baby won’t scream and is going to be the best baby in town, trust me, they will. Screaming is a good thing, by the way. It means your baby is healthy and can communicate things.” She gave the group a grin. “So if all goes well, not long until all your lives are full of screaming babies.”
Cleo gave Heidi a knowing smirk.
   
AFTER THE CLASS — in which they’d learned all about labour and afterbirth, and had been warned about giving the body time to heal from its trauma — Cleo and Heidi sat in Costa Coffee. If Cleo had been calm about everything beforehand, she was now a little stressed. She had no reason to be; all she had to do was be there for Heidi and get her through it. She couldn’t imagine what Heidi must be feeling, but she guessed it was sheer terror at what was about to take place. Her body was being held to ransom by her baby, and it was nearly time to pay the piper.
“She could have, I don’t know, sugar-coated it a little, don’t you think?” Cleo stirred her coffee, before getting up and buying them both a cake. Lemon drizzle for her, chocolate cake for Heidi. She didn’t need to ask; after 20 years of friendship, she knew the cake Heidi liked.
Heidi gave her a smile. “I guess there’s no point at this stage, is there?”
“Your vagina is going to be ripped in two — don’t have nightmares!”
“Let’s not forget about the post-natal depression, either.” Heidi took a bite of cake and sat back, swallowing before she continued. “Still, at the end of it, I’ll have a baby, which is what I wanted. So I guess you have to go through this bit before you get the reward. It’s like most things in life, isn’t it?”
Cleo nodded. “I guess it is.” She checked her phone, and a text came through from Becca saying she’d adjusted a couple of numbers and clarified a couple of outstanding issues, and there was just one query that needed confirmation from her. But it was all on track for a successful handoff tomorrow, and the ball was now back in Cleo’s court.
She breathed out a sigh of relief as she looked up at Heidi.
“Everything okay? The office didn’t fall apart without you?”
“Thanks to Becca, it didn’t. She’s pretty amazing, actually.” Cleo took a sip of her coffee. “She reminds me a lot of myself at her age, only better. She’s fearless, just gets on with it.”
“Should you be worrying about your job?” A smile creased Heidi’s face as she ate more cake.
“She’s just good — she anticipates things, and she’s not afraid to step into high-level meetings, either. I’m not used to it. I’m used to people needing to be hand-held.”
Heidi gave an impressed nod. “Well done, Becca.” She paused. “And what about the other side of it? The side I can still see written on your face. That you like her.”
Cleo gave Heidi a cool stare. She wasn’t going to deny it, because Heidi knew her. However, she also knew she was principled, and therefore nothing was going to happen.
“She’s attractive and she’s capable — we know that. But if anything was going to happen it would have done that first night when neither of us knew who the other was. I’m glad it didn’t, for obvious reasons. And she’s still 23, that hasn’t changed.”
“The whole ‘she’s 23’ excuse doesn’t wash, though, when you like younger and she likes older. And sometimes, the heart wants what it wants.” She shrugged. “Sometimes, you don’t have control over who you fall for.”
Cleo crossed her arms. “I haven’t fallen for her.” Cleo wasn’t sure about many things, but she was sure about that.
“You were just singing her praises.”
“For work reasons — she’s a fantastic employee. Nothing more, nothing less.”
Heidi cocked her head. “If that was true, then why were you getting this goofy grin on your face when you spoke about her. Your eyes did that thing they do when you like someone. They lit up.”
“Now you’re talking bollocks. Are you sure this isn’t your pregnancy hormones talking? You know how Innes said they could make you go a little crazy at this time.”
Heidi gave her a stern look, before wagging a finger in her direction. “You can mock all you like, but I know you, Cleo Nightingale, and I know when you like someone.”
Cleo shook her head. “You’re wrong on this one, Heids. I’m nearly 40, and I have control over my life and who I choose to love. And Becca, while lovely and gorgeous, doesn’t fit the bill.”
Heidi didn’t say anything for a couple of seconds. “Gorgeous? You haven’t used that word to describe someone in a very long time. In fact, the last time that slipped from your lips was when you got together with Sara.”
Cleo rolled her eyes, knowing it was true. “Yes, and look how that ended.”
Heidi sighed. “Have you ever thought the reason your marriage didn’t work out wasn’t because Sara was younger? Rather, it was because she was an idiot and you weren’t suited?”
Cleo nearly spat out her coffee. “Tell me what you think, don’t hold back.” Although, it wasn’t the first time Heidi had told her that. Previously, Cleo had dismissed it, because the age gap was easier to blame. But was it true? Had Cleo been hanging her marriage failure on age gap, whereas in fact it was more a personality clash? A difference in world view? The fact that she and Sara had clicked in bed, but nowhere else?
And if that were true, could it mean her future might be tethered to someone younger and that it could work?





CHAPTER 17
Becca arrived at work the next day having spent the morning trying to get her hair to stay upright, when it clearly had other intentions. She loved having short hair, and she loved the comments she got on her style, but it was a commitment. Still, she could commit when necessary, and she wanted to look her best today. Not only because she was on a bit of a roll at work, but also because Cleo had texted her this morning, telling her to come by her office when she got in. She hoped it was good news, and she’d put extra care into her make-up this morning so she looked the best she possibly could when Cleo delivered it.
She had time to grab a coffee and was still the first of the newbies in this morning. She didn’t understand the mindset of her colleagues. The other new staff were far more timid, not ready to put themselves forward. That was where Becca’s entrepreneurial spirit won the day — she wasn’t scared to push ideas into the world and see if they stuck.
Cleo was already at her desk when she walked past, her head down, studying a document in her hands. Becca took in her firm shoulders, confidence oozing from her.
She gave Cleo’s door a light rap with her knuckles, and walked in at her beckoning. Cleo had her white shirt sleeves rolled up, ready for action, and the thought triggered a chain reaction in Becca — starting in her brain, and pinballing all the way down her body, ending right between her legs.
Ready for work action, nothing else.
Jesus, get a grip.
“You’re always here before everyone else,” Cleo said, a statement not a question.
Becca settled down in the chair in front of Cleo’s wooden desk. “I like the half an hour of quiet before everyone else arrives. When I was working on events at uni, I did all my best work in the dead of night when everyone else was asleep. I don’t know what it is about that time, but there’s some kind of magic to be had working when everyone else isn’t.”
Cleo smiled at her, the curve on her face lighting up her perfect features. “I agree. I quite often get my best work done late at night.” She cleared her throat, her cheeks reddening at her words.
Becca swallowed down her instant retort. Today she was Work Becca, not Friend Becca, and the two should never meet.
“Anyway, I have big news. You know I said we could go to Boston? Well, it’s on. The Americans want to meet you after you’ve made such a good impression, and we’ll be working closely together on the festival, so it makes sense. How does the week after next sound? I’ll have a look at flights on March 26th or 27th.”
Becca couldn’t help the grin that split her face. “It sounds just about perfect.” This time three months ago, she’d been pouring pints in her local. Now, she was an international jetsetter.
Just wait till she told her mum.
“Is it just me going, or the other two as well?” She liked Nadia and Damian just fine, but she was secretly hoping it was just her chosen for the mission.
Cleo shook her head. “Just you and me. Mika can hold the fort here, along with Nadia and Damian. She’s fine with that; she can’t go away at the moment, plus she’s been to Boston a few times. But this is your first time, so we’ll make sure it’s worthwhile. Not just all work, but a bit of play, too. There are a few good restaurants the team will take you to, and the city’s got some great bars as well. But mainly, this is so you can meet everyone before we start working with them full-on.”
“How long will we be away?” Her voice was coming out calm, but happy endorphins were whizzing around her body. This was the kind of trip that opened doors, she knew that — and she was being invited having worked there for just a few weeks.
“We’ll fly Monday or Tuesday, work up till Friday, and then if you fancy staying till Sunday, we can. I can’t promise to hang out — I might have to do other dinners — but you could have some time to see the city. But if you have plans for the weekend, you can come back on Friday. I’ll be staying till Sunday, though.”
Cleo’s gaze snagged hers, and Becca swallowed down. A week in Boston cementing work relationships and learning sounded great. But a week with Cleo by her side, and perhaps some time together to be friends? It was perfect. Her heart boomed in her chest as she took it all in.
“No plans, happy to spend a weekend in Boston with you,” Becca said.
Cleo gave her a cool stare. “It’ll be good exposure for you, especially as you’ve already done some impressive groundwork.” She paused. “Like I said, no promises on the weekend; but Boston’s a cool city. Even if you have to explore it yourself, you’re going to love it.”
She’d like to explore it with Cleo, but she understood. Work came first. She could find her way around if need be.
“I can’t wait. And you know who else is going to be impressed?”
Cleo shook her head.
“My mother. Going away for a job is the height of sophistication in her eyes. It means you’ve made it.”
Cleo leaned back in her chair, smiling. “If Martha says so, it must be true.”





CHAPTER 18
Tracey’s face was screwed up as she lifted the two 6kg weights above her head, not quite locking her arms, and then down again. She repeated the action four more times, before putting the weights on the floor. She got up and Becca sat down where Tracey had been sat, wincing as her bum hit a wet patch.
“I think I just sat in your sweat.”
“Sharing is caring,” Tracey replied, wiping her face with her hand towel.
They were doing their usual training routine which Becca had opted out of the past couple of times due to work commitments, and she was feeling it tonight. She’d been 20 minutes late, and had received a full-on scowl from Tracey for that. Gym time was sacred, and Tracey had let her know she wasn’t impressed.
“So tell me again why you were late? I thought all your late meetings were done? I’d say staying late so early in your career is either a sign you’re proving yourself indispensable, or that you’re staying behind to kiss the boss.”
“Why do you always want a conversation when it’s my turn to lift?” Becca asked, pumping the weights, ignoring Tracey’s comment.
Tracey gave her a short, sharp laugh, glancing around the gym.
Becca paused, following her gaze. “Are you looking for someone? You seem preoccupied.”
Tracey shook her head a little too quickly. “No,” she said. “Anyway, back to you.”
Becca finished her reps and stood up, adopting what she hoped was a poker face, even though she was a terrible card player. “Sorry to rain on your parade, but it’s the former. I’m being indispensable and making a pretty good job of it.”
She glanced down to her feet just as her phone lit up. Becca bent down and saw a text from Cleo telling her it was all systems go for the trip — they were leaving a week on Tuesday. Her poker face melted like ice cream in the scorching sun.
“If that’s the case, why have you got a grin on your face like the cat that not only got the cream, but inherited the cream factory?” Tracey sat down, studying Becca.
Becca broke, gripping Tracey’s chin between her thumb and index finger. “Because you’re looking at the person who just scored a work trip to Boston week after next.” Her grin covered her face now. “I can’t quite believe it — America, here I come!”
“That’s so not fair,” Tracey replied, pushing up the weights with a slight groan. “I’ve been in my job for over a year, and the furthest I’ve travelled is to Leeds.”
“Leeds is a lovely city.”
“The Mega Bus goes there, need I say more?”
Becca let out a firecracker of laughter. “What can I say? It must be my wit, charm and good looks that made it all happen.”
Tracey finished her set, shaking her head. “Sit-ups with a ball now?”
Becca nodded, sitting down on a nearby mat. Tracey stood at her feet with an orange ball. She sat up, catching the ball Tracey threw. As she went back down, she threw it back. She loved the pace and concentration this exercise needed — it was therapeutic.
When she’d done 20 sit-ups, they swapped places. Unlike Becca, Tracey could talk while she worked.
“So let me get this straight.”
Throw.
“Or not.”
Catch.
“Touché.”
Throw.
“You’re going on a work trip with your boss…”
Catch.
“…who you quite fancy.”
Throw.
“I don’t fancy her.” Becca scowled.
Catch.
At least, Becca was trying very hard not to fancy her.
Throw.
“And even if I did, nothing’s going to happen.”
Catch.
“She made that very clear.”
Throw.
“This is a work trip, that’s all.”
Catch.
Becca ground her teeth together.
Throw.
“Don’t make this into something it’s not.”
Tracey did her final catch, then groaned, lying on her back for a few seconds before they swapped places.
She threw the ball to Becca, who caught it, threw it, performed a sit-up, repeated.
“I’m not making it into anything,” Tracey said.
Throw.
“But you do fancy her.”
Catch.
“It’s impossible not to.”
Throw.
“Hell, even I fancy her.”
Catch.
Becca furrowed her brow, sitting up. “Dammit, stop distracting me.”
Tracey gave her a grin. “This is multitasking at its best.”
Throw.
Catch.
Throw.
Catch.
Becca scowled.
“If you fancy her, why don’t you shag her?”
A red flare burst in her chest.
She sat up, cradling the ball. Shit, Tracey had met her, it wasn’t out of the realms of possibility. Apart from the fact that Tracey was her best friend, and she understood the code. Thou shalt not shit on thine own doorstep.
“Because you’d kill me. Now throw me the ball.” Tracey gave her an innocent smile.
They finished their set, then went to fill up their water bottles, standing in line with two other women.
Becca was determined to move the subject off Cleo. It was what had been occupying her mind most of the day, and her mind didn’t need any encouragement. When they’d had their briefing today, they’d sat side by side in Cleo’s office, and Becca couldn’t help her eyes drifting to the brief glimpse of Cleo’s collarbone, her honeyed skin, the way her muscles rippled in her arms when she was explaining something.
A surge of want skipped down Becca. Yes, she needed to change the subject. Or she needed to get laid. She wasn’t sure how much of this was Cleo, or how much was the fact she was on a romance break.
Maybe her self-imposed rules didn’t count if she was in another country? Perhaps if Cleo was doing work things, she could slip off to a lesbian bar — if such things still existed in Boston? — and pick up a woman. She liked the thought of that. Plus, American accents oozed sex appeal, especially if the accent was attached to an equally sexy woman.
“Anyway, how was your day?” Becca steered her mind back to the present.
Tracey gave an exaggerated stretch before replying. “It was another day in the shiny corporate towers of world finance.” She paused. “Did you read Metro this morning, by the way? Your boss’s brother is turning into a bit of a local celebrity.”
Becca filled her bottle and waited for Tracey to do the same, before pausing by the rows of lockers beside her.
“Duncan? What’s he done now?”
“His blog — you know the one about him being newly separated? Well, he was featured in the paper today. Half a page on his heartbreak and what he’s learned from it. Apparently he’s getting offers from women all the time now he’s being so open and honest.”
“I wonder what his wife thinks.” Becca drank some water. “I already know what Cleo thinks — she’s probably ready to evict him. Makes you think about love, though, doesn’t it? If it’s worth it, when it wreaks so much havoc.” She paused. “I’m sure Cleo doesn’t appreciate him stirring everything up, especially when she’s divorced, too.”
“Divorced from a younger woman,” Tracey said, poking Becca in the side.
Becca shook her head. “Maybe in another life things might have been different, but in this life, it ain’t gonna happen.” She took another glug of water. “But I was just thinking I might relax my no-women rule in Boston. I don’t even have to pull — it’ll just be nice going out with no rules holding me back.”
“I knew you’d break,” Tracey replied, with a grin.
A tall man with dark red hair walked by, before stopping, walking back two steps and pausing.
“Tracey?” He was clearly just starting his workout, as he was sweat-free — unlike both of them.
A moment of panic passed across Tracey’s face, but she styled it out, giving the man a smile. “Justin!” Her voice had gotten higher. “I didn’t know you worked out here.”
“Small world,” Justin said, nodding his head. “It was great to see you the other week.” His eyes swept over Tracey and a smile crossed his face. “You leaving or heading back in?”
“Going back in,” Tracey said, not looking at Becca. “How about you?”
“I’m here for 45 minutes — strict running time. If you’re free, we could grab a coffee afterwards, once I’ve showered.”
A strange look crossed Tracey’s face as Becca looked on, swiftly followed by a blush creeping onto her cheeks. She was just picturing him in the shower, wasn’t she? Becca couldn’t help but grin.
“I could totally meet you in the cafe when we’re done.” Tracey checked her watch. “Eight forty-five?”
Justin gave her a wide beam. “Perfect. Enjoy your workout. And I’ll run fast.” He walked away, but not before looking back and giving Tracey a small wave.
It was all Becca could do not to burst out laughing. “You are so in there,” she said, putting an arm around Tracey as they walked back into the main gym.
“Shut up,” Tracey replied.
“I’ve never heard coffee being used as code before.”
“Shut up!”
“You want to meet me in the cafe at 8.45 so we can stare at each other dreamily over a hot drink?”
“I can easily find a new best friend, you know,” Tracey replied, punching her in the arm.





CHAPTER 19
“What am I reading?” Heidi pushed her glasses up her face and squinted at the flyer in front of her. “Why is Duncan looking like he needs a shit?”
Cleo laughed as she looked over her shoulder at the Metro article, before pulling out onto the main road. “This is what Duncan’s life is these days. He’s a hero for the heartbroken, spinning his own stupidity into something marketable. It’s like he’s joined some cult, only he’s the leader.”
“He should get a job in marketing or branding, he’s wasted in finance.” Heidi paused. “And does he have any followers?” Her tone held scepticism, and Cleo fully understood. It was the exact same tone she’d used when she’d spoken to Duncan about it.
“Strangely, he does. He’s struck a chord and he’s getting support from fellow broken-hearted people — men and women alike. It’s like he’s become some kind of unofficial agony aunt, which is not exactly what he wanted in the first place, I assume.” Cleo glanced at Heidi, hoping she was going to be able to drive the car home when she dropped her at the airport. She was still seven weeks out from giving birth, but she looked like she might pop at any minute. “Have you tested whether or not your stomach fits behind the steering wheel?”
Heidi gave her a withering look. “I drive every day,” she replied. “Anyway, back to Duncan — why’s he being such a wally? Has he spoken to Michelle, rather than taking his anger out on the wider world?”
“He said he was going to, but then he’s got a bit caught up with the publicity he’s getting. But I’ve spoken to Michelle, and I think there’s still hope. She told me he just needs to commit to their marriage more. That he acts like he’s always got one foot out the door.”
“Maybe he should listen to his wife, rather than telling everyone else how they should conduct their relationships.”
“I told him. He said he’d talk to her. But with all the online support he’s getting, I think he’s quite enjoying his moment in the sun. The internet has a lot to answer for.” Cleo had left her brother with strict instructions to call Michelle and sort it out — or look for somewhere to live as she was getting sick of his mess.
Heidi laughed. “Silly Duncan. I’ll talk to him while you’re away, he’ll listen to me. Brothers never listen to their sisters.”
Cleo glanced over at her friend. “You’re probably right.”
“So you’re away all week? Back Sunday?”
Cleo nodded. “Yep.” She was looking forward to a change of scene, although she wasn’t looking forward to the weather in Boston — the past few weeks they’d been battered by massive snow storms, but apparently a semi-thaw was now on. She’d packed her warmest hat and gloves, and hoped that would be enough. She’d nearly told Becca to do the same, but stopped herself just in time. She wasn’t Becca’s mother — Becca already had a perfectly good one of those, plus four older sisters.
When it came to older women in her life, Becca had bought the farm.
“And will you have any time off when you’re there?”
“Saturday and Sunday,” she replied, feeling the heat of Heidi’s stare.
“And do you have any plans?”
Cleo shook her head. “I’m guessing maybe Friday will be work drinks, but nothing for Saturday. But I might use the time to catch up on some work, have a chilled day.”
Heidi paused before replying. “You’re not planning on showing Becca around the town, giving her the Boston tour?”
Cleo licked her lips. “I don’t think so. I already told her I’ll be working. Besides, maybe one of the team will do that for me.”
“It’s okay for you to show her around, you know. Just try not to sleep with her. Spending time with her isn’t out of bounds.”
Cleo nodded, an arrow of lust landing square in her lap. She gripped the steering wheel that little bit harder, her knuckles turning white. “It’s not anything to do with that; I’ll have a lot on, that’s all. I’m friendly with Becca, but I’m also her boss, so I need to draw the lines. It’s just easier this way, believe me.”
Heidi reached out and patted Cleo’s leg. “I believe you.”
But Cleo knew if she glanced sideways, Heidi would be giving her a non-believing smile. Cleo pumped the brake as they hit a patch of traffic; they weren’t far away, and yet the air in the car already seemed thicker than when they’d left home.
Not for the first time in the past few weeks, she’d kill for a cigarette.
   
HEIDI GAVE her a hug and a loaded look before she drove off.
“Don’t worry about me, okay?”
But Heidi didn’t look convinced. “It’s my job, I’m your best friend. Just come back from this trip unscathed, promise me?”
“I’m not going to war,” Cleo replied. “But I’ll try not to come back injured if you promise not to go into labour while I’m away, deal?”
Half an hour later, Cleo was in the departure lounge, her case checked in, sipping her flat white. She’d lost count of the amount of times she’d flown to Boston since she got this job — it was into double figures. The first time, she’d been so excited, keen to explore a new city — and Boston was easy to fall in love with, with its varied architecture, its proliferation of Irish bars and its small-city footprint.
Unlike most major US cities, Boston was one you could easily explore on foot. Over the past few visits, Cleo had done just that, ticking off all the neighbourhoods one by one. In particular, she loved heading to the North End for incredible homemade pasta and gelato. Homemade pasta always made her weak at the knees.
A hand on her shoulder jolted her from her daydream, and she looked up to see Becca standing there, looking so fresh, it made Cleo want to weep. Did she even have any make-up on, or was she just 23? Cleo hadn’t appreciated her youthful skin when she’d had it. Did Becca? She doubted it. It was true what they said: youth was wasted on the young.
“You okay?” Becca asked. “You looked like you just swallowed something distasteful when you looked up.”
Cleo shook her head, giving Becca a grin. “Nope, I was just thinking about the first time I went to Boston and how excited I was. I’m sure that’s you right now.”
Becca nodded, sitting on the stool next to Cleo in the airport coffee shop. “Not only my first time in Boston, my first time in the USA. But I’m ready — I’ve been waiting for this my whole life. I finally get to be a transatlantic traveller. And I’ve checked the movies I want to watch, too. Have you?”
But while Cleo could see Becca’s lips were moving, she was still transfixed by her smooth skin, her styled hair. Did it move or was it sprayed into place? She wanted to reach out and touch it, but that would be inappropriate.
She swallowed down, and forced herself back into the present. What the fuck had happened to her being professional, keeping her distance? This was not the start she’d anticipated.
She gave Becca a weird smile before getting up, indicating her bags beside the chair.
“Will you keep an eye on those?” she said. “You want anything at the shop?”
Becca shook her head. “Nope, I’m good.”
Cleo nodded. And she would be too, once she’d finally bought a packet of fags.





CHAPTER 20
C leo’s boss, Gayle, looked so relieved, Becca thought she might be about to hug her. When Becca glanced to her left, Cleo was giving her that smile — the one Becca had caught her giving her a few times this week, but she still wasn’t sure quite what it meant. A smile was a good thing, right? She was pretty sure she’d made a good impression during her first week in the US, but Becca didn’t want to ask outright. She was still new in the job, she didn’t want to appear too needy. Never a good look.
The company was having an issue with its security for the staff festival, and Becca had just come up with a solution: the company she’d worked with in Brighton which was far more accommodating than any she’d ever worked with before. Becca had just told Gayle she was happy to tap up her contact and see if they could help out.
“They give proper training and their staff reflect that. They don’t rough-handle anyone, and I’ve never felt more secure at a festival than I did with them. Nobody is getting any backhanders, which is frankly incredible.” Becca’s mouth twitched. As anybody who’s ever run a festival knows, security regularly pocket kickbacks from letting people in. It’s what nearly shut Glastonbury down for overcrowding until they got serious some years back.
“That would solve our problem, so if you could do that today and see if they’d be able to work with us, that would be awesome,” Gayle said.
Becca nodded. Awesome was not a word she was used to in British meetings, but in the States, it was a firm favourite.
Gayle turned to her assistant, who was taking minutes. “Can you make sure you follow that up?” she told her. “Liaise with Becca later on and let me know the outcome.” She turned to Becca. “If this does work out, it’s a huge weight off my mind. After our normal company just let us down, we can’t afford to be sloppy. Especially with the massive headliners we’ve got.”
“I’ll work with Becca to get it done,” Cleo said, nodding at Gayle.
Her boss gave her a grin. “Fabulous. Now we just need to confirm all the wellness and sports parts, and we all know what we’re doing with those?”
Nods all round the table from the other six members of Gayle’s US team.
“All the plane tickets booked?”
More nods.
Cleo raised her hand and Gayle nodded her way. “One more thing I forgot to say. It’s a three-day festival obviously, and we’re putting everyone up in tents, with the occasional yurt. I’ve employed a company to bring the tents and put them up, so we won’t have anyone complaining about that part.”
“Perhaps just about sleeping in a tent.” Gayle chuckled at her own joke.
Cleo smiled. “But before you get worried, we all have inflatable mattresses, proper duvets and pillows, and the tents are big.” She paused. “I’d call it more glamping than camping.”
“And that’s what we’re putting on the material, right?” her boss asked.
Cleo nodded. “Yup. Plus, if the weather’s good, everyone’s going to love it. But if it’s not, we’ve planned for all contingencies and we’ll deal with it.”
“Perfect!” Gayle clapped her hands, grinning at her whole team. “Let’s all go for a celebratory Friday night drink before we head out, shall we?” She held up a hand. “One more thing before we go. As a thank you to our UK guests for all their hard work on this project, we bought you both tickets for tomorrow’s Red Sox game — the first of the season. Unfortunately none of us can make it, but we hope these tickets and the reservations we’ve made for an early dinner afterwards will make up for our absence. Let’s hope for a Red Sox win!”
Gayle handed over the tickets to Cleo, and Becca watched as something flickered over her features, before it was overtaken by a wide smile.
“Thank you so much — I’ve never been to a game,” Cleo said, running a hand through her hair.
“I know, that’s why I bought them,” Gayle said. “And I know this is Becca’s first US trip, so it was a safe bet she hadn’t been. I hope you didn’t have any other plans tomorrow, but if you did, this is better. You’re going to love it.”
“That really is freaking awesome!” Becca took the tickets Cleo was holding out to her. “Red Sox versus Chicago Cubs,” she read. “I love the names of the teams here, they’re so cool!”
And then she slapped herself for being so effusive. Then again, she was in America, this was their natural state. When she glanced to her left, Cleo was wearing that smile again, perhaps turned up a little further.
“You’ll have a great time; Hannah’s booked you into The Eastern Standard afterwards. One of my favourite restaurants in the city.” Gayle rubbed her hands together. “Everybody ready to go? Shall we meet downstairs in the bar in 15 minutes?”
Nods all around again.
Becca gave Cleo a grin as they got up, their arms touching as they did.
“Looks like we’re going to a ballgame tomorrow,” Becca said, unable to stop the bubble in her voice.
Cleo gave her an uncertain nod. “Looks like it.”





CHAPTER 21
Boston had a ton of red-brick buildings, which had always surprised Cleo. None of it surprised Becca, however. Boston was her first taste of the US; she’d done her research and she loved everything about it. The lampposts, the sidewalks, the coffee, the beer. She especially loved the sandwiches Americans served, which she hadn’t stopped going on about all week, and was now enthusing about again today.
They’d stopped for brunch in a Back Bay restaurant on the advice of their colleagues, who’d told them the food at the stadium left a lot to be desired.
“I mean, look at it,” Becca said, holding up her chicken, bacon and avocado sandwich. She unfurled the bread, to show the filling which went all the way to the back, and was as thick as a paperback. “If I ordered this in the UK, I’d get some filling at the front, but halfway down the sandwich would suddenly be empty.” She held it closer to Cleo’s face.
Cleo couldn’t help but laugh. She recalled thinking the same thing when she’d arrived on these shores for the first time, but that was so long ago. Now, she expected massive portions in the States, but it was all new to Becca.
She’d been trepidatious about today, but so far, it was turning out just fine. One hour in and she’d pretty much forgotten they were work colleagues and not simply friends. Becca’s ability to be astounded at everything Boston had to offer was rubbing off on Cleo, and she was happy to come along for the ride.
Being in her company made Cleo feel alive, young again. She’d planned to catch up on some admin in her room today, perhaps visit the hotel spa. It turned out, Becca’s face was far more entertaining. The fact she looked pretty hot this morning in her skinny jeans, shirt, braces and jumper wasn’t lost on Cleo, either. She’d decided not to be hard on herself for noticing. She was allowed to look, so long as she didn’t touch.
“There’s a reason they have an obesity problem in this country,” Cleo said, sipping her coffee and eating her huevos rancheros. Whereas Becca was all about the sandwiches, Cleo was all about the Mexican food. You couldn’t get proper Mexican food in the UK for love nor money, so whenever she was in Boston, she ordered it. This particular brunch was a slice of salsa-inspired heaven.
“I’d be the size of a house if I lived here.” Becca puffed out her cheeks as if to demonstrate what that might look like.
Cleo couldn’t see it. Becca still had that slim, toned physique that looked like it came naturally, although for all she knew, she could spend half her life at the gym.
“Did you carry on very late last night?” Cleo had left Becca in the bar at the bottom of their building with a few of the US team, all in their 20s, all looking like they were out for the night. Cleo had tactfully withdrawn around 9pm, getting an early night so she’d be fresh for today. Maybe she was getting wise in her middle age.
Becca shook her head. “We didn’t go on anywhere else. Plus, I got the distinct impression Alex was coming on to me. He might just have been being friendly, but you never know. I decided to call it a night when some of the others began to drift around ten.” She put a finger to her cheek. “Plus, I had a big day to prepare for, I didn’t want to ruin it.”
“No slipping out to the nearest lesbian bar?”
A grin. “Nah — that’s later, right? The two of us, taking on Boston’s dykes? They won’t stand a chance.” Becca’s grin got even wider still, before she stuffed the sandwich in her mouth and chewed. A sandwich that big needed utmost concentration.
“I don’t think there are any lesbian bars in Boston, like most other big cities these days.”
A quirk of Becca’s eyebrow. “You looked it up?” She took a moment to swallow her food. “Have you been before? I mean, when you’ve come here on your own, have you been to the gay bars?”
Cleo let a beat go by before she nodded. “I did the second or third time.” But it had been nothing to write home about. The usual mix of clientele: mainly gay men, and not a single woman apart from her. “I didn’t meet anyone, in case you were wondering. I think that only happens in movies. Every time I go to gay bars abroad, they’ve either shut down or they’re teeming with men. Still, I did strike up a conversation with the waiter, and he was lovely.” She grinned at the memory. “He wanted to set me up with his sister. He tried calling her, but she didn’t answer.”
Becca grinned. “Shame, she might have been hot.”
“Or she might have been a nightmare.” Cleo shuddered. “Somehow, I’ve managed to live with the disappointment.”
“Such a trooper.” Becca paused. “Would you like to meet someone? I mean, not necessarily in Boston tonight, but just generally.”
“Can I meet her first and not just have someone ring a relative because I look that desperate?” Cleo still recalled the despair she’d felt when the waiter had been calling. Was that what her life had come to?
Becca gave her a slow smile, her eyes roaming Cleo’s face and down her body, making goosebumps break out all over Cleo. At times like these, when Becca’s eyes were doing things like that, it was difficult to remember they weren’t flirting. The lines could get a little blurred.
“Take it from me, you do not look desperate.”
Cleo finished the last mouthful of her meal and smiled at Becca, swallowing down the lump in her throat. “Good to know.”
Becca gave her a shrug, her tongue skating along her bottom lip, snagging Cleo’s attention.
Focus.
The problem was, this was all too easy. Being here with Becca like this, having brunch, acting like they were friends. Mainly because they were. Their path had been sealed that first night after the wedding, when they’d gone into town and enjoyed each other’s company.
When they’d chatted openly.
When they’d kissed.
When Cleo cast her mind forward to the possibility of finding someone new, that someone wouldn’t be a million miles away from someone like Becca. Someone kind, with a sense of humour, a sense of style, someone attractive.
But also, someone about ten years older — and that was a part of the equation Cleo couldn’t change.
However, spending a day together like this? Being friends? She could totally do that.





CHAPTER 22
F enway Park was a huge old red-brick stadium — the oldest in Major League Baseball. Becca could feel the history oozing from every brick as they climbed the internal stairs, the noise of the expectant crowd making the hair on the back of her neck stand to attention.
The announcer boomed out the names of the teams, as servers ran up and down the concrete stadium steps carrying hot dogs, beer, popcorn and sweets. Whatever you wanted, it could be brought to your seat. You just had to sit there and be entertained.
Becca was a big sports fan, ticking that lesbian box. As they reached their seats and the green of the field spread out before them, she reached out to grab Cleo’s arm, but accidentally caught her hand instead. It was freezing.
“Did you bring any gloves?” Becca rummaged in her bag and pulled out her pair. Her hands were the opposite — always warm.
It was only when Becca saw Cleo glancing at their joined hands that she dropped it, with a shy smile.
“Sorry, I’m tactile. Blame my family, you’ve met them. And it only gets worse when I get excited, so it might not be the last time I do that.”
Cleo gave her a wry smile. “I did bring some gloves, but I left them in the hotel. I have a thing with gloves. I forget them or I lose them.”
“Well don’t lose these — put them on. That way, you’re safe. Plus, then you won’t lose your hands to frost bite.”
“Yes, Mum,” Cleo replied, giving her a grin, looking out to where the players were taking their places. “I kinda like their outfits — they’re very retro, aren’t they?”
Becca nodded. “The kind of thing that only ever looks good on a professional baseball player.”
“Don’t tell all these people sitting in the stands,” Cleo said with a chuckle.
“I’ll stay quiet if you will.” Becca turned her head towards the stairwell. “You want a beer?”
Cleo nodded, her smile telling Becca that was a smart idea. “I’d love one.”
   
THEY WERE onto their third beer, and the thwack of ball hitting wood had the crowd jumping out of their seats. Cleo grinned at Becca as one of the Red Sox players ran past all the bases, sliding home to a roar from almost the entire stadium.
“Is that a rounder?” Cleo leaned into Becca, her breath hot on Becca’s ear.
A tingle ran down her spine as she grinned at Cleo, her face close to hers.
“You mean a home run. Rounders is the British version of the game, played without pyjamas by small children.”
Cleo nodded, oblivious to Becca’s thoughts. “Right. Home run. Of course.”
What would it be like if she leaned in now and kissed her? That thought made Becca blink and she pulled herself back, looking around for the hot dog sellers.
She hadn’t finished her sandwich earlier as it had been too big. She was regretting that now. She’d had too much beer too quickly, and could sense the alcohol coursing through her system. She needed a hot dog. Or just something else to do with her hands.
A woman in a baseball cap and official outfit walked by, carrying her hot dog oven on her head. Becca surmised she must have amazing core strength. Imagine what she’d be like in bed.
She glanced over at Cleo, whose gaze was on her neck, or perhaps lower. When she caught Becca looking, her eyes flitted upwards and their gazes locked, held in place by the moment, the swell of the crowd, the steady beat of Becca’s heart.
Say something.
Anything.
Just to break the intensity.
The scrutiny.
The weight of everything that Becca wanted to say, but couldn’t.
“I think I might need a hot dog,” she said, nodding at the woman who was serving some people across the aisle from them. “You want one?”
Cleo’s gaze dropped to Becca’s lips, and then she shook her head. “Not really,” she replied, her breath scratched.
“I’m getting you one anyway. Baseball tradition.”
Cleo raised an eyebrow. “This is our first baseball game.”
“All traditions have to start somewhere.”
Becca turned her attention to the woman and paid for two hot dogs, trying not to choke at the price. It was good to know that stadiums all over the world charged ridiculous prices for sub-par items. When she bit into the hot dog, she understood why their colleagues had told them to avoid eating in the stadium. It held a faint hint of metal, along with a hint of plastic. She opened her ketchup sachet with her teeth and smeared it on the top. At least now, it’d taste of ketchup-covered plastic.
“These are grim,” Cleo said, wrapping up half of hers and putting it on the ground. “Life’s too short for terrible hot dogs.”
But Becca had been brought up not to waste food, and old habits died hard. She braced herself and bit into the hot dog again, chewing methodically.
Cleo watched her, then leaned forward, taking off her black leather glove and putting her index finger to Becca’s face. “You’ve got a bit of ketchup on you.”
When her finger connected with Becca’s skin, she stilled. As did Becca.
A shard of lust shot through Becca as Cleo’s gaze melted her, hot and direct.
Becca’s breathing stilled as she eyed Cleo’s finger out of the corner of her eye. Cleo’s finger was on her face, almost touching her mouth.
She knew just where else she’d like Cleo’s finger to go… Stop it.
She reached out her tongue to rescue the stray ketchup, and it collided with Cleo’s finger.
Their gazes snapped back together again and Becca’s insides took a step back.
Oh my god.
Cleo was giving her the look. The one that said she wanted Becca. Becca knew that look, that feeling, because she could feel it stamping through her body. Desire was drenching her from the inside out, and suddenly, she knew it wasn’t just her.
She and Cleo were on the same page.
That kiss had clearly been playing on Cleo’s mind, too, no matter how she might have tried to deny it.
Cleo blinked, then straightened up. She yanked her finger away and turned her attention back to the game, wiping her hands on a napkin.
But while she was watching the game with laser focus, Becca was just watching her, her heart still hammering in her chest.
It was there. Becca wasn’t going mad.
They’d shared a moment.
And yes, she also knew all the reasons why they shouldn’t go there.
However, right here, right now, those reasons paled.
Because Becca wanted Cleo, and she was pretty sure those feelings were reciprocated.





CHAPTER 23
The hotel they were staying in was not too far from the office in Back Bay, a wealthy suburb of Boston. It was modelled on one of those grand European-style buildings, with wide, sweeping staircases and marble floors, along with plushly carpeted rooms with impossibly soft beds. Cleo had slept soundly all week long, and she couldn’t always say the same thing in London. She’d already made a pact with herself to get a new mattress when she got home.
They got back around 9pm, tiredness curling around Cleo’s bones like bindweed. She could feel the sides of her feet rubbing in her shoes, but she didn’t mind; it had been a long day, but she’d had a ball. She was still surprised at just how much she and Becca got along, but they did. With some people, Cleo found herself tripping over her words, or not being able to think of anything to say to them. Invisible spikes sprang up when she was in their presence. She’d trained herself to get around that because these days, she had to deal with all sorts of people.
With Becca, however, from the first moment at Fionn’s wedding, it had been easy. Today they’d chatted about family, sport, travel and work, steering clear of relationships after brunch. Cleo was grateful; she didn’t really want to go there, and somehow, Becca had picked up on the clues.
Becca inclined her head as they passed the hotel bar, situated in the lobby. “You want a nightcap?”
Cleo slowed her pace, her rubber soles silent on the marble floor. On a Saturday night, it was bustling and loud.
She’d like another drink, but something was holding her back. “I can’t see any seats, so maybe not.” She glanced at Becca, the push and pull of what she wanted and what she thought she should do very real inside of her.
Becca’s face was flushed after coming in from the cold into the warmth of the hotel.
Was she thinking the same thing? Cleo had no idea.
“We could get a drink and take it back to the room? I did it the other night — the height of civilisation.” Becca paused. “And they do an incredible vodka martini with, wait for it, blue-cheese olives.” She crossed her arms, waiting for Cleo’s response.
Cleo tilted her head to the side. “Blue-cheese olives? What the hell are they?” And more to the point, how the hell did Becca even end up ordering such a thing? When she was 23, she was ordering pints of cider and black, pretending to like it, then throwing up.
Becca grinned. “Why don’t you let me order you one, and then you can find out?”
Cleo paused, background calculations ticking in her head. It was just one drink — and blue-cheese olives sounded intriguing. The vague warning sign in her mind flipped from red to green, and she gave Becca a nod. “Go on then, seeing as I’m probably never going to have a blue-cheese olive again in my lifetime.”
“Ace.” Becca clutched the back of her neck. “I’ll bring them to the room if you like. Yours or mine?”
Cleo didn’t let herself dwell on the question too long. “I’ll be in mine, so bring them there.”
“Deal. See you there in a few minutes.”
Just as Becca said the words, a couple near the door kissed and got up, taking each other’s hand as they left the bar.
Cleo and Becca exchanged looks, and before she knew what she was doing, Cleo was walking towards the seat. She’d suddenly had an image of Becca lounging on her bed with a martini, eyeing Cleo with her killer smile.
Now, a drink in the bar seemed far more appropriate.
More work-friendly.
The wiser thing to do.
A waiter approached, clearing the table and taking their order with an approving nod.
When he’d gone, Becca sat back, her coat laid carefully over the back of her chair, her legs crossed one over the other. Becca was far more put together and considered than most 20-somethings Cleo knew. Scrap that, she was far more put together and considered than most people Cleo knew. Duncan was a decade older, and at the moment behaving like a spoilt brat.
“What you thinking about?” Becca inclined her head to the right in question.
Cleo shook her head. “My dumbass brother, so let’s not go there.” She paused. “And also, how you got to know about blue-cheese olives. You’re not like most 20-somethings.”
She frowned: that was meant to be her inside voice.
“I’ve heard that before,” Becca said. “It goes with being the youngest of five — I had to be able to negotiate at a young age if I wanted to be heard or get anything in life.” She grinned. “You might think I’m kidding, but I’m not. Once you can convince a sibling who’s 17 years older than you that you’re right and she’s wrong, then you can pretty much take on anything. How do people who have no siblings learn?”
Cleo swallowed down a laugh. “You might be right. Although it doesn’t really apply to me, being the eldest. And I’m pretty sure Duncan never talked me into anything, because he was babied like you wouldn’t believe.”
“He talked you into taking him in when his marriage fell apart — and he’s still there, despite the fact you don’t want him.”
Cleo gave an elongated sigh. “You make a very good point.” She gave Becca a short, sharp grin, fading as quickly as it arrived. “But I never had a choice in the first place. Duncan never has to talk me into anything — I’m always his fall-back position, the one who saves him. It’s the way it’s been our whole lives. I’d like it, for once, if he would save me. But I can’t see it happening anytime soon.”
Becca eyed her for a few moments before she replied, her ocean-blue eyes sparkling under the low lights. “You’re too capable, clearly. From where I’m sitting, you don’t need saving from anything, that’s your problem.”
It was something she’d heard from Heidi many times before, too.
Over Becca’s head, an elderly couple brushed past them, he in a tuxedo with a white silk scarf draped around his neck, she in a full-length black dress with a string of pearls around her neck. They looked the picture of a life-time romance, still going strong; Cleo hoped the reality was as good as the image they portrayed.
The drinks arrived and Cleo sat forward, grasping hers and picking up a blue-cheese olive. She took a sip of her vodka martini, a shiver running down her as the liquid warmed her from the inside out. Sometimes, she loved the effect of alcohol, and this was one of those times. She popped an olive in her mouth and chewed, the tart olives and creamy, salty cheese joining in her mouth. She followed it up with another sip of her martini, and the whole effect was… intense and strangely delicious.
She swallowed, her taste buds still in a state of happy shock. She glanced up at Becca, who had both eyebrows raised, a smile waiting to pounce.
“Well?”
Cleo began to nod. “It’s weird, but somehow it works.”
“I told you,” Becca said, popping an olive in her mouth and sipping her drink. “Weird, unexpected, but wonderful, right?”
“Exactly that.”
A little like you, Cleo wanted to add, but she hadn’t drunk that much. “You’re introducing me to new things today. And there was me thinking there was nothing new to like in the world.”
Becca smiled. “There’s plenty to love — you just have to be open to it.”
Cleo cocked her head. “How did you end up ordering this?” She scanned the cocktail menu. “I can’t even see it on here.”
“I got chatting to the barman from Guatemala. Lovely guy. He suggested it.” Becca held up her martini glass. “A toast: to being open to new experiences.”
Becca’s gaze landed on Cleo’s, and wouldn’t leave.
Perhaps she was right. Since her marriage had broken up, she’d thrown herself into work and hadn’t been open to new experiences. And yes, it was just a martini with a blue-cheese olive, but it was significant. Who knew those things would go together? What else had she dismissed as incompatible during the past couple of years? What other opportunities had she spurned?
She made a pact with herself to be more open to things, to take her chances when they came up.
She still had six months to go till her 40th birthday, and she’d been determined to ignore that milestone, pretend it didn’t exist.
But it was coming, like it or not. And when it arrived, it was going to be a new decade — one she wanted to greet with a smile, and not a snarl. Just like Becca would.
She raised her glass to Becca’s. “To new experiences.”





CHAPTER 24
C leo liked her martini so much, she ordered another round — to a raised eyebrow from Becca.
“What?” she asked, even though the first martini had already wormed its way into her brain, gently unlacing her ordered thoughts.
“Nothing,” Becca replied, holding up a hand. “It’s just you’ve gone from ‘very tired’ to ‘let’s have another martini!’ in the space of,” she checked her watch, “45 minutes.”
“I didn’t know you were counting.” Cleo quirked an eyebrow. Steady.
A gentle laugh. “Not counting, just observing.” A smile infiltrated Becca’s face, reaching up on tiptoes to her eyes.
Just then the lights changed and someone in the bar clapped their hands. “Ladies and gentlemen, we’ve had a special request.”
Cleo sat forward, peering round a man in a blue suit standing to her left, as the first bars of Nat King Cole’s ‘Unforgettable’ swept through the bar’s speakers. A tingle fluttered from her heart to her stomach — this had been her grandma’s favourite song, the one she always sang to her grandad when he was alive.
“I’ve just been told by a very special couple’s grandson that it’s Sheila and Hugh’s 50th wedding anniversary today, and they’re here with us in the bar. Could you stand up and take a bow!”
The couple Cleo had spotted earlier in tux and pearls got up, both wearing dazzling smiles as the bar applauded. “Sheila and Hugh, congrats from all of us here. We’re playing this song tonight because this was the first dance at their wedding 50 years ago.”
With that, Hugh held out his hand, and Sheila, safe in Hugh’s arms, fell into them and they swayed along to the music, not even considering the eyes of the whole bar on them. Clearly, to Sheila and Hugh, it was just them.
What Cleo would give to have such faith in a relationship, and to have that for the next 50 years.
She thought back to the wedding dance that she and Sara had never done, and how much she’d love for the chance to have it again. But this time, with somebody who understood how important it was to have a first dance and start your marriage off in the right way.
Plus, if it could be set to this very song, that truly would be unforgettable.
Cleo couldn’t tear her eyes from them as Hugh whispered something into Sheila’s ear, and she laughed, pulling back to look at him, before placing her cheek back into the well of his shoulder and closing her eyes.
Cleo wasn’t sure if it was the thought of her grandma, this couple dancing to their wedding song, or the lack of love in her life, but tears were pricking the back of her eyes.
Damn, this martini must be strong.
She wasn’t going to cry, though.
No, she was going to swallow her emotions, and wash them all down with a huge gulp of her drink, not daring to look up at Becca for fear of her seeing Cleo for what she was. A hopeless romantic who was hopeless in the game of love. If she really took the time to look, Cleo was sure it would be written on her face in luminous marker.
Eventually she couldn’t avoid it and she glanced up, only to see Becca’s eyes still glued to the couple.
Could it be she was just as much of a romantic as Cleo?
The thought made her heart swell. “It’s funny, isn’t it,” Cleo said, snagging Becca’s attention.
Becca turned back to face her.
“They’re dancing to their first dance, and I bet they’ve done it a million times before. I’d never have had that if Sara and I had stayed together. I’d never have had a first dance song. I know it doesn’t matter now we’re divorced, but it still makes me sad.”
A cold fist gripped Cleo’s heart, but she wasn’t going to cry. Not now.
Becca stared at her, not taking her eyes from her, but not saying anything either — as if sensing Cleo had more to contribute.
“The other thing is, these two are celebrating 50 years of marriage. I always think gay people are unlikely to have that. Not because we can’t stay in a relationship that long, but more because people take longer to realise who they are, to go through the various stages of life before they settle on the one for them.”
Cleo tapped her chest with her index finger. “Look at me, case in point. Even if I got married next year, I’d be 90 by the time I got to my golden wedding.” She paused. “But seeing a couple like this makes me believe true love is possible.”
Becca studied her for a moment before replying. “You don’t need to have been together for 50 years to have a dance that’s just yours — so you can still have that in the future.” She shifted in her seat. “Plus, true love is about quality, not quantity. Ten years or 50 years, who cares? So long as you’ve been in love and you’ve felt it here…” Becca balled her fist and laid it over her heart. “That’s what really counts. At least, that’s what I think.”
Cleo glanced over at the golden couple, and then back to Becca, who was smiling at her. “I stand by what I said earlier — you’re wise beyond your years. I have no idea where you came from, but I’m glad I met you.”
“Me, too,” Becca said. “And don’t be fooled, by the way. I do stupid things all the time.” She held Cleo’s gaze and something inside Cleo burst, like she’d just taken her finger off a dam. It was all she could do to stay sitting on her seat, to keep her calm amidst a gale of emotion that rattled through her, leaving her insides in tatters, her feelings hanging by a thread. The lights dimmed, and then there was only her and Becca in the bar. And Becca would not stop looking at her, her smile radiant, her eyes insistent.
“I do so many stupid things, too,” Cleo said, her voice now a purr.
Becca sat forward, and Cleo glanced down her top, now showing a tantalising glimpse of cleavage.
Somewhere, in the back of her mind, someone with a megaphone was shouting at her not to succumb. But it was too late, she knew that. The vodka and the romance of the moment had worked their magic.
Now, it wasn’t a case of ‘will they?’; it was more a case of ‘when will they?’
“I’d like to put that to the test,” Becca replied, picking up her martini and holding out her hand. “You wanna take these upstairs?”
Cleo closed her eyes, casting around for her moral judgement to kick in. But it had gone to bed, and now lust was taking over.
Becca was holding out her hand, and Cleo took it.





CHAPTER 25
C leo fumbled in her bag when she reached her room, her heart slamming in her chest. She flashed her key card and the door clicked, the sound echoing in her mind, Becca following her like a hot shadow.
Once inside, she clutched her drink. She was stalling. Trying to convince herself she shouldn’t do this. That this was a truly terrible idea on so many levels.
But when she looked up and into Becca’s beautiful face, all rational left her. They were both consenting adults, and hadn’t Heidi been on at her for months to seize the day and live in the moment?
Here was her day and here was her moment. It was time to take the starring role. She put her drink down on the bedside table and took Becca’s martini from her hand.
When their skin touched, she was sure she heard the sizzle. She sucked in a breath. Far away, someone slammed a door.
Opening a completely new door of her own, she took Becca’s hand in hers, and was gratified when Becca’s breathing stilled.
“I’m not sure what we’re doing,” Cleo said, taking one step forward, rubbing her thumb over Becca’s knuckles. Electricity snaked through her at pace, leaving Cleo on the edge.
Becca reached out and stroked her cheek, their heads now just inches apart.
Something lurched in Cleo’s belly, and then lower down.
She wasn’t sure how long she could stand not touching Becca fully.
“I am,” Becca replied, before curling an arm around Cleo’s waist. “I’ve been wanting to kiss you again for weeks now.”
Becca’s lips were inches from her own, and Cleo couldn’t drag her gaze from them. “What are you doing to me?” she whispered. But deep down, Cleo knew. Becca was making her rip up her own rulebook. Becca had turned her head so much, she had whiplash.
Finally, Cleo couldn’t stand it any longer, leaning forward and closing the gap between them. As Cleo pressed her lips to Becca’s, an arrow of lust landed right at her centre.
Oh god. Kissing Becca a second time was so much better than before. For one, she was pretty sure she was going to remember this kiss. For another, she was able to truly concentrate, to be present. Right now, there was nowhere else she’d rather be than attached to Becca’s lips.
There was a quality to her kiss, a weight behind it. Kissing Becca felt like she’d been lifted off the ground, like a shard of light had just lit them up. Her lips were just right, her kiss perfection. Cleo groaned as Becca’s tongue slipped into her mouth, wilting in Becca’s arms, giving herself over to it. Every muscle in Cleo’s body contracted and she felt the burn, want rippling through her.
Becca let go so Cleo could discard her brown jumper, her breath heavy, her body on hyper alert. Then Becca unbuttoned Cleo’s shirt, her fingers shaking, her breath short.
Cleo leaned forward and caught Becca’s lips once more with her own. This time, it was Becca’s turn to groan.
When they broke apart moments later, Becca got back to her job, before casting aside Cleo’s shirt, her fingertips now roaming Cleo’s smooth skin.
Everywhere Becca touched lit Cleo up inside. When she pushed aside her bra and took one of Cleo’s nipples in her mouth, Cleo thought she might explode. She wanted Becca where it mattered most. Suddenly, she was the most impatient woman in the world.
Becca’s teeth nipped at her breasts, and Cleo took Becca’s head in her hands, pressing it to her, wanting all she could give.
“You’re driving me crazy,” she said, as Becca brought her lips level with Cleo’s again.
“That’s the idea,” Becca replied, giving Cleo a grin.
Now it was Cleo’s turn to shed Becca’s clothes. She attended to her shirt buttons with the skill of a seasoned pro, slipping off her braces too. Becca’s skin was pale and stretched for miles, her breasts small and pert. She was like a work of art.
Cleo hadn’t even imagined Becca’s breasts before, and yet they were exactly as she’d never thought: perfect. She lowered her mouth and took one of Becca’s dark pink nipples between her teeth.
It tasted divine. Becca groaned.
Standing here now, sucking a half-naked Becca into her mouth, the age difference seemed like nothing at all. They were just two bodies, two souls; they felt all the same things. It was just that one of them had been on the earth for 16 more years than the other.
What were the reasons that mattered again? Cleo couldn’t recall a single one.
Becca’s hands were busy now, caressing her back, drawing Cleo to her. When Becca’s lips began to roam her neck and along her collarbone, Cleo got dizzy.
She could already tell she was so damn wet.
Then Becca laid more urgent kisses on her, their mouths coming together in a rage of lips and tongues.
Becca reached down to undo Cleo’s black jeans, and Cleo let her, her eyes trained on Becca’s hand, her breathing fractured.
Her heart was booming in her chest, because while she knew what was going to happen, she wasn’t sure of her own response. If their kiss was anything to go by, it was going to be off the charts.
Becca pulled Cleo to her, letting their breasts come together, before pushing Cleo’s jeans down, then sliding her hand until it collided with her small patch of coarse hair.
Cleo stilled. It had been a while since anyone had put their hand there; especially anyone as sexy as Becca. She glanced up, hoping she was communicating just what she was feeling with her look. It seemed something was getting transmitted, as Becca swiftly removed Cleo’s pants and lowered her onto the bed. Then she put her hand back where it mattered, slowly moving through Cleo’s wetness.
Cleo groaned, pulling Becca to her, wrapping one leg around her. She rocked her body into Becca, wave after wave of desire drenching her.
Becca got the message. As their mouths came together again, she slid one finger, then another inside Cleo.
In response, Cleo gasped, then pressed herself to Becca, trembling all over. She took a deep breath, her whole body shaking as she clamped down on Becca’s hand and let out a moan like she never had before. She was losing control, and she didn’t give a fuck.
Suddenly, everything sped up. Becca began to fuck her, slowly at first, then increasing her speed, making Cleo shake and gasp. She kissed her neck, her collarbone, her breasts. Want spiralled up and down Cleo like some crazy fairground ride, which was exactly what Cleo felt like she was on. She was climbing to the top of her very own rollercoaster, and the thrill was something else.
Becca’s fingers worked Cleo over, curling into her and making her see red, bronze, sunshine. If you asked her now, she wouldn’t be able to tell you who she was or what she was doing. She only knew it felt so right. The rhythm Becca had going was magical, the beats filling her up by the second.
“You feel amazing,” Becca said, as she pulled Cleo closer with her hand. The one inside her.
Fucking hell, she was going to come hard. Cleo thrummed with pleasure as Becca brought her to the top of her ride, Becca’s fingers all over her, typing out a letter to desire. This is what had been missing in her life.
This connection.
This closeness.
This was everything she wanted and more.
Moments later Cleo crashed over the top, the sun in her face, the wind in her hair, a whooshing in her ears. Becca didn’t let up, and Cleo didn’t want her to. She wanted to savour this feeling, this moment, this swell of emotion crashing through her.
As Becca pressed into her once more, Cleo came again, crying out, her voice shredding the air. Her whole body was alive like it hadn’t been in ages, and that was all down to Becca. To this gorgeous woman, who’d listened to Cleo, broken down her walls, and now was loving her so deliciously, Cleo wanted to punch the air with joy. How had she lived without this for so long?
She hoped the fireworks were going off inside Becca just like they were going off in her, too.
She reached up and stroked her cheek, kissing Becca’s lips as she pulled out of her.
As she did so, Cleo closed her eyes, missing the contact already. Becca really was quite extraordinary.
Cleo eyed her through a sated, lazy haze, struggling to regain a grip on her senses and her breath. When she could speak again, she did. “What the fuck just happened, and can we do it again soon?” Her voice was low, bass-like.
She wanted so much, and all of it with this extraordinary woman who’d walked into her life a few weeks earlier and turned it upside down, casually scattering her past on the floor and then sweeping it aside.
Cleo hadn’t intended on sleeping with Becca. And Becca was still 23.
But somehow, after connecting with Becca on such an intimate level, none of that mattered. All that did matter right this second was Becca, who was giving Cleo the most seductive smile before rolling into her, pressing her hot lips to Cleo’s once more.
Cleo’s eyes glazed over and then fluttered shut. Inside, she was still pulsing. Her mind was painting bold strokes of sunshine and her heart felt cocooned, loved.
“I guess my no sleeping with anyone for a year rule is out the window,” Becca said, her voice a whisper.
Cleo opened her eyes. “Sorry.” She placed a hot, wet kiss on Becca’s mouth. Damn, she felt so good. “But then again, not all that sorry.” She paused. “If you’ve broken the rules already, we better make it count, hadn’t we?”
Cleo reached down and put a hand between Becca’s legs. Now it was Becca’s turn to close her eyes.
She was so wet. “I’m going to fuck you senseless. Are you ready?” Cleo said, moving on top of Becca and sliding her fingers into her. Just the feel of Becca enveloping her fingers was enough to make Cleo shudder.
“God, yes,” Becca said, pulling Cleo towards her.
And with that, it was Cleo’s turn to show Becca what she could do.





CHAPTER 26
Becca woke up with a scorching headache, and an ache in places she’d forgotten even existed. Her self-imposed sex exile had taken its toll, but last night she’d come back with a bang. Quite a few bangs, in fact.
But now, she was acutely aware she was in the bed all on her own.
Cleo was nowhere to be seen. She rolled over to check the time on her phone. 9:15.
She swung her legs out of bed, smiling at the tweak of her muscles. Snapshots of last night played in her memory as she pulled on her shirt and pants, before padding over to the bathroom on the plush grey carpet.
No Cleo.
All of which meant she could only be on the balcony, and that would require getting fully dressed. Becca pulled on her jeans, then her jumper, and slid back the balcony door.
Sure enough, Cleo was standing there, staring into the icy Boston morning, smoking a cigarette. There was still snow on the ground, but luckily they’d avoided the storms. However, snow or not, the chill in the air was very real.
Becca hoped it was just in the air, and not in their fledgling relationship. Whatever that may be.
“Hey,” she said, bumping Cleo with her hip as she stood beside her.
Cleo gave her a tight smile, before taking another drag. The cigarette lit up red on the end, and Cleo sucked in the smoke.
“Been out here long?”
Cleo shook her head. “A while. I woke up and was kinda over-awed.”
“Sorry, I should have warned you. I have a tendency to do that to women.”
Had that sounded too much? She had no idea, but Becca couldn’t take the words back. They were out there now, floating in the air, slapping her in the face.
She wasn’t getting a good vibe from Cleo, and her stomach began to fizz.
“From the look on your face, I’m guessing you haven’t been out here thinking what a brilliant night we had last night, and you’d better get back in so we can do it all again?” Becca sucked in a lungful of cold air, and then coughed as it hit her lungs.
Cleo rubbed Becca’s back in response, but after a few strokes, quickly withdrew her hand.
“I was at first, of course I was. Because it’s all true. But then… it’s not that easy, is it?” She turned to face her, bringing the cigarette to her lips and taking another drag.
Becca kept her face still, trying to ignore the way her stomach lurched again, the bile she just had to swallow down. Suddenly, her muscle aches didn’t feel so light and skippy. Now, the ache in her limbs were threatening to drag her under.
She didn’t need to hear any words to know that Cleo was already questioning them. She was horribly aware of that.
“It’s a disgusting habit, you know.” Becca pointed at Cleo’s cigarette. She meant it, too, although when Cleo smoked, she found it kinda sexy.
Most things Cleo did this morning, she was finding a whole lot of sexy.
Breathing.
Standing.
Talking.
Everything except the doubt that was now etched into every line on her face.
“I’d given up for over a year, but this situation is cigarette-worthy.” She raised her head to the sky. “Just when you think you’ve got your shit together, life has a habit of punching you in the face, doesn’t it?”
Becca frowned. “Having sex with me is like being punched in the face?” She’d had better compliments.
Cleo gave her a sad smile. “Sorry, that came out wrong. Having sex with you was incredible, really.” She leaned forward and placed her lips on Becca’s.
Becca shut up. She hadn’t forgotten last night, and the shape of Cleo’s lips on hers. The shape of them that fitted hers perfectly, just as the shape of her hand had fitted inside her with technical precision.
She’d only tasted her lips again less than 24 hours ago, but already, they were her favourite place in the world.
When Cleo pulled back, her gaze dropped to Becca’s lips, and then she shook her head.
Becca decided to ignore that action, too. They’d clicked, surely even Cleo could remember that?
“If you’ve given up, why did you have cigarettes on you?”
Cleo smiled. “Perhaps, secretly, I knew I’d need them.”
“Really?”
A shake of her head. “No, not really.” Cleo took another drag. “Last night was a total surprise to me. And now I’m standing on a Boston balcony with my new employee who I spent the night fucking, and clearly I’ve turned into a middle-aged cliché overnight. You can just picture the headlines, can’t you? Only maybe they won’t be writing articles about it because this scenario is so commonplace.” She sighed, shaking her head again. “I just never thought I’d be caught up in it. I never thought I’d turn into a boss who fucked their brand-new, sexy-as-hell 20-something employee.”
Cleo took a final drag, then stubbed her cigarette out under the sole of her brown leather lace-up.
Yep, that was sexy, too. “You think I’m sexy?” Becca’s words were smiling. At this moment, she apparently had selective hearing. She’d heard all of Cleo’s objections, but she was focusing on the positive. She was a positive person, after all, and she wasn’t about to change her personality now.
“I hope that’s pretty self-evident, given what happened last night. I’m not in the habit of falling into bed with my employees, so when it happens, I like to think I’m attracted to them.” Cleo straightened up, holding Becca’s gaze.
And when she did, it was all Becca could do not to dissolve on the spot.
Because now she knew where that gaze led, and just how Cleo could turn it into her very own unique style of magic. A magic Becca desperately wanted to experience again. When Cleo looked at her like this, her gaze burning into her just as it had done last night, she felt like the most attractive, most desired woman on the planet.
“And I’m crazy attracted to you. That’s part of the problem.” Becca reached out a hand to Cleo’s face, touching the soft skin of her cheek.
Cleo didn’t flinch. Rather, she leaned into Becca’s touch, her eyelids fluttering shut, applying a featherlight kiss to Becca’s fingers.
Becca felt it deep inside.
But then, Cleo pulled away, shaking her head. “We can’t do this, Becca, you know that?”
The hold music was still playing in Becca’s head: she concentrated on the feel of Cleo’s lips on hers instead.
“It’s not just that I’m your boss, although that plays a massive part. I mean, what does it look like? And this is in no way your fault. This is all on me. I’m the boss, I’m the grown-up.”
Becca frowned. She was hearing all of Cleo’s words now, but they didn’t make much sense. “Hang on,” she said, holding up a hand before taking Cleo’s in her own.
The electricity in their touch was so real, she shook with it.
“You keep going on about you being my boss and how you’re a cliché and that this is all your fault, but this is as much on me as it is you.”
Cleo scrunched up her face, before turning her body to Becca. “I know you’re not an innocent in this, but it doesn’t change the fact I’m your boss, and I’m far older. Those are the facts.”
“But the way you’re telling it makes it sound like you lured me into your bedroom and had your wicked way with me. It wasn’t like that.” Becca brought Cleo’s hand up to her lips and kissed it. “I wanted you, too.” She put a finger to her chest. “I was a willing participant.”
“I know you were.” Cleo pushed herself off the balcony railing and walked to the far side, putting a little distance between them.
Becca shivered as the wind whipped around her. She wasn’t sure of much this morning, apart from the fact that Boston was fucking freezing.
“But even if I weren’t your boss, this would still be a non-starter because this can’t work. You must see that.” She didn’t turn around as she spoke, almost as if she didn’t believe what she was saying.
However, she was still saying it.
“Not really.” Becca folded her arms, before crossing the balcony to stand beside Cleo. When she turned her head, she inhaled Cleo; in a short space of time, she was already comfortingly familiar. “From where I’m standing, I like you, you like me and we’ve got a lot in common. And yes, I know you being my boss isn’t ideal, but we don’t work in corporate America where you’re going to be fired if you sleep with me. Who we sleep with is our business and nobody else’s.”
Cleo turned her head, and gave Becca a sad smile. “And that’s where you’re showing your age.”
Anger flared inside her. “Don’t patronise me.”
Another sigh. “I’m not, I’m just being realistic. I can’t have a relationship with you because I’m your boss. But as well as that, there’s 16 years between us. I’m old enough to be your mother—”
“Please.”
“You can mock, but it’s true. But that means we’re at different stages of our lives. I’m 39, I own a flat, my goals are different from yours. Believe me, I’ve been down this road before, I know it to be true.”
Becca turned, leaning back on the balcony rail, flipping her head to the sky. “Just because you had one failed relationship with a younger woman doesn’t mean it will happen again.”
“But I know the pitfalls. I’m just being honest with you. I don’t want to start something that won’t work for so many reasons.” She glanced sideways, snagging Becca’s gaze. “You’d think I’d know that nothing good comes from drinking martinis, but apparently I don’t.”
Becca’s face dropped. “Nothing good came from it? Nothing at all?” She was done ignoring Cleo’s comments now. No amount of positivity could make up for the hurt that was oozing through her bones, making her wince with every second.
Cleo winced right back. “I’m not expressing myself well today. You know what I mean.”
A shake of the head. “What I think you mean is you used me. You fancied a fuck, I was there, and you used me.”
“No. That’s not it. I want this to work, but there are so many reasons why it won’t, so we may as well be honest now.” She reached out to touch Becca, but Becca folded her arms back across her chest.
“Last night was great — more than great. Magical. But that was last night. This morning, we’re heading back to London, to our real lives, and a relationship between us doesn’t fit that, does it?”
Becca had a decision to make. She could either stamp her feet and tell Cleo she was being unfair and mean; or she could agree with her, make this easy on her. And in the end, she supposed, make it easy on herself, too. Even though it felt like anything but in this moment.
Because right now, standing on this balcony in the biting early April winds looking out over Boston, Becca wanted to scream and shout at the injustice of this situation. In her head, she knew what Cleo was saying made sense: there were too many obstacles and it would never work.
And yet.
And yet.
She also remembered the way their limbs had spooned each other when they finally fell asleep after hours of sweet, sweet sex.
Plus, it hadn’t just been sex. It had been connection.
They’d clicked.
Becca might not be as experienced in life as Cleo, but she’d been around long enough to know that connection was elusive in relationships. Connection was something she’d only had in glimpses in her life, and it was something she’d always had to work on.
With Cleo, the connection had been so strong, it floored her. Having sex with Cleo had been all-encompassing, even the first time.
But Becca had a decision to make.
She could whine, or she could go with what Cleo was saying.
She could fight, or she could cave.
She glanced up into Cleo’s watery eyes and that’s when it hit her: she didn’t really have a choice. Whatever Becca decided, it was an impossible situation workwise, and Cleo had already made up her mind.
They’d shared one brilliant, unforgettable night, but that was now packaged up in a box marked, ‘the past’.
If Becca wanted any future with Cleo in it, that was where last night would have to stay.
She gave a deep sigh, before sucking in her left cheek. “Okay,” she said.
Cleo frowned. “Okay?”
Becca nodded. “Yes, okay. I agree with you. Last night was incredible, but…” She shrugged. “I get what you’re saying, we have to leave it here. What happened in Boston stays in Boston. I get it.”
Cleo didn’t take her eyes from her, taking her hand in hers. “Thank you,” she replied. “It was incredible, on that we agree.”
Becca didn’t reply, not trusting her voice. It would probably come out raspy, inaudible, broken. Just like her heart.
She inclined her head, blowing out a breath and seeing it float in a grey cloud all around her. “I’m going back in, then I’ll go to my room and pack up.” She checked her wrist, before realising her watch was on the bedside table. She tapped the empty space. “I’m not sure what time it is, but I know we need to check out. Meet you in reception at noon?”
Suddenly, Becca couldn’t wait to get back to her room, to lie on her own bed, to stare into space at the twists and turns this week had thrown at her.
If she couldn’t be with Cleo, then she needed to be very far away.
Cleo nodded, her gaze searching Becca’s face. “Yes, see you down there.”
Becca turned to leave, determined not to look back. But just as she got to the door, Cleo cleared her throat.
“Becca?”
She turned and when she laid her eyes on Cleo again, it was as if it were for the first time. Becca’s heart dropped as Cleo’s beauty floored her once again. This wasn’t going to be as easy as Becca wanted, was it?
A shiver of want slid down her as Cleo held her gaze.
“I just want you to know, I don’t regret last night. I kinda think I should, but you’re right, we were consenting adults and it was amazing. I hope we can work through it.”
Becca took a deep breath, gave a brief nod, before dropping Cleo’s gaze.
Back to work colleagues and occasional friends.
Could she do that? She was about to find out.





CHAPTER 27
C leo lit another cigarette as soon as Becca left. She didn’t want to fall back on her old crutches, but this was one time when she knew she needed to.
What a fucking mess she’d made of this trip. The thing was, she wasn’t even sure how it had happened. Yes, she knew in reality how it happened. She’d had too much vodka and let her guard down. Then, her true feelings for Becca — the ones that had been bubbling under the surface — had slipped free.
And what a glorious night it had been. For a few hours, she’d forgotten all the reasons it couldn’t work. Last night had been a break from reality. A sexy, freeing, astounding trip to a place she’d long forgotten.
Even standing here, looking out across Boston’s rooftops, she could feel the fire under her fingertips, on her tongue, in her very core.
Connection. She’d forgotten what a powerful force it was.
In the past two years, she hadn’t had sex. When Sara had left her and gone travelling round the world, putting as much distance between them as she possibly could, it had felt like a kick in the guts, a rejection of everything she was and everything they had been.
Being a fan of order, Cleo had boxed up her feelings and shelved them, coming away from their five-year marriage with a new set of rules to live by. The key points being: younger women and her were not compatible; and sex, no matter how good, didn’t necessarily equate to a great relationship. She and Sara had great sex their whole time together, it hadn’t gone the way of most of her friends in long-term relationships. But it hadn’t been enough. So sex was put on the back burner, too, along with relationships.
But Becca had fabulous sex game, and it had made Cleo sit up. Literally and metaphorically. Her inside walls took a breath just thinking about it. How she’d missed touching someone, and having someone touch her. How she’d missed kissing someone. The touch of a tongue on her back. The feel of a hand on her inner thigh. The strong push of a hand inside her.
She closed her eyes.
This wasn’t like her. She normally played by the rules, and she’d known the rules with Becca almost since they’d met. Almost. And perhaps that was the key word.
Because that first night, there had been frisson, and there had been a kiss, a connection, a brief flicker of something. And yet, the age gap was too much to bridge. Even before she knew Becca worked with her, there was that.
Nonetheless, Cleo had allowed the flicker, had allowed a brief fantasy to play out. She’d allowed her lips to roam where they shouldn’t, there was no harm.
Last night, harm had been far away. When she’d licked Becca’s lips and thrust three fingers inside her, harm had been the opposite of where her head and heart had been. But it was a mirage, a temporary plane.
Now, harm had crept in. She’d seen the harm written on Becca’s face.
They had to call it what it was: a one-night stand.
She sucked on her cigarette. If that was all true, why did her heart feel so raw, exposed, bruised? Why did her chest ache, physically? She’d been honest; she’d done the right thing.
Cleo walked into her room, the emptiness a large neon sign above the bed.
The sheets were still creased with their learning curve.
She could smell Becca in the air. She took a deep breath in and closed her eyes.
Being responsible and adult was so overrated.





CHAPTER 28
Becca’s head wasn’t the clearest, but she was hoping to get some sleep on the flight. Sleep was the best option at the moment, giving her some respite from thinking about Cleo and the feel of her hands on her body.
She closed her eyes and laid her head on the rest behind her, trying to clear her thoughts. Easier said than done. Especially when the object of her affection was sat beside her, typing efficiently on her laptop, not even giving Becca a second glance.
Maybe this was a well-worn routine for her — perhaps Cleo slept with all her new recruits, a rite of passage. But somehow, she doubted it. After all, Cleo wasn’t just her boss — she knew her from that first night together, too.
When Cleo had aired her fears about putting herself back out there.
When Becca had told her she was taking a break from women and sex.
She had been, too, apart from when it came to this weekend, and especially when it came to Cleo.
Becca glanced down at Cleo’s fingers, currently dancing around her keyboard. So long and strong, yet they contained infinite finesse, too.
Stop it. She was only winding herself up.
But where would it leave them? Would she have to resign if they couldn’t work together anymore? She supposed it was a possibility, and that made her wince.
Don’t shit on your own doorstep: it was a motto to live by, and popular for a reason. Why had she broken her vow of celibacy with Cleo of all people?
But when she glanced up at her strong face, her cute chin, her inviting mouth, Becca knew why.
Because she couldn’t not. Because all roads had been leading to this since they’d met. And yes, it might not have happened so quickly in the UK, but they’d been thrown together here in the US, and as soon as they were left alone, things had shifted.
But now they had to shift back, she understood that. She wasn’t naive, she knew the rules of the game, even if she found the rules cruel and outdated.
So what if Cleo was her boss? So what if she was 16 years older than her? None of that mattered to Becca. All she knew was the connection they’d had was out of this world.
She wanted to go on another trip with Cleo as her co-pilot.
But Cleo and her long fingers were strictly off-limits.
That was a very bitter pill to swallow.
She glanced left again, and this time, Cleo’s gaze was already on her, watching her, too.
When their eyes locked, it was as if time paused. Just stillness all around.
And then Becca felt like she was being sucked into a void from the inside out. She clung to her armrest and waited for it to be over.
Cleo swallowed hard, her jaw moving from side to side, the skin around her eyes crinkling.
Boston never happened — it was a mirage.
If Becca wanted to keep her job, she knew this was the mantra she had to live by.





CHAPTER 29
C leo texted Heidi when she got in — no baby pains as yet. She’d had horror images of Heidi going into labour when she was in the US, and if that had happened, Duncan had promised to step in and drive Heidi to the hospital. He’d drawn the line at being present at the labour, which Heidi had agreed with wholeheartedly. However, Cleo was back now and not going anywhere.
She was glad to have Heidi in her life, an anchor she needed right now when her libido was threatening to throw her under a bus. She hadn’t told Heidi what had happened yet because she knew she’d get Heidi’s ‘I told you so’ look.
It was true, she had told her so, but Cleo had thought she was stronger, more in control than she was. It was always a little perplexing to see your image of yourself shattered like that, with no prior warning. To the outside world, she was still who she’d always been: ordered and in control. However, behind the curtain, she was wobbly at best.
Becca had given her cause to wobble.
And to come with some ferocity.
How she’d missed having orgasms with someone else.
The front door slamming threw her from her thoughts, and in walked Duncan, his tie loose around his neck, his trousers just that little bit too short for his legs, like they had been when he was six. He gave her a wide grin, his stubble gone, his face now smooth. He’d even had a haircut in her absence.
She’d been amazed to come back and see the washing up done and the kitchen tidy. Perhaps her nagging was sinking in. Or perhaps he’d realised if he wanted to stay, he might have to start pulling his weight.
Duncan gave her a hug before sitting on the chair opposite. “The wanderer returns.” He yawned, stretching his arms above his head.
“I do indeed.”
“How was it?”
“Boston-y.”
“You’re wasted in events — you should take up copywriting.”
Cleo gave him a grin. “What about you? You’ve shaved and the kitchen’s tidy. It’s making me suspicious. Next thing you know, you’ll be telling me you’ve spoken to Michelle.” She raised a single eyebrow as she waited for his answer.
Duncan gave her a grin. “I have — she called me, actually. One of her friends saw the Metro and showed it to her.”
“I bet she was thrilled.”
“She wasn’t bowled over, but we’re going to meet for a coffee to chat. I think she was at least impressed I wasn’t just sitting around feeling sorry for myself.”
Cleo leaned over and patted his arm. “That’s great news. Especially if it means I get my flat back soon.”
“Thanks for the support.” He got up, getting a beer from the fridge and popping the cap. “You want one?”
Cleo nodded. “Yes please.”
Duncan sat back down, giving her a bottle of local craft beer and taking a sip of his. “But seriously, I do hope to be out of your hair soon. I need to change and I need to show Michelle I want to as well. It’s all very well saying stuff, but actions speak louder than words.”
“Very grown-up talk. What’s happened to you in the week I’ve been gone?”
He shrugged. “You can’t fix love like a mortgage deal, that’s what I’m starting to realise. Our five-year fix ran out and I forgot to renew.”
Cleo’s brain hurt. Her brother was making sense when talking about his marriage all of a sudden, and that was perplexing. “By the way, has Mum seen the Metro article?”
He rolled his eyes and drank more beer. “Yes, her neighbour showed her it. She called me and told me to sort it out and to stop airing all my dirty laundry in public. It’s unmanly. She wasn’t surprised, though. Apparently, I’ve always been the child who was more slushy, more romantic. The girl of the family, as she so charmingly put it.”
Cleo let out a hollow laugh. “What does that make me?”
Duncan shook her head. “I didn’t dare ask.”
Cleo thought back to leaving Becca at the airport earlier; the awkward, stilted goodbye.
Perhaps her mother had a point.
But then her mind plunged back to Saturday, when they’d fucked the night away. That set off a chain of images in her head and she could feel her cheeks heating as she tried to shut them down. She didn’t need to be thinking this with Duncan sat beside her.
“Anyway, how was Boston and living the dream of corporate America?”
She kept her face as straight as she could manage. “It was good. Becca got to meet everyone and we had some productive meetings. It’s all systems go for the summer party.”
“Great news. And how was spending more time with Becca? I assume you hung out on the Saturday, if that’s allowed with bosses and employees?”
Cleo nodded. Hung out. That was a good way of looking at it. “We did. We went to a baseball game.”
“How very lesbian of you,” Duncan said, smiling.
“We thought so. And then we had dinner, a few drinks, you know.” The heat in her cheeks went up another level and her gaze bounced all around the kitchen — anywhere but Duncan.
The trouble was, he knew her too well. He sat forward, never taking his eyes off her. “Hang on, I know that look.” A raised eyebrow, one that needed some serious tweezing. “You slept with her, didn’t you?”
“No!” But her voice was too shrill, her reaction instinctive. How the hell did he know? If her cheeks weren’t the colour of aubergines by now, she’d be surprised. Had the blush spread to her neck, too? She didn’t want to see a mirror anytime soon.
Her brother sat back, his arms folded. “You did — you sly dog. Although I have to say, a boss sleeping with her much-younger employee is a bit clichéd, even for you.” He gave a little chuckle.
Cleo closed her eyes and shook her head. “Am I sleazy? Be honest. I don’t feel like I am, but the signs after this weekend point the other way. If my boss found out, she probably wouldn’t look too kindly on it. I’m pretty well thought of, I don’t know why I’d risk it all to sleep with Becca.”
Duncan reached over and squeezed her arm. “Because you’re human and sometimes your judgement lets you down.” He sat back, giving a little shrug. “Plus, everyone knows that sex appeal addles the brain and makes you make dumb decisions. But sometimes, those dumb decisions prove to be the right ones. Remember, Michelle was my boss when we started sleeping together, too.”
“I’d forgotten that. Maybe we have a gene that makes this inevitable. And you’re six years younger than her.”
Duncan gave a laugh. “Or maybe it’s pretty damn common and happens all the time. By the law of averages, you’re more likely to meet your eventual mate at work than anywhere else, did you know that?”
Cleo nodded. “I always thought it was bullshit because I’ve never fucked anybody I’ve worked with.”
“Till now.”
She nodded. “Yes, till now.”
“So welcome to being common and in the majority — but remember, it’s just a small understandable hiccup and you’ll get over it. When they were creating these clichés, it was generally about middle-aged men sleeping with their secretaries and the men normally had potbellies and were balding.” He swept his hand up and down in front of her. “You hardly fit that stereotype — your silky hair is all your own and your potbelly is invisible. No wonder Becca fell for your charms.”
“Yes, but it shouldn’t have happened.”
“But are you glad it did?” He was looking at her with a mix of concern and curiosity.
“Yes, because it was glorious; no, because it can’t go anywhere, can it?”
He gave her a slow shrug. “Not unless you want it to.”
“What does that mean?”
“Exactly what I said. If you want it to, you’ll find a way to make it work. Just like I intend to do with Michelle.”
What had Duncan been drinking while she was in Boston? Some kind of truth serum?
“Well, I’m her boss, so it can’t.” Cleo had been banging that drum all the way home in her head, she knew the tune by heart.
“So did you have to play bad cop and let her down gently?”
“She was on the same page, mainly. I mean, she understood. We’ve agreed to shelve it, to put it down to a one-night thing, but we’re both a bit sad about it. It took everything I had not to fuck her again on Sunday morning.”
He reached over and punched his sister lightly in the arm. “Well done, you’ve always been a strict rule-follower and disciplinarian, and it’s good to know that plays out even across your sex life.”
“It doesn’t mean I like it.” Cleo put her head in her hands, before peeking through her fingers. “It was pretty special while it lasted — all of 12 hours, but you know, they were a quality 12 hours. Now we’re back to being work colleagues. I hope that goes better than it did today.”
“You didn’t speak today?”
Cleo shook her head. “Only when we needed to. It was awkward enough on the plane — I swear those seats are getting tighter every year.”
“Or maybe you’ve just never sat next to someone where the sexual tension was so ramped up, you could slice it up and serve it for breakfast, piping hot.” Duncan’s face was loving that analogy. He sat back, very pleased with himself.
Cleo frowned, before taking a slug of her beer. “You make a very good point.” The plane journey home would surely go down as seven of the most excruciating hours of her life, even though she’d tried to fill them with work and watching When Harry Met Sally.
Duncan gave her an exaggerated pout. “I am the oracle of love these days, haven’t you realised that? Seriously, I’ve done a lot of soul-searching over the past few weeks. And you know what I’ve realised?”
Cleo shook her head. “Tell me.”
“That we’re all hardwired to need love. We crave it. If you want something bad enough — Becca, or whatever — turn your life upside-down for it. Otherwise, you might miss the boat. Your life hinges on the decisions you make, good and bad.”
It was like Duncan had been possessed by the spirit of a self-help guru. He took another tug on his beer bottle, before cocking his head.
“One other thing,” he said. “If the only chat you had with Becca was pretty soon after you had sex, it would have been heated. You need to spell out where you stand now things have cooled down.”
“I would have thought that was obvious. Back to being work colleagues.”
He crossed his arms. “I’d still point it out, even if you think it’s obvious. You know as well as I do, once you’ve slept with someone, you should never assume things.”
Cleo sighed, folding her arms and echoing her brother’s stance. “I’ve got to call her in and have ‘the talk’?”
He nodded. “I’d say for your work safety, yes.”
Cleo flung her head backwards. He was right, of course, which was the most annoying thing. “I think I liked the older, more stupid Duncan better, you know that?”





CHAPTER 30
“How are you doing?” Tracey could hold a full-on conversation while they were running, too. It was a very irritating trait.
“Still alive.” Becca kept her eye on the line of trees to her right, just beginning to fill out again as April strode on.
“How was work today?” Tracey asked. “Your life in a tabloid drama, sleeping with the boss and all that jazz.”
Becca huffed. “Are you saying I’m a hussy?”
Tracey’s feet pounded the concrete in a steady rhythm as she replied. “I’d never say that, apart from behind your back.” She gave Becca a grin. “I just wondered if you’d had any more dealings with your hot-but-sleazeball boss?”
“Is she not a hussy?”
They turned left onto a smaller path that led up to the main hill, where Becca knew lay two minutes of pain as Tracey made her run up the whole incline. When she did it herself, she tended to walk-run in a half-hearted effort. But Tracey never let her do that. Still, at least when they were running up the hill, Tracey wouldn’t be able to talk about Cleo. That was a definite plus point.
“It doesn’t work that way.”
Really? “So, what? She just gets to be Miranda Priestley while I’m poor little Andi, at her beck and call?”
Tracey gave me a sly smile. “Miranda Priestley? Wow, does Cleo have layers I didn’t know about? She seemed far too nice for that when we met.”
She was far too nice, that was the problem.
Hot. Nice. Unforgettable.
At the top of the hill, they both slowed, jogging out the exertion, before falling into step at the top of the park. Up here, tennis courts stood idle, and the roses and peonies were in full bloom, a riot of white, lemon and pink.
It made Becca think of the icing Jess and Lucy had chosen for their cake, and their big day would be here sooner than they thought. She was glad she was focusing on that this week, too, because work had been hard. She’d been civil to Cleo, of course she had, and they’d even had a couple of meetings together and told everyone how productive their Boston trip had been. They weren’t lying.
And yet, every time it was brought up, every reference to it just made Becca gulp, and made her insides cringe with sadness.
Because the night they’d spent together had been next-level good, and they hadn’t even talked about it. Cleo had shut that down the following morning, she didn’t even get to wake up with her, see her sleep-creased face. She’d been deprived of a morning-breath kiss. All the things that cemented something like that, made it real.
So much so, that now, back in London, it didn’t seem real. It had only been a snapshot of time, after all, with none of the usual bookends. They hadn’t gone on an official date, and they hadn’t kissed leisurely the next morning, lain together with every inch of skin touching, fingers sliding where they were most needed.
They’d just fucked. That was it. And that was all it was ever going to be.
So maybe Tracey was right. Maybe she was a hussy.
Maybe that’s what Cleo had reduced her to.
She swallowed down hard as she kicked back up to speed with Tracey, the early morning clouds looming ahead.
Fuck Cleo. She wasn’t going to define who she was. Not now, not ever.
Becca made a decision there and then. She was going to do the festival better than anyone had ever done a festival before. She was going to show Cleo just how brilliant she was. And when that was done, she was going to put some feelers out for a new job.
Life was too short for angst where it didn’t need to be. She was doing well now, and she could do well elsewhere.
Becca was going to get another job and start all over again.





CHAPTER 31
“Take a seat,” Cleo said, biting her lip nervously as Becca followed her instructions. “Everything coming along okay with the music contracts?”
Becca nodded, her face stilled with concentration.
She could be business if that’s what Cleo wanted.
Although that figure-hugging white shirt Cleo had on wasn’t doing anything to help her. “I chased them with the US, and they all seem to be going through. And I confirmed the bar staff for all three days with the agency, so that’s all booked in.”
“Great job.” She was nodding her head more than she needed to, and her hands were wavering in the air, like she wanted some papers to shuffle.
That was the peril of the paperless office — not so many things to hide behind.
“So we’ve been back a few days now and I just wanted to have a quick word, make sure things were okay with you.” She cleared her throat. “Make sure you’re okay.”
Was that a blush on her cheeks?
“After everything that happened in Boston.”
Wow. She wouldn’t have taken Cleo for someone who stuttered so much and made their liaison sound like a business deal, but that’s how she was coming across.
“You mean after we slept together?” Becca wasn’t in the business of euphemisms. She was going to call this what it was.
Cleo looked her straight in the eye when she replied. “Yes,” she said. “That.”
Becca bristled. “I just think we should be clear. You might be able to think of it as a transaction — and if your language is anything to go by, that’s what you do — but I prefer to think of it as more than that. I thought we had more than that.” She held up a hand as Cleo went to say something. “But I know — it can’t go anywhere. I know all the reasons, you made them very plain.” Pause. “So I’m not sure why you’re bringing it up again. You closed the case the morning after. Shut it down completely.”
She knew she was young and hadn’t had the life experience Cleo had, but as long as she lived, she hoped she never had to go through that kind of frosty reception again. She was pretty sure she didn’t deserve it.
Cleo was staring at her now, her features softening. She closed her eyes and got out of her chair, walking around to stand in front of Becca and her desk. When she realised how much closer she was, she backed away, clearing a photo of her and Heidi skiing along with a pot of pens, so she could perch on her desk.
She looked anything but comfortable.
“This hasn’t been easy for me, either.” She moved her top lip one way, her bottom lip the other. “And I’m sorry if I gave you the impression that I didn’t care, that this was something I could write off as a business transaction. It’s not, believe me.”
She rubbed her hands up and down her tan trousers, and Becca was drawn to her long fingers.
Fingers she knew all about.
She shook herself.
“But even though Boston can’t happen again, I don’t want to lose the friendship we had.” Cleo paused, looking Becca in the eye. “Have.”
Becca’s jaw tightened.
Cleo cleared her throat. “I enjoyed spending the time with you in Boston.”
“Don’t forget the blue-cheese olives.”
Cleo smiled. “My world is forever saltier. And changed.” She gulped. “And not just by the olives — by you. I know I was a little abrupt the morning after, but I panicked. I didn’t know what to do. I wasn’t setting a very good example to you or to myself.”
Becca frowned. Cleo was making it sound weird again. “That’s the thing — you set a brilliant example to me every day. Look at you.” She waved a hand in Cleo’s direction. “You’re what I aspire to be.”
“And you’re well on your way, and I want to help you get there.”
“But I’m also attracted to you and you’re attracted to me.”
Cleo didn’t respond.
“Did I get that wrong?”
A shake of the head.
“So what happened was probably going to happen. Neither of us are attached, we were in a foreign city, we were in a hotel. All these factors heighten the equation.”
“But it shouldn’t have happened.” A tight-lipped smile. “I just hope you’re okay and we can carry on working together. I thought about resigning, but then I thought that might be an over-reaction.”
Becca bit her lip. “I think working together is getting harder.”
With every day that passed, Becca knew this wasn’t the only job in the world. The recruiter she’d spoken to the other day had made that very clear.
Her heart was bruised, but their liaison had been so brief, it was almost as if it hadn’t happened. This had been her dream job, but it was turning into the very opposite before her eyes. She was going to take back control and start again.
A clean slate. Like Cleo never even happened. Like those shapely legs, those broad shoulders sitting in front of her were never on top of her, pressing down on her, making her scream with pleasure.
Cleo fixed Becca with her gaze, went to say something else, but then thought better of it. She stretched her hands out in front of her — did she really have to keep drawing attention to them? — and then jumped off her desk, standing up, her head tilted.
Becca’s audience with Cleo was over.
A knock on the door interrupted their chat and Mika walked in, a smile on her face. “Just the two I wanted to speak to,” she said, glancing from one to the other. Then she paused. “Everything okay? I haven’t just gate-crashed some strange meeting, have I? Only there’s weird energy in this room. Nothing’s gone wrong with the festival, has it?”
Cleo sat back in her chair, shaking her head. “No, nothing. Becca was just telling me security is good to go, and the music contracts are nearly there.”
“Perfect,” Mika beamed. “Just thought I’d let you know, all systems go on the cash machines and pay points for the festival, too.”
Becca stood up, sweeping her tongue along the top of her bottom teeth. Still there. “I better get back to it.”
She smiled at Mika, then walked out, not looking back.





CHAPTER 32
They were back at the clinic for another lesson in childcare for Heidi’s as-yet-non-existent baby. Heidi was sick of her size now, wanting nothing more than to get the baby out of her body and into the world.
“You should see how people look at me, like they’ve never seen a pregnant woman before,” she said. “Honestly, I’m not some weird science project, but people actively cross the street to avoid me.”
“It sounds like Becca at work with me,” Cleo replied.
Ever since their talk, Becca had been all business. Mrs Business. Business with a capital B.
Cleo didn’t blame her — she was just protecting herself after all — but she missed their easy banter, replaced with false jollity. But whatever else, Becca was still brilliant at her job. If anything, she’d stepped up her game, as if to prove something to Cleo.
Cleo got the message loud and clear.
Heidi gave her side-eye. “Can you blame the poor girl? You take her abroad, sleep with her, then tell her nothing can happen and even if you weren’t her boss, nothing could happen anyway because she’s too young.” She rolled her eyes. “I used to think you understood women, but being that you are one, sometimes you have a pretty poor grasp of the female kind.”
Cleo threw up her hands. “I was just being honest, putting all my cards on the table. Isn’t honesty always the best policy?”
Heidi spluttered. “Honesty is rarely the best policy.”
“When did the rules change? I give up.”
Heidi poked her in the arm with her index finger. “The rules didn’t change, you did. You need to get back in touch with reality and with what women want. Telling someone whatever they do it’s never going to work when you’ve just slept with them is never smart.” She paused. “Plus, you’re still too hung up on the age-difference thing — and I’m not just talking about with Becca. You need to get over everything to do with Sara. It’s been two years.”
Cleo gave Heidi the look that deserved. “Do I need to show you a picture of my first marriage?”
“Becca’s not Sara. And if you sleep with a younger woman in six months’ time, she won’t be Sara, either. Becca and Sara have got the same hair colour, but you’re not sworn off dark hair just because of Sara, are you?”
“That would be stupid.”
Heidi gave her the face. “I rest my case, your honour. You need to get over the ‘she’s younger than me’ excuse.” She sucked on her teeth. “I think you’re just scared of getting involved again after getting hurt last time, which is understandable.” She shrugged. “But if I can take a chance like this,” Heidi pointed to her belly, “surely you can put yourself out there, too?” She puffed out her cheeks.
“Anyway, enough about you seducing your staff — back to the business at hand.” She patted her protruding belly as they walked into the clinic. “Baby A is due any minute and today we’re going to be learning how to care for him or her in the first few weeks of their life.”
Cleo put a fingertip to her forehead in salute. “Think of me as your eyes and ears for the day.” She held up a notebook. “I’ve even come prepared to take notes.”
“Good,” Heidi said as they entered the class and Cleo held out a chair for her. Ali and Jayne were already there, giving them a wave from across the room. Ali was huge, due two days after Heidi.
“I cannot wait to get this out,” Ali said, with a shake of her head.
“I know the feeling,” Heidi replied.
The walls in the room were covered in posters offering antenatal and post-natal yoga and Pilates classes, and Cleo nudged Heidi.
“You should sign up for yoga after you’ve given birth. It’ll keep you zen in the face of all your new baby’s screaming.”
Heidi frowned. “I’m having the amazing silent baby, remember?” She shifted in her chair, an action that required supreme effort. She sighed as she settled. “And if you think I’m doing a yoga class when my vagina might have been split in two by said non-screaming baby and then sewn up, you’ve got another thing coming.”
Cleo winced, then crossed her legs. She reached over and took Heidi’s hand, stroking her palm with her thumb. She could hear the wobble in Heidi’s voice even though she was making light of it. Who wouldn’t be scared?
It was a trip into the unknown, but then, weren’t all the best things you did in life? Going beyond your comfort zone was the only way to grow. Cleo had told her staff that enough times at work. In giving birth and having a baby, Heidi was going way outside her comfort zone, which only made Cleo admire her more.
Should she have gone out of her comfort zone with Becca? It was a question she was constantly asking.
“Earth to Cleo, come in Cleo!” Heidi was clicking her fingers in front of Cleo’s face.
“Cleo reporting.” She sat up in her chair.
“Where’s your head?”
Cleo blinked. “Right here,” she lied.
Heidi raised an eyebrow. “You’re nearly convincing, too.”
The room began to fill up, and Innes appeared, clapping her hands and producing a baby doll. Apparently they were going to learn how to bathe the baby, burp it and feed it, using this doll. If Cleo hadn’t known better, she might have thought this was a practical joke. However, after last time with the horrors of birth, if she had to pretend to burp a plastic doll, she was happy to do it.
“So ladies and gents, your baby might seem like precious cargo to you, and of course, they are. However, they will not break so easily, so don’t be afraid of them. I’ve seen some parents too afraid to pick up their baby, to cuddle their baby, so don’t fall into that trap. Your baby has just come into this world and he or she needs human contact. Remember, the first three years of a baby’s life set the tone for everything that follows. Make these first days and weeks count, because the clock is ticking.”
Cleo glanced. “Wow, I had no idea. I’m going to pay special attention to that doll now.”
Heidi smiled. “I hope you do — and then to the baby when he or she arrives.” She sighed. “You know, I always thought when I did this, I’d have a partner. And now I’m having a baby, I’d say the chances of that happening are slimmer still. Thank you for doing this with me, it means the world.”
Cleo rubbed Heidi’s shoulder. “Of course, I’m going to be right there with you. You and me, just like always.”
Cleo’s thoughts drifted off to Sara, who’d said something like that to her right before bailing on their marriage — that she’d always be there for her. She’d lied. But friendships were built on more solid foundations, and she knew Heidi would do the same for her if the positions were reversed.
What about Becca? Would their friendship survive this test? She hoped so, but she wasn’t sure, because they hadn’t known each other long. Was Heidi right? Should she entertain having a relationship with someone younger again? Give Becca or whoever a try?
But Cleo was all about self-preservation, especially with one failed marriage behind her. After Sara, she’d pushed aside relationships because if she couldn’t control them, she wasn’t interested.
However, Becca had come along and she was a variable Cleo couldn’t control. And when she let her mind wander, it just kept drifting back to their night together, to the way Becca had made her feel.
And then her mind clouded over.





CHAPTER 33
It was almost three weeks since their trip to Boston, and Becca was learning to live with her new reality. It didn’t help having to see Cleo every single day, but what could she do? The job was the most important thing, and she was focusing all her energy on that. Plus, if one of her recent interviews worked out, she could be gone soon.
But this morning, she was over in Woolwich, meeting Jess and Lucy. They lived in one of those new developments by the river, and their ground-floor flat had bifold doors that opened out onto a patio with room for a dining table and barbecue.
This morning, the patio was being shown off to its best with April sunshine glinting off the tabletop, which also showed the embers of the rain shower that had stopped around half an hour ago, just before Becca got off the train. Looking around at their stylishly modern home, Becca was struck with flat envy. When she grew up, she wanted to be just like them. Most of the time, she was happy to be her, living in the moment. But when she saw happy couples in flats like this, she wanted to hit fast-forward on her life.
“Tea? Coffee?” Lucy asked, ushering her onto the sofa, their French bulldog, Spinach, yapping at her heels.
Spinach jumped up at her, but Lucy shooed him off. “He’s showing off, trying to prove he’s top dog.” She bent down to pet Spinach. “Which you are, aren’t you? My top dog!”
“And that right there is why we have a very confused dog.” Jess strolled in from the kitchen and kissed Becca’s cheek, before sitting down on the other end of the sofa.
“Did you say coffee?” Lucy called, walking to the kitchen.
“Yes, please!” Becca said, before turning to Jess. “So things are hotting up. How long till the big day?”
Being the wedding planner, she knew the answer, but she’d learned from organising parties before that this was what got people into the mood for chatting. It worked like a charm.
“Less than three months till I’m a married woman,” Jess said, rubbing her hands together. “Me! I can’t believe it.” She shook her head. “When I was growing up, I never thought I’d get married as it wasn’t legal.” She paused. “I guess you’ve never had that, have you?”
Becca shook her head. “Marriage equality has been law ever since I can remember. Civil partnerships came in when I was nine, so to me, it’s always been law.”
Jess sat back, shaking her head. “Crazy to think. Imagine never having to worry whether or not you’ll get married — it’s just always been an option. That’s the way the world should be.”
“I’m lucky, I know. Although I’ve got some way to go before it happens. Like finding someone who wants to marry me, for one.” Becca tried a smile, but even she knew it was fake.
Lucy scuttled in with a tray full of white mugs filled with coffee the colour of mud, just the way Becca liked it. The tray also held a biscuit selection, including Becca’s favourite when she was growing up: jammy dodgers. Just looking at them took her back to Saturday mornings in front of the kids’ channel in her family home, always sneaking another biscuit when her mum wasn’t looking.
“You’ve got plenty of time to find someone, you’re young. We didn’t meet till we were in our thirties, did we?” Lucy said.
Jess shook her head. “And our story had hiccups, but we got there in the end. And now we have a wedding planner — another thing I never thought I’d have.”
“You do,” Becca said. “So you met with the photographer and all good?”
“Better than good.” Lucy grinned. “And we loved the flowers, too, and the cake.”
Becca got out her iPad and called up her trusty list. “Great. So today I need you to think about a seating chart. Don’t leave it till the last minute, it really is something you’ll be thankful you got done early.”
Nods from both Lucy and Jess. “Jess’s mum has been trying to get involved with it, but we’ve told her it’s our wedding and we’re doing the seating plan.” Lucy shook her head. “Is it normal that parents go a little crazy at this stage and try to take over?”
Becca let out a snort. “Very normal, if my family are anything to go by. Three of my sisters have got married and my mum ran them all like military operations. It was like she’d been in training for this her whole life, and she’d just been waiting to spring into action.”
Jess smiled. “Yeah, I remember it with my brother’s wedding, but somehow, I never expected my mum to pull the same shit with me. She was so weird about me being gay for so long, but now she’s all over it.” She sat forward and sipped her coffee. “I blame Lucy. It’s her fault for being so damn lovable that my mum finally thought me being gay wasn’t such a bad thing.”
Becca grinned. “You do have that look about you,” she told Lucy. “Parent-friendly. If you’d have turned up on a motorbike with a bar through your nose, things might have been different.”
“I’ve got a motorbike,” Lucy offered. “Doesn’t that count?”
Jess leaned over and kissed her cheek. “Not when you look as gorgeous as you do,” she told her fiancée. “Anyway, Becca didn’t come all this way to hear us swoon over each other, and I need to get back to the cafe by midday, otherwise your sister will kill me. What else is on the list?”
“Rachel’s covering for you? I thought I was picking her up from her flat after this.”
Jess shook her head. “She’s helping Sophie out for half an hour — she told me to tell you to get her from the cafe. We can walk over together after this.”
“Sounds like a plan.” Becca tapped her screen. “Okay, next is DJ playlist. The guy I’ve booked is great, but if you want only stuff you love played, tell him and he’ll do it. The mistake most people make is assuming everything will be okay, and then moaning when it’s not. Be proactive.”
“My middle name,” Lucy said.
Becca held up her index finger. “And first dance — are you having one?”
Firm nods from both of them.
“Great, so you’ll need to give the DJ that. Plus ceremony music, too. What you’re walking into, walking out to, what’s being played when the register is being signed.”
“Wow, there’s a lot of shit to think about, isn’t there?” Jess got out her phone and began to note things down.
“Have we told you about our first dance?” Lucy asked, putting a hand on Jess’s knee.
Becca smiled. She’d only met Jess and Lucy through Rachel a few months ago, but if she’d had to pick the perfect couple to kick off her wedding-planning business, she’d have chosen them. Just being around them made Becca’s heart soar.
Jess and Lucy made her believe in love, and it was a reminder she could do with today. She might have been in relationships for most of her adult life, but none of them had been the one. None of them had made her look at her partner the way Jess looked at Lucy and vice versa. It was the same way that Rachel looked at Alice, although because that involved her sister, Becca didn’t find that quite as appealing. Rachel and Alice just made her want to shout ‘Get a room!’
Which is exactly what she’d done with Cleo in Boston. They’d got a room and they’d taken advantage of the time and space afforded to them. Of being somewhere else, somewhere away from their lives. And in those brief, special moments, Becca and Cleo had shared a look, one that had burned into Becca’s soul and kept it warm for days after.
The way Cleo had looked at her that night was something she didn’t think she’d forget in a long time. The depth of her stare when she was just about to come had been a moment so intimate, Becca had almost felt as if she should look away. But she hadn’t. She’d forced herself to hold Cleo’s gaze, and it had been terrifyingly personal. As if Becca had just unlocked the key to Cleo’s soul.
“Becca?”
She turned her head, pulled from her thoughts, feeling her cheeks begin to burn.
“Sorry, miles away.”
Lucy smiled. “No probs. We were just saying about our first dance. We want to do it to that cover of Katy Perry’s Teenage Dream — the slowed-down version.”
“I love it, it’s perfect,” Becca said.
“We’re having dance lessons — but it’s a secret, so you can’t tell anyone. We want people to be gobsmacked on the day.”
Becca tapped her nose, making a note to find out the name of the artist. “Your secret’s safe with me.”
What would Cleo think? Cleo, who was still so sad about her own wedding dance — or lack thereof. Becca was sure she’d appreciate the effort and love Jess and Lucy were putting into theirs; it might even make her cry again. Watching Cleo watching that couple in the Boston bar had been supremely intimate, and the hurt she’d expressed made Becca want to go back in time and shake Sara. She hadn’t deserved Cleo one bit.
Despite everything that had happened between them, and Cleo’s resolution that nothing more could happen, Becca would love to dance with Cleo. Just a casual dance, but she was sure the look on Cleo’s face would make any night her best one yet.
An email popped up on her iPad — it was from Kylie, the photographer.
But Becca didn’t like the title one little bit. She glanced up at Jess and Lucy who were still laughing about their wedding dance. Becca clicked on the email and felt her heart slump in her chest.
Kylie was pulling out, and she was very sorry.
Becca bit the inside of her cheek, as her stomach began to plummet. She knew this wedding had all been going too smoothly.
Jess looked up and cocked her head. “What’s wrong? You’ve gone a very strange shade of purple.”
Becca took a deep breath. “Don’t panic, I will sort this out. But I’ve just had a message from Kylie the photographer.”
Lucy gripped Jess’s knee.
“She’s got a family issue and she’s cancelling all her jobs for the next three months. Which means she’s not going to be able to do your wedding.” Becca held up a hand. “Before you swear, the good part is she’s given us three months to get a replacement.”
“But the bad news is we have three months to get a replacement, and surely all the good photographers are already booked?” Lucy’s voice was far less calm now.
Becca shook her head, exuding a chilled vibe even though she felt anything but on the inside. Dealing with stuff like this was all part of the job. “Not necessarily. Just leave it with me and I’ll find you someone you like just as much as Kylie, I promise.”
   
BECCA WALKED BACK to Porter’s with Jess, who was taking the photographer situation in her stride.
“You know some other people? I can ask around, too, if you like.”
Even though she was doing this as a favour, Becca wanted to be professional. “Leave it with me. If I seriously draw a blank, I promise I’ll let you know. But I’ll try to get some options for you this week.”
Jess seemed satisfied with that. “How’s your new job going? Rachel said your new boss is a friend of your cousin’s — what are the chances?”
“A thousand to one,” Becca said, a snapshot of Cleo on top of her springing to mind. She’d thought after three weeks that would be happening less, but it seemed not.
“And it’s going okay?” Jess asked as they walked up to the glass-fronted cafe, the inside full of Saturday morning coffee drinkers and breakfasters.
“It’s going really well — Cleo’s a great boss.”
Her tongue wrapped itself around the delicious and shapely consonant and elegant vowels of Cleo’s name, which only made Becca roll her eyes at herself. She pushed all thoughts of Cleo to the back of her brain, sweeping the floor clean.
When she walked in, Rachel’s best friend Sophie was behind the counter with a woman she didn’t know, and her sister was clearing a table near the door.
“Hey, you didn’t need to do that. I thought you were on food duty in the back.” Jess took a plate and mug from Rachel.
Rachel shrugged. “They were swamped and it needed doing.” She leaned over and kissed Becca’s cheek. “Gimme two minutes and I’ll be ready?”
Becca nodded. “Sure thing.”
“Everything good with the wedding of the year?” Rachel’s tired eyes flicked from Jess, to Becca, and back.
“It will be,” Becca replied.





CHAPTER 34
They hadn’t made plans for what to do, but as the sun was shining, Rachel suggested hopping on the train from Woolwich to London Bridge. From there it was just a short walk to London’s premier foodie destination, Borough Market. The undercover thousand-year-old market was bustling with tourists and locals alike when they turned up just after 12.30, with most of the crowd on the lookout for something delicious for lunch — not hard to find in this food heaven.
Being a chef, Rachel loved sampling the food at the rows of stalls and food vans, the air thick with competing food smells: seared chorizo rolls, bubbling red curry, sizzling Padron peppers. The cuisine came from all around the globe, and whatever taste you wanted, there was sure to be something to suit.
Their parents had brought them here as children as a weekend treat, and coming back always evoked those memories. Becca recalled reaching up to grab some Turkish Delight from one stand, but not being tall enough. She was plenty tall enough now. She let Rachel stroll along the rows of stalls, touching the food, breathing in the vibrancy of the venue.
April sunshine streaked through the iconic Victorian glass and ironwork roof, and the shouts of stallholders pierced the air. Two well-groomed men walked by, one carrying a massive French baguette, the other a huge stick of fresh horseradish.
“Horseradish sandwich?” Rachel asked with a grin, before stopping to buy freshly squeezed orange juice from a stall. She took Becca’s arm and steered her to some wall space on the right to stop and drink.
“What’s going on with you?” Rachel pressed her body against the wall, the sole of one foot flat against it, too. With her jet-black hair and piercing blue eyes, she looked like she was doing an advert for juice drinking. “Something’s up, because you’re not laughing at my jokes. Normally the horseradish joke would have provoked a smile, but nothing.” She raised an eyebrow. “This is not the sister I know and love.”
Becca grimaced. “You know how you were making jokes about me and Cleo a few weeks ago?”
Rachel sipped her drink, giving Becca a slight nod of her head.
“Well, they might have come true. We might have slept together when we were in Boston.”
A slow sliver of understanding overtook Rachel’s face. Tellingly, she wasn’t surprised.
“You’re giving me the Rachel look.”
Her sister frowned. “What’s the Rachel look? This is news to me.”
“The ‘took your time’ look’.”
Rachel grinned and dropped her bent leg to the ground, standing up straight. “If anybody had seen you at that wedding, they’d have given you the same look. There was a spark there, a thing. It was pretty evident.”
“Was it? We hardly said two words to each other at dinner.”
“But then you chatted for ages, you danced and went on to Soho. It doesn’t take a top-line sleuth to work it out.” Rachel sucked in a breath. “More to the point, I thought you were taking a year off women?”
Becca winced. “I am. I was. In the UK at least.”
“Boston doesn’t count?”
She shrugged. “It just happened. I mean, I didn’t expect it, but at the same time there was a kind of inevitability about it. Until it happened, and then Cleo freaked out.”
“And nothing’s happened since?”
Becca shook her head. “It can’t really, can it? Plus, she’s made it abundantly clear it can’t. It was just a one-night holiday thing.” Becca sighed, taking the juice from Rachel and having a slurp. “An incredible one-night holiday thing, but nevertheless, just that.”
“And how’s that left you feeling?”
Confused. Sad. Wanting more. Over it. “I’ll survive. I’m a big girl and I know this comes with the territory.”
Rachel studied her for a few moments, letting the words drift away in the air, making friends with the aromas of roasted coffee and fresh toasted bread.
“For what it’s worth, Ieaving it is probably the best thing you can do. If you don’t, chances are it would interfere with your work, and then maybe one or both of you would have to leave. And you don’t want to leave, do you?”
She shook her head. “It’s the only job I’ve ever truly given a shit about, and that’s the rub. I mean, I love it there, but having to see Cleo every day is a bit rough.” She paused. “Precisely because she’s the exact opposite of rough.” She didn’t want to tell Rachel about looking for another job just yet.
Rachel tipped her head to one side before she replied. “I know it’s tough, but sometimes, things just aren’t meant to be.”
“Even if we had a scorching connection in the bedroom?”
“That doesn’t always translate into real life. Plus, it was while you were away, when everything gets strung up and reality ceases to exist. Anything can seem magical when you’re abroad. And hotel rooms have that aura about them, don’t they? Sex always seems that little bit more daring in fresh sheets that you don’t have to wash.”
Maybe she was right. Maybe it was all a load of smoke and mirrors and they hadn’t really had the connection she’d thought.
But even as she let herself think that, she knew it wasn’t true. They’d had more than just good holiday sex. They’d had a night of passion, a night of surrender, a night she so wanted to repeat. And if it meant nothing to Cleo, too, why was she so careful around her at work? Why was it that every spare thought Becca had was elbowed out the way with a memory of Cleo?
“Maybe you’re right,” Becca said, swallowing down her true thoughts.
Rachel hooked Becca’s arm with hers and led her back into the crowds. “I’m always right, you should know that by now,” she said, with typical big-sister authority. “But your face has gone all sad, so to cheer you up, how about I buy you lunch.” She waved her free arm through the air. “Your choice from the wide spread before you.”
Becca gave Rachel a grin, and they both set off walking towards the cafe on the other side of the market with outdoor tables that served a delicious mezze plate, plus excellent coffee. The same cafe their parents had always taken them to as children.
Rachel leaned in, squeezing Becca’s arm with hers. “And remember, you said you didn’t want an older woman next, and Cleo is that. Chalk this one up to experience and meet someone your own age.”
If only it were that easy. However, Becca nodded, because she knew it would please her sister.
Sure enough, Rachel cracked a smile.





CHAPTER 35
C leo rubbed her hands together and sat back in her office chair. It’d been a crazy week, and the festival was happening in three days. All their hard work over the past few months coming to fruition in a handful of hours. This was the moment where she dreaded what was going to happen, but it was also the moment where she revelled in the anticipation of what might happen. She knew from running similar staff events that it could range from the sublime to the crazy. She was using this moment to take a deep breath. The calm before the storm.
A knock on her door. She looked up. Becca was standing there, her head partly in the door. “Got a minute?”
Cleo nodded, holding out a hand. “Course.”
“It’s just about these stage times. Paloma needs to get away from here by 10.30 as she’s got a plane she needs to catch to get to Madrid the following day for another festival.”
Cleo leaned back in her chair. “What a life to have,” she said. “That’s fine though, isn’t it? She can come off by ten, do an encore, and get away. She’s the headliner so we can’t have her finish any earlier than that.”
Becca sucked on her top lip. “Okay. I’ll ring her management and suggest that, for a slight fee reduction in return.” She paused, looking Cleo in the eye.
It took all her core muscles to keep Cleo upright, because Becca’s exquisite blue eyes still had power over her, even though she’d been trying not to look into them of late. But at times like these, when she walked in being all gorgeous and so fucking capable, it made Becca’s eyes that little more difficult to miss.
“I guess you’ve been dealing with them this whole time with Mika, so speak to her. Whatever she thinks.”
“She’s had to go — family emergency again. That’s why I came to you.”
Damn it, she had seen an email come in from Mika, but she’d made a pact with herself she wasn’t going to look at her emails and get distracted till she’d done her morning’s work.
“Right,” Cleo said. “Then yes, go with your gut. If they need something, they have to give us something in return. That’s how business works.”
Becca gave her a firm nod. “Great. It’s what I did at the Brighton festival with the headliner, and it worked a treat.”
So capable… and such smooth skin.
Cleo ground her teeth together as a tingle ran down her spine.
She’d tried to push it away all these weeks, tried to pretend Becca meant nothing to her. For the most part, it had worked.
But today, not so much.
Becca’s phone beeped and she glanced at it, a frown crossing her face.
“Everything okay?”
She sighed before giving Cleo a tired nod. Now she looked a little closer, Becca’s young face, while still beautiful, had a few worry lines streaked across it. She hoped she hadn’t put them there.
“Nothing to do with work, just this wedding I’m organising. The photographer dropped out at the weekend and being that it’s happening in under three months, finding a replacement is proving difficult. I have a few options but they’re not what I had in mind.”
Cleo’s thoughts danced a little, before she replied. Should she say the first thing that sprang to mind? Probably not. Yes, her best friend was a wedding photographer, but she was also just about to give birth and didn’t want any added headache in her life.
Okay, mind made up. She was going to keep schtum.
Cleo arranged her face in a sympathetic way, letting Becca know she felt her pain.
And then, before she could stop her mouth moving and her vocal chords cranking into gear, she blurted out, “Heidi’s a wedding photographer.”
Also very pregnant, her internal voice shouted. But if she could help Becca solve her problem, it’d put a gold star on her day.
If she couldn’t make Becca smile in a more intimate setting, she could at least try to help her in other ways.
“Your friend who’s hugely pregnant?”
“The very same. When’s your wedding planned for?”
“Middle of July — just under three months. Won’t she be giving birth then?”
Cleo shook her head. “She’s due imminently, and Heidi is always on time. So if her baby is anything like her, he or she will be, too.”
“I don’t think that’s how babies work,” Becca replied with a smile. “My mum’s always on time, but I was three weeks late. I really didn’t want to come out, they had to drag me out kicking and screaming. My mum attributes that start to the reason I never want to get out of bed.”
A vision of Becca lying in her hotel bed unrolled like a banner in Cleo’s mind, and she blinked to banish the thought. When she looked back at Becca, she was staring right at her, a strange look in her eye.
Had she been thinking the same thing, too? She’d love to be able to ask, but it wasn’t in their unspoken pact.
The one that said they couldn’t go back to the night they’d shared, no matter what.
No matter how much Cleo might like to.
Cleo cleared her throat before picking up her phone. “I can text her and ask if you like. I know she hasn’t taken on any bookings during the first couple of months, but she might bend a little for me.” Cleo grinned. “I am her best friend, so I might have some sway. But if she doesn’t want to do it, she might know someone who does. She’s always recommending photographers when she can’t do a job. Either way, she might be able to help.”
Relief spread across Becca’s face. “You’d be totally saving my life if you could just ask her that — even a recommendation would be great. I know a few, but they’re all booked up. I don’t want to let my first-ever clients down. I need their testimonial for my website and getting the photographer is crucial.”
Cleo tapped out a quick text to Heidi and pressed send. “There.” She held up her phone. “Done. Hopefully something positive will come out of it. Can’t have you worrying about that when you need to be focused on the festival, can we?”
Smooth — passing off her concern as a work thing. She could even impress herself at times.
Becca blew out a breath. “Thank you. I’ve been waking up worrying about it. It’s proving to be the problem that can’t be solved.”
“I’m pleased to help the ultimate problem-solver for once.”
Becca tilted her head as she looked at Cleo, her intense stare not wavering from hers. “If only every problem could be solved with a quick text.” After she said the words, Becca broke their gaze and uncrossed, then recrossed her legs.
She was flustered.
And she wasn’t the only one.
Cleo gulped down her emotions before assessing Becca coolly. What should she say to that? How should she respond? By shutting Becca down.
But the way Cleo’s insides were now pulsing, the way the hairs were standing up on her arms, she wasn’t going to do that. She wasn’t going to tell Becca off for her boldness. Because it was boldness she applauded; boldness she’d love to have the guts to say, but she simply couldn’t.
It would go against every grain of professionalism in her body.
It would also go against everything she’d decided she wanted from the next woman in her life: namely, that she be older. Because Becca did not represent that at all.
However, her body was begging to differ.
Cleo’s body was telling her quite the opposite.
A text arriving on her phone snagged her attention and she was grateful for the distraction.
Had Heidi come back already? She had.
Cleo smiled at what she’d written. She wasn’t sure if Becca could see through her intentions, but her best friend definitely could.
‘Helping Becca out? Do I have a choice when it involves your future happiness? Tell her if I can get a babysitter, I’ll do it. And you owe me. x’
“Heidi says she can do it — so long as she can get a sitter. But her parents are so excited about this baby arriving, I’m sure they’d help out no problem. It looks like your problem is solved.”
Relief oozed from Becca. “Seriously, thank you so much. I really do appreciate your help.”
Cleo waved a hand like it meant nothing. “Making sure my workforce are happy and focused is what I’m all about.”
Becca winced. “If I can do anything in return, let me know.”
Cleo’s mind wrote her a quick list and presented it, none of it safe for work. She mentally ripped up the list and turned her smile on Becca. “No need. Just put all your focus into the festival and we’ll take it from there.”
Becca licked her lips as she stared at Cleo, before giving her a firm nod. “Now that’s off my list, consider me laser-focused. 24/7, it’s all I’m going to think about.”
“Starting with the US meeting this afternoon — you ready for that? If Mika’s gone again, you might need to step up.”
Becca nodded. “Absolutely, she’s kept me in the loop the whole way through just in case she needed to step away.”
“Awesome.” Cleo searched for something else to say to keep Becca in her office, but there was nothing. Plus, she had work to do. But it hadn’t escaped her notice that when she and Becca were breathing the same air, she felt calmer, supported in more ways than one.
Becca had a way of looking at her that, if pushed, would probably make Cleo agree to anything she desired.
She closed her eyes. The problem with sex was that if you didn’t have it for a while, the impetus to do it went away. However, the opposite was also true. If it then slipped back into your life with such a fanfare — and the person on the lead trumpet kept turning up in your office with a stare that pierced your defences — you couldn’t help but want more.
Cleo wanted more. She’d tried to put it on the back burner, but where Becca was concerned, there was no backburner. It was full blast or nothing.
Becca was standing now, clutching her notepad, staring at Cleo again.
“It’s going to be great, you know,” she said, giving Cleo another killer smile.
Cleo’s heart stumbled. What was going to be great? Their future? Today’s meeting?
“The festival,” Becca confirmed, as if reading her mind.
Cleo nodded, her stomach doing somersaults. “How can it fail with us in charge?”





CHAPTER 36
They’d just waved Paloma off to the airport, and the crowds at the staff festival were still in high spirits — not least because of the free bar that had been running for the whole three days. The event had run like clockwork, and nobody had experienced a broken limb or fallen into one of the chemical toilets. Cleo was totally taking that as a win.
She gulped from her water bottle as Mika walked past, high-fiving her as she went. It was now just left for Cleo to go onstage and give the closing speech. She gripped the mic and took three deep breaths, just as Becca walked up beside her. She didn’t even need to see her anymore; Cleo sensed Becca’s presence by her perfume. It lingered in the air long after Becca had left, and it had quickly become one of Cleo’s favourite smells.
Just like always when she was around Becca, a sense of calm swept through her, followed by a rattle of nerves. She turned to be greeted by one of Becca’s traffic-stopping smiles.
“Ten more minutes, and then I’m going to buy you a drink.” Becca put an arm on her shoulder. They’d been getting on a whole lot better during the festival, pulling together and working as a team. It was almost back to the days before they’d slept together, which had done nothing but warm Cleo’s heart.
“From the free bar?”
Becca squeezed her shoulder. “Unless there’s a secret one you haven’t told me about.”
The company founder and CEO said her name from the stage, and Cleo took a deep breath, gave Becca a tight smile and walked onstage.
Wow. The lights and the heat hit her like she’d just walked into a wall, and the crowd stretched almost as far as she could see. There were 5,000 staff packed onto this site, flown in from their hubs all around the globe to share in one big festival of learning, sharing and simply being together. It hadn’t been her initial idea, but she’d taken the reins, and now the success of it was thrumming through her veins.
Cleo took a second to breathe in the moment as the crowd cheered and whistled; they’d been thoroughly sated and entertained. It had been a success, and it had her name written all over it. Her and her brilliant team.
She held up a hand and waved, wondering if this was what it felt like to play Wembley Stadium. The adrenaline rush was immense, her blood thundering in her ears, her pulse almost leaping out of her neck. But it was a good rush, the rush of a job well done.
“Thank you so much, and I’m going to keep this brief.” More cheers, which made her smile. “This festival has been six months in the making, far more in the dreaming. I hope you enjoyed the fruits of my team’s work over the past few months. We wanted to be together to share, collaborate, learn and, most of all, have fun. I hope we achieved our aim!”
Huge cheers from the crowd. “I’d like to thank everyone who’s had a hand in this — the US team, the Australian and the German teams especially. But principally my team who led the whole thing. Come on out to the stage please: Mika, Nadia, Damian, Becca and Daniel.” She glanced over and beckoned them all onto the stage.
“Without all these people and everyone else in the crowd, we wouldn’t be standing here today, a more united company. So thanks for coming, thanks for enjoying and have a fabulous last night!”
Cleo punched the air as the crowd whooped once more. Then she turned to the DJ, nodded her head and the music came back on.
She gathered her team together and they had a group hug, arms encircling, heads together. The arm to her left anchored itself to her waist and curled around her middle. When Cleo turned to see who it was, Becca’s face was inches from hers, a grin lighting it up.
She felt her grin everywhere, but Cleo was already too red in the face from her speech — nobody was going to notice Becca’s effect on her. She glanced up at all the faces in close proximity. “Seriously,” she said. “Thanks for everything, guys. As a bonus, with tomorrow being Bank Holiday Monday, I’m giving everyone Tuesday off work, too. Enjoy your day and make it count. You deserve it. Now let’s all go and get a well-earned drink!”
The team whooped and walked off stage, high-fiving each other as they went.
It didn’t escape Cleo’s notice that as they walked, Becca’s hand left her waist, but at one point landed on her back. It was the briefest of touches, but Cleo was highly attuned. When she turned, she was snagged in Becca’s gaze.
She wasn’t quite sure how she managed to keep walking, but she did.
Between the high of the festival ending, her speech and her team’s success, she didn’t think life could get much better.
But perhaps Becca’s hand on her back had spoken of one possible way.
   
CLEO LEFT the bar with Becca just after 1am. Champagne pulsed through her veins after her team had ordered bottle after bottle to celebrate, but she hadn’t drunk too much. Just enough to enjoy this blissed-out feeling that had filled her ever since she took the mic in front of her colleagues. She could totally understand the lure of performing, and it only made her want to do it more and more.
“So how you feeling?” Becca’s voice was like honey, sweet and smooth.
Cleo glanced at her, flashing a smile. “Pretty fucking awesome. A job well done feels amazing.”
Becca’s hand was on her back again, but then just as quickly off it.
Cleo stilled, but then resumed walking across the field, a short stroll to where they were sleeping.
“It really does. I wanted to say again, thanks so much for taking a chance on me and then giving me such an opportunity. I’ve really enjoyed it.”
The smell of damp grass and earth underfoot wafted into Cleo’s nostrils; for the beginning of May, they’d been super lucky with the weather.
“You make it sound like this is your first and last festival with us.”
Becca didn’t say anything, just looked away.
That was weird, but Cleo decided to ignore it. She couldn’t be leaving, could she?
“You’re welcome, and you weren’t such a chance to take. You impressed me the first night I met you at the wedding, and you haven’t stopped impressing me since.”
Right, she’d meant to think that, not say it out loud. Shit. She might have only had three glasses of champagne, but they’d had the usual effect of loosening her tongue.
But fuck it: her tongue might have been loosened, but it was what she truly thought. She was tired of squashing her emotions and feelings into an illogical shape as she had for the past two months. It was exhausting and it wasn’t her. After Sara, she’d sworn she wouldn’t do that again. So much for her promises.
They drew up outside Cleo’s yurt, with Becca seemingly lost for words at her last statement.
She was glad she wasn’t the only one. “You want to come in for a nightcap?”
She couldn’t show her appreciation as she wanted, but she didn’t want to leave Becca just yet.
At least, that was the story she was telling herself.
Becca stared at her, her lips sparkling in the moonlight, before nodding. “I’d love to.”
Her words caressed Cleo’s ears as she held open her wooden front door and ushered Becca in.
“Whoa,” was her first word once inside. Closely followed by, “Shit, me.”
Cleo bit down a comment about millennials and their extensive vocabulary.
“This is just a bit better than my tent,” Becca said, raising an eyebrow to underline her sarcasm. She sat down on the two-seater cream sofa in one corner, glancing around the rest of Cleo’s temporary home.
The yurt was furnished with low lighting, a furry white rug on the floor, and a high inflatable bed with bedside tables on either side. Plus, she’d set up her Bluetooth speaker on the side table in front of the couch. The whole effect was homely, which is what Cleo needed after 14-hour days on-site.
“You can tell you’re in charge.”
Cleo gave her a grin before sitting down beside her. “If I had to live in a field for five days, I wanted somewhere nice.” She paused. “Your tent’s okay too, though, isn’t it?”
Becca nodded. “It’s great, just not quite so… palatial. Do you have room service?”
Cleo snapped her fingers. “Next year, I’ll work on that.”
Becca leaned forward, and just the mere act of her moving, Becca’s thigh coming into contact with hers, made Cleo’s breathing speed up. If her heart had been keeping a steady beat, now with the door closed and Becca inside, it had stepped up into a samba rhythm.
Becca picked up her phone and gave it to her. “You want to log in, then I can put some music on, seeing as you have speakers.”
Cleo nodded. Oh how she wished she’d been so confident at 23. Before she knew it, old-school Madonna was filling her ears, and she grinned as Becca sat back.
“Really? Do millennials listen to Madonna? I thought you’d be all about grime or something.”
Becca scrunched up her face and patted Cleo’s knee. “I like all sorts of music, and remember, I’m the youngest of five. Madonna is a firm favourite with all my sisters, she was the soundtrack to my childhood.” She grinned. “Plus, I’m playing to my audience.”
Cleo laughed. Cheeky. “Ouch.”
Becca grinned. “You do know you’re a millennial, too, right?”
“I was born in 1979. I hardly think I qualify,” Cleo scoffed. “I’m a xennial.”
Becca pulled her phone from her pocket and brought up the definition of millennial. “According to this website, you fall into that category if you were born between 1977 and 1995.”
Cleo put a finger to her chest. “I’m a millennial?” She could scarcely believe it. “I can’t be! Try another site.”
Becca did; same result on 90% of the five she tried.
“You’re on the cusp like me — I was born in 1994. But we both fall into the millennial bracket. Some definitions say you’re a xennial, but most say you’re a millennial.” Becca put her phone down, then placed the same hand on Cleo’s denim-clad thigh. “What I think we can both agree on is we’re not so different, after all. Yes, there’s an age gap, but we share a generation.”
If Cleo’s heart had been striking out in Latino beats, it was now in training for the Olympics, its pace creating a thunder clap in her body that exploded in her ears.
“Becca,” Cleo said, her voice holding a note of caution. However, once she’d said her name, she had no idea how to finish that sentence. How could she? Cleo was about to admonish Becca for doing something her body was screaming for.
Becca removed her hand and sat back, shaking her head, blowing out a deep breath. “I know,” she said. “This can’t happen, even if we didn’t work together. I’m too young, it would never work, ya-di-ya-di-ya.” She paused. “The thing I’ve been thinking lately, though, is that if that’s true, why is it I can’t get you off my mind? That every day, seeing you and not touching you gets that little bit harder?”
She twisted her body towards Cleo, sitting upright, her blue-hued stare penetrating Cleo’s defences. “It’s not just me, right? Tell me you haven’t been thinking about that night we had, too?”
There was such open honesty in Becca’s tone, Cleo couldn’t deny it.
But then, she didn’t want to. Not tonight, when they were sitting in this yurt which felt otherworldly, somewhere exotic. Almost as if she’d gone to all this trouble to create a hotel-like environment, because that was where the magic had happened first.
She’d be lying if she said it hadn’t crossed her mind the night before, as she lay on her cotton sheets, knowing Becca was sleeping not far away.
Tonight, though, Becca was right beside her, looking into her eyes.
Before Cleo could say anything else, the first bars of Madonna’s ‘Crazy For You’ filled the yurt.
Becca pushed herself up, hands on her thighs as leverage, holding out a hand to Cleo.
“Dance with me?” Becca’s voice had dropped an octave lower, and Cleo was helpless in its wake.
Becca wanted to dance with her, and that was all she needed. As she leaned down, Becca’s cleavage winked from inside the V-neck of her black T-shirt. Cleo gave in to the moment. One dance couldn’t hurt, could it?
Becca guided her away from the sofa and as Madonna sang about swaying in the dark, they swayed in the semi-dark.
They were both hesitant at first, not knowing where to put their limbs. That was, until Cleo’s body took over, demanding that she take control and get what she needed from this. What she desperately needed from this.
What Cleo had been craving from someone for far too long.
The opportunity to dance like she meant it.
To dance like this was their song.
Just like that couple in Boston all those weeks ago.
She wrapped an arm around Becca’s lower back and pulled her close, until their breasts were touching, their bellies clamped together.
When Cleo raised her eyes, Becca’s were smiling right back into her own.
This was a perfect moment, the two of them, in private, bodies locked together. Cleo pushed all her objections aside and melted into it, her muscles slowly unclenching, one by one. First her shoulders, then her arms, then her heart.
As Becca circled her arms around Cleo’s neck, raising her chin to her before doing so, Cleo shuddered. She had to hold it together, or Becca might think she wasn’t worth the bet.
She had to hold on, at least until the end of the song.
As the chorus hit, Becca’s lips moved to within inches of hers.
Cleo’s body shook, as the tension flamed orange.
“You know the other thing that makes your yurt better than mine, as well as the home comforts?”
Cleo shook her head, her gaze wandering to Becca’s lips as they moved, as if she’d never seen them do that before.
“It’s got you in it, and now you’re in my arms.”
What had Cleo said before about Becca’s boldness? She should run a course on it.
“Cleo?” Becca’s breath was hot on her lips now, and Cleo didn’t dare move her gaze from them as she answered.
“Yeah?” Her voice was hardly audible, unlike her heartbeat.
“I’m crazy for you.”





CHAPTER 37
She knew it was a cheesy line, but she thought it was worth a shot.
Turned out, she was right. As soon as she uttered it, Cleo’s lips covered hers, and it was everything Becca remembered and more. Everything she’d been thinking about since their first encounter all those weeks ago.
Her head spun with the enormity of it, as she pressed her fingers into Cleo’s firm body, pulling her as close as possible. Her tongue danced along Cleo’s lips, before sliding into her warm mouth and Becca held in the groan that was longing to escape, because she didn’t want to break this spell, and she didn’t want to jolt Cleo out of it, either.
Because if she did, there was a chance she might change her mind, remember she was Becca’s boss.
Right now, she wasn’t Becca’s boss; she was just a woman in the arms of another woman, and Becca hoped she longed to be loved as much as she did. She was focusing on that, and not on any other outcome.
There couldn’t be any other outcome.
Not if she still had a breath left in her body.
Their kiss broke eventually, and Becca leaned back slightly. What was Cleo thinking?
She kissed her again to bring her back to this moment, to now. When she pulled back again, Cleo was smiling.
“You know, I did a course of mindfulness last year, when I was trying to find myself, get back to what was important.”
Where was this going?
“I did meditation every day for nine months — quite some commitment.” Cleo paused, brushing Becca’s lips once more before continuing, her eyes never leaving her. “I haven’t done it for a while, though, but the one thing I took away from it was appreciating the moment, being present.” One side of her lips quirked into a smile. “I want you to know, I’m fully appreciating this moment.”
“I know you love dancing.”
A slight nod of the head. “I do. I especially love dancing with a sympathetic partner, one who understands, who fits.” She walked a finger to Becca’s chest and pressed lightly. “You fit the bill, Becca Cramer. How did that happen?”
Becca let a slow grin slide across her face. “I don’t know, but I’m glad you think so.”
They were still swaying, still holding each other, still letting the music guide their actions.
A hand wandered down to Becca’s butt and squeezed.
Becca replied by sliding her tongue back into Cleo’s mouth, and this time, it was Cleo that groaned.
Becca smiled into the kiss.
They staggered to the airbed, moving as one.
Cleo backed Becca onto it, but as her body hit it, it almost bounced off, too, in one seamless motion.
Cleo followed her down, their bodies colliding mid-air.
A thwack, then both their laughter split the air.
“You okay in there, Cleo?”
A voice from outside the yurt.
It was Gayle, their boss.
Becca froze, her heartbeat slamming in her ears. If Gayle walked in now with Cleo on top of her, Becca had no idea how they’d explain it or what implications it would have for their jobs.
Cleo put a hot finger to her lips, then responded. “All good, Gayle, just tripped over — too much champagne!” Her voice was jaunty, sounding light and credible.
Becca still wasn’t breathing fully, the hairs on the back of her ears standing on end, her pulse in her throat.
A laugh from outside. “Hope you’re okay!” The yurt shook as she patted it.
Neither one of them spoke until they were sure Gayle had left, and then grins all round.
“Fuck,” Cleo said. “This really isn’t good for my heart.”
“On the contrary,” Becca said, reaching down and putting her hand between Cleo’s legs. “It’s the ideal heart workout. I promise to get your blood circulating perfectly.”
A tangle of lips and tongues soon led to clothing discarded, and then they were naked under the rented duvet, Becca on top of Cleo, taking Cleo’s fingers in her mouth, gently sucking them one after the other.
Under her, Cleo sank her head back into the soft pillow, screwing up her face as she did.
Becca was sucking the fingers that had done so much damage last time. The ones she’d been staring at in the office for weeks. Now she was in control, her hot breath on them.
Just the memory of them inside her was enough to make Becca quiver. And then, she knew she had to be inside Cleo again, to feel the texture of her, remember the taste of her.
Yes, especially the taste.
Becca pressed a thigh between Cleo’s legs to force them open, giving the tips of her fingers a final suck, before letting her tongue snake its way up Cleo’s neck, then down her stomach.
She’d wondered before if giving up control was something Cleo might have trouble doing, seeing as she was so in charge in her day-to-day life. However, watching Cleo shake beneath her, eyes closed, hair tussled, Becca had no such qualms. Cleo was giving herself to her fully, their normal roles and routines erased.
And in giving herself over to Becca, she was utterly, devastatingly beautiful.
Becca closed her eyes and gulped in some air, tinged with the smell of damp earth. Sex in a yurt — she’d never done this before.
She shuffled down the unsteady bed, smiling as she nearly fell off again, kissing her way down Cleo’s flat stomach, her ultra-trimmed hair, her soft inner thigh.
When she looked up, her mouth poised over Cleo’s very centre, their gazes locked and Becca gave Cleo a slow smile. “You’re beautiful,” she said, knowing the effect her breath would have on Cleo.
“Oh god,” was Cleo’s reply, as Becca flicked out her tongue and pressed it into Cleo, licking her way slowly up, then down, before getting lost in Cleo.
She remembered this from last time, recalled Cleo’s wants, the things that made her sigh with pleasure. Sure enough, when Becca curled two fingers into Cleo while her tongue still roamed free, the moan from her was epic.
As Becca began pushing a slow, gentle rhythm, her tongue and fingers combined, Cleo moaned again, and a tingle of pleasure worked its way from Becca’s eyeballs to her core. She lavished everything she could onto Cleo, moaning into her now, too. Moments later, Cleo gripped Becca’s short hair in her hands as her walls gripped her fingers and she came in a rush that filled Becca to the brim, almost making her come, too.
Damn, she loved making love to this woman. And the feel of bringing her to orgasm? Becca couldn’t describe it — but she could feel it. Cleo was taking over every sense and every nerve ending she possessed, and Becca so wanted to feel her, too.
As if sensing the moment, Cleo pulled Becca up the bed, flipping their positions before Becca could say a word.
And then it was Cleo’s tongue on Becca, Cleo’s fingers inside her, and that surge of emotion that had been swelling in her turned into a tidal wave.
As Cleo swiped her tongue through Becca with a heat she’d never felt before, Becca slammed her head back into the pillow and came undone in a matter of minutes, thrusting up, wanting more of Cleo, more of this moment, more of it all.
What was it Cleo had been saying about being present? She was totally down with that. As Cleo withdrew her fingers, then ever so slowly slipped them back in, Becca screwed up her eyes and groaned.
Oh god, she was never going to be able to contain herself back in the office now. Not when she knew she could do this to her.
Becca was shaking, on the edge again, and Cleo knew it.
As she teased, kissing her thighs, licking her from top to bottom, Cleo pulled back, looking up into Becca’s eyes.
“I know you already did, but come for me again. And this time, give it all you’ve got.”
Every thought in Becca’s brain was washed away by those words, every ounce of energy and focus plunging south. As Cleo’s tongue and fingers swarmed all over her in a symphony of lust, Becca caved, drowning in the sweetness of it all.
She’d touched this before, but then just as swiftly, it had been withdrawn. But now she had it again, she wasn’t letting go.
Apart from when she did let go, which was going to be very soon.
“Don’t stop, that feels amazing,” Becca said, arching into Cleo as she brought her to the peak.
Everything she’d been feeling over the past few weeks exploded like dynamite as she came, a shower of lust and happiness cascading down her skin, raindrops of hope soaking through her body. She heard herself groan out loud, not caring in that moment who heard, just wanting Cleo to know how she was making her feel.
Like she was the most desirable woman in the world. Cleo didn’t let up, making her come again, until all Becca could see were bright lights and stars. Like Cleo had lit up the universe for her, presented her with a whole new world view.
Cleo stilled, waiting till she got her breath back, kissing her way up Becca’s stomach, her nipples, her neck and then her cheek.
Becca opened her eyes, taking a little time to focus fully on the woman who’d just performed magic on her.
When she did, their gaze locked — and boom.
There it was again.
That connection, that longing, that indefinable thing that was so rare.
If she’d been flying before, now she was soaring, being taken to a place she’d never been, the height of ecstasy. Cleo’s mouth was back on her, claiming her as her own, before she pulled back, staring at Becca, her pupils dark with longing.
Intense didn’t even go close.
This wasn’t just sex. This was something else altogether.





CHAPTER 38
The following morning, Cleo woke up and wondered where she was. Then she remembered.
The festival. The yurt. With Becca. The hot sex.
A full grin.
She stretched, waiting for all the objections to pop up in her mind. But as she lay there in the inflatable bed, her thoughts weren’t telling her the things she’d thought they would.
That this was ridiculous. That she had to nip it in the bud. That they couldn’t be together.
Because she’d tried that for the past few weeks, and it hadn’t really got her anywhere, had it? And if last night was anything to go by, Becca had felt exactly the same way, too.
They’d been adult about it, been professional, carried on working well together. But last night when she was on a high after the festival, who had she wanted to celebrate with?
Becca.
Because somehow, Becca had become important to her since they’d met nearly three months ago, and she had to deal with that. It wasn’t going anywhere and, if she was honest, Cleo didn’t want it to.
Sensing her inner turmoil, Becca rolled over and in one smooth motion, kissed Cleo’s shoulder before rubbing her eyes.
“Morning.”
Becca gave her a grin. “Morning.” She yawned. “What time is it?”
“Just gone 8.30. Nobody in this neighbourhood has got up for the early-morning yoga class. At least, I haven’t heard anyone.”
She rolled over, nearly falling off the bed.
Cleo grabbed her before she hit the deck, loving the warmth of her body.
“I’m glad I don’t have to sleep on one of these every night — not that we did that much sleeping.”
Cleo drew her in, circling her arm around her. She leaned down to kiss Becca’s mouth, the familiar sense of perfection rolling through her.
Becca was perfection. She couldn’t walk away from perfection, could she?
Becca rolled backwards, eyeing Cleo’s face. “You’re kissing me, but you look like you’re planning your escape.” She sighed. “Please tell me you’re not going to run off again like last time. Let’s at least talk about it first.”
Cleo kissed her lips once more, before shaking her head. “It’s just complicated. I mean, you’re here, but so is everyone we work with.”
“Maybe they’re all shagging each other too, and having similar conversations. Gayle could right at this moment be in bed with Alicia. You just never know.”
Cleo let out a rattle of laughter. “Now that’s something I really can’t imagine, but thanks for putting that visual in my head.” She paused, taking her arm back and sitting up. “I’m not running away, not a second time. But what I’m clear about is that things can’t continue as they are if we’re going to carry on. I can’t be your boss if we’re going to be a thing. So I need to think about how this can work. How we can work. Make a decision.” Just like Heidi had told her.
She glanced to her left, where Becca’s face was creased with concern.
“You know, I want this, too. It’s not all on you. I’ve started looking for another job—”
“What?” She didn’t want that. “I wouldn’t dream of asking you to do that. If anybody is resigning it’ll be me, but let’s not jump the gun before we figure things out.” She kissed Becca’s lips, before stroking her soft cheek. She could so get used to waking up like this every day. “Last night meant a lot to me, but can I ask a favour?”
She nodded. “Sure.”
“I’d rather not set the rumour mill going today, so you think you can slip out and back to your tent without anyone seeing?”
Becca frowned, then sighed. “I get it. Stealth is my middle name. So long as it’s just this once and not forever. I’m nobody’s dirty little secret.”
Cleo shook her head, fixing Becca with her gaze. “You’re not, believe me.”
When Becca ran a hand up Cleo’s arm, she shook from the force of the touch. Those fingers had been inside her last night, and how she wanted them back inside her again. She was going to do everything in her power to make it happen.
“Just don’t go radio silent on me, okay? We have tomorrow off, so maybe we could meet up?”
Cleo nodded, then groaned.
“What’s wrong?”
She shook her head. “I have plans with Heidi tomorrow. We’re choosing colours for the baby’s room and I can’t leave a hugely pregnant woman to paint a ceiling, can I?”
“I’d say it’s probably a criminal offence.”
“But soon, I promise, okay?” Cleo leaned over and kissed her, hoping that kiss conveyed what she was feeling. “And I’m sorry to make you run out with your knickers in your hand.”
“Keeps me on my toes.”
Cleo leaned in and pressed her lips to Becca’s, marvelling at them all over again. Their softness, yet their force. Their sweetness, yet their intensity.
When her lips were on Becca’s, nothing else existed. They were cocooned in their own little bubble, where nothing in the outside world could touch them.
Until it did.
A sound nearby infiltrated their moment. The hairs on Cleo’s neck stood up, but she ignored it. Nothing was going to interrupt kissing Becca. Not today.
“Cleo? Are you decent?” A knocking sound. Was that her door? Cleo’s mind was moving in slow motion, all her energy taken up by Becca and her warm lips.
More knocking, then rattling. Was someone trying to come in?
No, they couldn’t be.
Cleo stilled her lips, a gust of fear whooshing through her.
She jerked back, breaking the embrace.
When she glanced over, the door was opening.
Someone was coming in.
“Cleo? Sorry to bother you, but we’ve got an issue with the ATMs and Mika said you had the guy’s number.”
She was still seeing everything through a fog, but when she finally focused, her eyes went wide.
Because Gayle was stepping through the yurt door, dressed in jeans and a blue hoodie.
And when she did, her words stopped mid-flow, her eyes almost popping from their sockets.
Fucking hell.
Cleo winced, untangling herself from Becca pronto, panic rushing down her in waves.
OMG, her boss was standing in front of her and she was naked with Becca. Her 23-year-old employee.
What should she do? Jump up? Slide under the covers? Try to summon up her super-powers to disappear? If only.
Eventually she sat up, grabbing the duvet to cover her naked breasts. However, as she pulled the covers, she unbalanced Becca, who’d never been comfortable on the blow-up bed when it was stationary. Never mind when there was sudden movement.
In the blink of an eye, Becca let out a yelp, before toppling off the bed. Naked. Landing in a crunch of limbs and bare flesh, sprawled on the white furry rug Cleo had laid there days earlier. She knew she’d bought it for a reason.
“Fuck,” Becca said, before grabbing the rug and wrapping it around her in a last-ditch attempt to save her dignity.
Cleo couldn’t help but think it might be a little late for that, but she admired Becca’s attempt at decorum.
She wanted to throw the duvet to Becca, but that would leave her exposed. She hadn’t meant to boot her out of bed and leave her naked on the floor, but that was what had happened.
Becca pulled the rug closer around her, and Cleo did the same with the duvet.
Why hadn’t she locked the door? First rule of camping. More to the point, why had Gayle just walked in? What was so important it couldn’t wait?
A stillness descended as three pairs of eyes looked at each other, nobody quite knowing what to say.
What was the protocol in these situations? Cleo had no idea.
She decided she’d go first, give it a go. “Gayle, this is not what it looks like,” she began, before stopping.
Because actually, this was exactly what it looked like. Those were not the words she needed.
Cleo shut up, glancing at Becca, then at her boss. She pulled the duvet closer.
“I think it probably is,” Gayle began, before shaking her head. “We’ll talk about this later.” A sigh. “Can one of you get dressed and let me have the number for the ATM guy? We’ve got some irate customers that need attention.”
Cleo nodded. “I’m on it,” she said, not moving an inch. She glanced up at Gayle. “Only, I’m naked under here, so I need you to leave so I can move.” Why did she keep having to draw attention to the fact she was naked in front of her boss?
Time crawled by, every second an hour.
One day she’d laugh at this, she was sure.
One day.
Just not today.
Gayle nodded. “Come and find me in my yurt.” She gave Cleo a look. Disgust? Disappointment? Admiration? Cleo couldn’t quite tell, and right at that moment, she didn’t quite care. What she did care about was her and Becca.
When Gayle finally left, both she and Becca flopped down where they were, breathing out with some force, taking a moment to gather themselves once more.
“Well, fuck a bloody duck,” Cleo said, putting a hand over her eyes. “This morning started out well with you in my bed, but it’s taken a turn for the worse.” She sighed. What would this mean for her now? Was she fired? Would Gayle weed her out giving some other reason? She had no idea. Yes, there were workplace policies to protect employees getting fired for sexual orientation. But this was nothing to do with that.
This was a case of a senior employee fucking someone very much their junior.
Fucking hell.
Becca climbed back into the bed with stealth-like prowess and lay down next to Cleo, burrowing under the covers. Her naked body next to Cleo’s still felt good. However, when she woke up, Cleo had thought this was the best morning ever. Now, it faced getting buried under a slurry of unease and tension.
“So much for you sneaking out and nobody seeing.”
“Uh-huh.” Becca paused. “I really don’t want to go out there and do the morning clean-up now.” She kissed Cleo’s shoulder.
Cleo turned to her, a sad smile on her face. “I don’t think she’ll say anything, so just try to avoid her. I’ll speak to her later.” She shook her head. “This was the conversation I really wanted to avoid.”
Cleo took Becca’s hand in hers and laid a gentle kiss on it.
“You think you’ll get fired? You think we’ll both get fired?”
Cleo shrugged. “I have absolutely no idea. This is unknown territory for both of us.” But just holding Becca’s hand was steadying her racing heartbeat.
Becca said nothing for a few moments.
All the possible permutations ran through Cleo’s mind. A chill settled on them, which Becca seemed to sense.
“I’m going to get up and give her the guy’s number, anyhow. The longer we leave it, the worse it gets. I have it in my tent.” Becca swung her legs out of bed, before starting to get dressed.
“Give it to me and I’ll do it. I need to talk to her anyway.”
Cleo’s phone ringing interrupted the conversation. She picked it up, glancing at the screen.
Duncan.
Should she pick up? She really didn’t need Duncan this morning, but something made her press the green call button.
“This better be good, because my morning so far hasn’t been stellar.”
“Hey sis.”
Something in his tone was off, and not for the first time this hour, dread snaked up Cleo’s back.
“Are you at home?”
“No, I’m at the staff festival, in a field.”
“Right,” he replied. “The thing is, no biggie, but I’ve been arrested. I’m in Southwark police station. I tried Michelle but she’s not answering.”
Cleo pinched the bridge of her nose between her thumb and forefinger.
What had she done so wrong to deserve today? Had she used up her quota of happiness and joy last night? It seemed like it.
“What the fuck? Why have you been arrested?”
She glanced over at Becca, who was mouthing something at her she couldn’t understand. In response, Cleo shrugged, raising her free arm in the air.
“It’s a long story, but the long and short of it is, I tried to give Michelle a grand gesture by lighting up our roof with fairy lights that spelt out I love you. But we have new neighbours in the two months I’ve been away, and when they saw me on the roof, they called the police. The coppers came and I tried to explain I lived there, but my key didn’t work because Michelle changed the locks in a fit of pique when I left. We tried the neighbours on the left, too, but they were out. As were Sue and Luke opposite. Bank holiday, apparently. So I was arrested as Michelle wasn’t in and she’s not answering her phone.”
He really did take stupidity to new heights. “You didn’t think to check she was home before doing your grand gesture?”
“She’s always in on Sunday night! It’s her favourite TV night.”
“Apart from when she’s away for a bank holiday weekend?”
“Apparently, yes.” He sighed. “Can you come and rescue me? This is the last call they’re allowing me.”
Cleo got up, rolling her eyes at Becca, who was now fully dressed. It was a shame to cover such beauty with clothes, but hopefully she could see the unwrapped version again soon. Her insides wobbled anew, but she brought her focus back to the present.
Her idiot brother had landed himself in jail.
And she might not have a job anymore.
She had other things to contend with.
“Southwark police station?”
“Yeah,” he said. “Thanks sis, you’re a superstar.” With that, he hung up. Visions of Duncan standing by the phone waiting his turn came to mind. But she doubted that Southwark police station was much like the prison in Orange Is the New Black.
“And you’re a fucking idiot.” Cleo put her phone on the bed. She really didn’t have the brain space for this today.
“What’s happened?” Becca came round and held out her hands.
Cleo took them, pulling herself up, putting her arms around Becca’s neck and giving her a kiss. “You taste so good,” she said. “Almost enough for me to forget that call was from Duncan, who’s in jail after being mistaken for a burglar trying to break into his own house.”
Becca let that sink in for a moment, before she burst out laughing. “He’s done what?”
Cleo sighed. “I know. Listen, give me that guy’s number and I’ll give it to Gayle, as well as explaining why I have to leave so quickly. Which is bound to go down like a lead balloon. If I had any good will from pulling this weekend off, I’m sure it’s disappeared.”
Becca squeezed her hand. “It’s going to be fine. At least until tomorrow, it will be.”
Cleo kissed her again. “I’m sorry about all this.”
“I’m not,” Becca replied.
Which made Cleo smile. “I’m not sorry about you.” Pause. “But I have to go.” She pulled away. “Can you help with the wrap of the festival? I’ll come back as soon as I possibly can, but I better go and get him otherwise he might start crying.”
“Of course.”
Cleo kissed her again, before drawing back. “I know this is complicated, but it feels right.”
“Even after getting busted like teenagers?”
Cleo shook her head. “Don’t remind me. But yes, even then.”
Becca smacked her naked arse. “If you have to get going, you better put some clothes on, don’t you think?”





CHAPTER 39
“Y ou know, you’ve got some fucking timing.” Cleo turned to Duncan, who was peering into the see-through plastic bag he’d left the police station with. It contained his phone, watch, Fitbit, Oyster card and wallet, and he was fascinated by it. You’d think it was the first time Duncan had ever seen each of those items in his life.
“Look, it’s just like I’m in a US cop drama.” Duncan waved the bag at Cleo, his watch rattling against the other objects and scraping the air of the car’s interior. “I got put in jail and then was handed a bag with my personal possessions in. I’ve officially fucking made it.”
Cleo snorted as she flicked the ignition, checking her mirrors before pulling out. “You should put a post on Facebook. Better yet, if there’s a school reunion coming up, you should rush along and tell them about your stint in jail. Sure to make you a hero. Along with that ridiculous top you’re wearing.” She paused. “When did you get that done?”
Duncan was wearing a black T-shirt with the words ‘Team Love’ emblazoned on the front in the style of the Superman logo. He’d paired it with a red cape, just in case anyone had any doubts about his superhero status.
“I got it online last week. You’ve been too busy with the festival and brooding over Becca to tell. Anyhow, I knew if I told you about my stunt, you’d try to talk me out of it and I didn’t want that to happen.”
“You’re damn right I would. Or at least make sure you checked Michelle was home.”
Saying it out loud made her see how ridiculous this morning really had been. She’d woken up with a gorgeous woman in her bed, got busted for that by her boss, and then picked up her brother who’d been arrested for trying to break into his own home dressed as a superhero.
She really was going through the gamut of emotions this morning — the ecstasy and the agony — and it was still only 10.30.
Duncan put the bag in his lap and sighed. “You don’t understand. Maybe it’s a man thing. Although you’re a lesbian, so we share some of the same genes, surely.”
“We share the same genes because we’re brother and sister. But other than that, I don’t think there’s a lot of crossover. I’m a project manager. I check things are prepared before I act.”
Apart from where Becca was concerned.
Duncan tapped his fingers on the dashboard. “You’re impressed though, aren’t you? It took a lot of organisation.”
“I’d imagine.” She pulled up at some traffic lights, as two women walked over the crossing hand in hand, one of them whispering something in the other’s ear, the second kissing her lips briefly as she smiled at her.
Just that brief action took Cleo back to last night, to this morning, to just a couple of hours ago when Becca had shown her just how efficient she could be with her fingers and lips. Cleo closed her eyes briefly to just sit with the feeling, washing around her body and lighting it up. She didn’t want Duncan or anything else breaking the moment.
A car horn shook her from her reverie, and she snapped open her eyes, shifting the gear and moving forwards.
She was back in the car with Duncan. She was still mad at him.
“This is the new Duncan who’s going to take his marriage seriously and do things. Michelle has to be impressed with that, surely?”
She hoped it was a rhetorical question as she didn’t have an answer.
“So how did the festival go? Sorry I had to call you, but I figured it was done now. I tried Michelle first, but she must be away somewhere remote as she keeps going to voicemail.”
“Either that, or she’s avoiding you.”
“I’m trying to ignore that option.”
Cleo shook her head. “Piece of advice, brother. No more stunts — just talk to your wife, give her flowers, take her out for dinner. There’s a reason that shit is popular, because it works. Take the energy you’ve put into this and put it into getting your marriage back on track.” She glanced to her left. “You got dumped because you got complacent. So man up and sort it out.” She glanced down at the red cape currently at Duncan’s feet. “You don’t need a cape to be a superhero. I thought you would have worked that out by now.”
Her brother fidgeted in his seat, slumping down, not looking over at Cleo.
She decided to finish what she’d started. “And my festival isn’t over — it’s the last morning, my bosses are still there, so I have to get back as quick as I can. Luckily they’re understanding, but explaining this particular story to them wasn’t ideal.”
Especially on top of what had already happened this morning. When Cleo had given Gayle the details she’d needed earlier, she’d also tried to address the situation with her and Becca. Gayle had told her in no uncertain terms she didn’t have time this morning, and that she wasn’t in the office Tuesday, either.
“I’m flying back tonight, working from home tomorrow, so we’ll talk about it Wednesday. I expect you to Skype me first thing. I need some time to think about next steps.”
So now Cleo had two days to stew on what might happen. She frowned. She wasn’t going to think about that this morning.
She glanced at Duncan.
He gave her an unsure smile. “Sorry for being a pain and dragging you away.”
She decided to lay the guilt on a little thicker. “On top of all that, I slept with Becca again last night and my head’s fucked because of it, just like my body.” She gave the sigh of a person who’d been up all night fucking. A satisfied, happy sigh. “I mean, it was a fabulous night, but it doesn’t solve any of the previous issues.”
When she glanced left this time, Duncan was looking sheepish, but also triumphant. It came across in the form of a weird smile that made him look oddly sinister. “You slept with Becca again?”
Cleo concentrated on the road as rain splashed onto her windscreen. They really had been lucky with the festival weather, it hadn’t rained the whole weekend. A bit of rain on the morning they were packing up she could totally handle.
“I did, so your timing was shit.”
“And for that, I apologise. I’d never want to get in the way of your love life.” He sat up, rubbing his hands together, clearly happy to have the focus shift away from him. “So it turns out we both had an interesting weekend. You were off shagging your young assistant, and I was getting arrested. What a life we lead!”
Cleo sat back. “Please don’t say that, it makes me sound like a sleazeball, as I believe we’ve discussed.” It was true what she’d said: none of the original problems were solved, but this time, she knew she couldn’t walk away from Becca. It wasn’t physically possible. Would it mean she’d have to walk away from her job?
She gulped, shaking her head, battling with herself. She couldn’t think about that today. Today, she had to get rid of Duncan, wrap up the festival, then come home and think.
Her cheeks heated as memories of last night assaulted her psyche. Happy memories. Sexy memories.
Unlike the ones from this morning.
Cleo pulled up outside her flat and turned to Duncan. He was grinning from ear to ear and in his ridiculous T-shirt, she couldn’t help but smile at him. He might be a dumb arse, but he was her dumb arse.
“You look ridiculous, you know that?” She stabbed his chest with her index finger. “Team Love. Please let me take a picture and send it to Michelle.”
“Be my guest, she seems to approve of the new version of me.” Duncan’s phone beeped in his bag, and he fished it out, grinning as he did. When he read the message, his grin only got wider. “It’s Michelle. I texted her earlier. She says I showed more gumption climbing on our roof than I’ve done in the entirety of our marriage. And she finds me sexy in a cape.” He raised both his hands in the air. “I knew I was doing this for a reason. She wants me to call her when I get in.”
“There’s a reason she married you.”
“It’s a good time for love in the Nightingale family. You’ve got your girl and I’ve nearly got mine. When all this is done and dusted, we can double-date!”
Cleo smiled at him as he unclipped his seatbelt and stumbled out of the car into the rain, whistling a happy, if off-key, tune.
Because that was the reality, wasn’t it? When things fell into place, it didn’t matter if the tune was a little off-key — so long as it was your tune in the first place.
Cleo and Becca didn’t have a tune yet, but Cleo hoped it was close. She didn’t have her girl just yet, but she was prepared to kill herself trying.





CHAPTER 40
The flat smelt of laksa when Becca got home, which was one of her favourite smells. Even though she was as British as Becca, Tracey had inherited some awesome recipes from her Malaysian background, and laksa was one of them. When Becca walked into the living room, Tracey was standing beside the cooker in the kitchen at the far end of the open-plan room, stirring her pot of deliciousness.
“Hey, favourite flatmate,” Becca said as she dumped her bags on the sofa, and then slumped on the familiar grey fabric. It’d been a very long five days under canvas including the two days they’d spent setting up — even though it had a pretty spectacular ending.
“Hey, stranger,” Tracey said, walking over, taking Becca’s cheeks in her hands and squeezing. “Man, you look fucked. Did you get any sleep at this ridiculously long staff party?”
Becca could only grin. “Not much, but it’s part of the remit if you’re in charge.” If only Tracey knew the full story. “How are you? Did you survive without me?”
Tracey wriggled one eyebrow on its own, a trick that never failed to impress Becca. “I did. I had a very good weekend, if you get my drift.”
Becca stretched her arms over her head. “Do tell,” she said through a yawn. “I promise to try to stay awake while you tell me.”
Tracey frowned. “We’re still on for tonight, right? The gig with the boys?”
Becca nodded. She might be exhausted, but a quick shower and she’d be fine. “Of course. I know this is a big deal for you, what with Justin being involved.”
Tracey grinned. “Good. I even cooked your favourite dinner so you couldn’t possibly turn me down. Or at least, if you did, you’d feel endless guilt for days.”
“I wouldn’t want that.”
“You would not.” Tracey nodded at her. “Well, aren’t you going to ask me why I had such a stellar weekend?”
“I assumed you were going to tell me.”
“You’re such a killjoy sometimes.” Tracey’s mouth curved into a smile. “I saw Justin while I was out on Saturday, and we laid the groundwork for tonight. Flirted, he bought me a drink, we kissed, then I brought him back here.”
Becca choked on some of her own saliva. It was a very unappealing habit. “You slept with him?!” she manged to choke out eventually. She was still coughing, but most of the fit had subsided.
Tracey grinned. “Well, you know. I was planning on moving in for the kill this week, but then we ran into each other on Saturday and one thing led to another.” She paused. “And he’s really lovely. We stayed here on Saturday and he went out to get breakfast in the morning. How many people are that considerate?”
Becca cast her mind to Cleo, who so far had not scored high on the morning-after stakes. The first time, she’d shrugged Becca off; the second, they’d got busted naked by their boss and things had swiftly gone downhill.
Still, those were weird times with weird circumstances. She was hoping that if they began doing this for real, things might change for the better. She had to believe they would, or their relationship was dead in the water before it even started.
Had it even started yet? Becca was fucked if she knew. When Cleo had got back this morning, she’d hardly said a word to her until they were ready to leave. Becca wanted to believe it was all fine, but their track record was hardly stellar.
Tracey was waving her index finger in front of her face. “Hello? Earth to Becca? Where were you just then? You looked really spaced out, then a bit like you’d just eaten something that tasted really weird.”
Becca shook her head, then cleared her throat. “You weren’t the only one who got lucky this weekend. I did, too. I slept with Cleo again last night.”
Tracey let out a scream. “Oh my god, and you let me prattle on about Justin and didn’t even say a word! How? Where? When? Wait, did you have sex in a tent!?”
She grinned. “A yurt, but let’s not split hairs.” Becca’s mind filled with images of Cleo last night, ending with her naked on the floor this morning when Gayle had made her impromptu entrance. Her face must have curdled, because Tracey was eyeing her with some concern.
“Why have you got that face on?” She circled a finger in front of Becca’s face.
Becca closed her eyes, shaking the image from her head. “Our US boss caught us in bed together this morning. And while Cleo was trying to cover up, I fell out of bed in front of Gayle. Naked.”
When she put it like that, she wondered if she still had a job. Good thing she was close to getting another. But what about Cleo? Becca put her head in her hands. She couldn’t think about that, on top of everything else.
“Oh. My. Fucking. God. Your big boss saw you naked?”
Becca nodded. “Although, there was a lot to look at, so I don’t presume she focused on me.”
“Shit the bed.”
“I know.” Becca’s heart was thudding in her chest just recalling this morning. During the clean-up today, she’d put it to the back of her mind and avoided Gayle as much as she could. But now, it was all falling back on top of her with some force.
Shit the bed was pretty accurate.
Tracey shook her head. “This was on the cards, though, wasn’t it?”
Becca raised an eyebrow. “Gayle seeing me naked?”
Tracey gave her a look. “No, sleeping with Cleo. There was too much between, too much left undone.” She paused. “But what happens now?”
Becca sighed. What happened next hadn’t been top of her agenda last night. That only came into clear focus this morning. “I don’t know. We haven’t chatted, but she told me this morning she knows this is something we can’t ignore. She even talked about giving up her job, but I don’t want to be the cause of that.”
Tracey frowned. “I still don’t like the sound of this. I’m playing the protective friend, but so far as I see it, the practicalities are still the same. She’s still your boss who shouldn’t be shagging you. You’re sure she didn’t just do it for another roll in the hay? Because she liked it before and wanted to do it again?”
Becca moved her mouth one way, then the other. “I don’t think so.” She hadn’t, had she? Panic slid down her body like a bucket of cold water. “She seemed very genuine this morning. Just before she kicked me out.”
Tracey threw up her hands. “For fuck’s sake, does this woman get off on doing that?”
“It’s not like it sounds—”
“I think it’s exactly as it sounds! She’s shagged you twice and kicked you out twice. Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”
Becca sighed. No matter what she did, when she scrubbed her skin every morning, the name showing up was Cleo. She was all-in, whether she liked it or not. Now she just had to wait to see which way Cleo jumped. And after this morning, she was pretty sure the answer wouldn’t take too long.
“I really like her, but I’ve no idea what’s going to happen.”
Her comment hung in the air between them.
“She won’t use this against you at work, will she?”
Becca shook her head. “She’s not like that.”
“So you keep saying. Can I make a suggestion?” Tracey’s face was etched with concern.
“Shoot.”
“You need to tell her what you want, and how you feel. The way I see it, she’s got the power in this. But I don’t want you walked over. So will you speak to her and let her know?”
“I will. But she’s not a bitch. She’s the total opposite of a bitch.” Becca knew her face had gone dreamy.
“You see, this is my worry. You’re a little bit loved-up already.” Tracey’s face softened. “So go on then, tell me. How was the sex second time around? Still as good?”
Becca’s smile extended across her face, scaffolded for all to see. “It went beyond sex. It was the best sex I’ve ever had.”
Tracey smiled then, too. It was clearly infectious. “In that case, you better get the finer details worked out, hadn’t you?”





CHAPTER 41
C leo hadn’t slept well, and now she was up a ladder at Heidi’s, painting the nursery a colour the paint can told her was Cheesy Grin. Not for the first time, she wondered how you applied for the job of chief paint namer? The key requirements appeared to be smoking as much wacky backy as possible before magicking up a slew of crack-pot names. She’d be perfect for the job and she might need a new one soon.
Heidi walked into the nursery carrying two mugs of coffee. “You missed a spot,” she said, as had been their joke all morning.
“I’ll paint your bump if you’re not careful,” Cleo replied. She got off the ladder, placing her roller carefully in its tray and took a sip of her coffee. She knew it would burn her tongue, but she did it anyway. The pain took her mind off Becca, Gayle, her job and what was going to happen. It was a welcome distraction, just like painting the nursery today.
Heidi fished in the pocket of her over-sized green cardigan and pulled out a packet of ginger nuts, pushing one up and offering it to Cleo. She took it gratefully.
“Seriously, though, you’ve got a lot done even in the last ten minutes. I should leave you alone more often. When I’m here, you just keep going on about Becca, how you might lose your job, and staring into space. I disappear, and suddenly a wall is painted.”
Cleo grinned. “It was therapeutic. Every time I thought about Gayle standing looking at us naked, my painting speed picked up a treat.”
“Use the experience, that’s the spirit.” Heidi sat on her paint-flecked wooden chair, rubbing her bump. She really could give birth any minute now.
She grinned up at Cleo. “But show me again the look on Gayle’s face when she clocked you both.” She began to giggle.
“Fuck off,” Cleo said, laughing despite herself. “I know you find this highly amusing, but I could get fired. This is an American company, after all. You know how litigious they can get. Sleeping with a junior employee is not looked on favourably for any number of reasons.”
“They need to lighten up. It’s two people who like each other getting it on. They should be all in favour of a happy workforce.”
Cleo smiled. Heidi’s way of looking at things was simple, but maybe it was also true. “I’ve played it round and round in my head and I still don’t know how it’s going to play out. I don’t want to walk away from Becca; but I’ve worked hard for my career and I don’t want to walk away from that either. Not when Gayle’s been making noises about taking early retirement and saying I might be in line for her job.”
Heidi cocked an eyebrow. “She’s a bit young to retire even if it is early, isn’t she?”
“She is, but I get the impression she wants to do something else. Employ her skills for the greater good.”
“Good for her,” Heidi said. “But it still doesn’t solve your problem. You want to keep your job and you want things to carry on with Becca.”
“Yes, but that’s impossible.”
“So what are you prepared to do?”
That was the hundred million dollar question. What was she prepared to do? Should she choose her job or a possible love match? She could get another job she was sure of that. But could she get another Becca?
“I don’t know.” Cleo took a deep breath in, putting a hand to her head.
Heidi got up, moaning as she did, and put a hand on Cleo’s arm. “You know, this little person in here,” she said, pointing at her belly. “He or she might need moral guidance one day from you.”
Cleo laughed. “Really? Moral guidance from me? Tell them they’ve knocked on the wrong door.”
Heidi let out a gurgle of laughter. “I know, I find it hard to believe, too. The thing is, though, they will. And when they come to you because they hate my guts because I’m their mother — you know that’ll happen, so don’t try to say otherwise — I want them to know they can trust you. That you did the right thing.” She paused, eyeballing Cleo. “What’s the right thing here? What does your gut tell you?”
“That I want to give Becca and I a try.” When she put it like that, it sounded simple.
Maybe because it was.
“Even though she’s a lot younger?”
Cleo nodded. “Even then.” She couldn’t ignore the pull of her heart.
“Thank god for that, you’re over your Sara block. You’ve finally worked out it wasn’t Sara’s age that was the problem.”
Heidi didn’t pull punches, did she? “Perhaps it wasn’t.”
“And what if being with Becca involves getting another job?”
Cleo winced. “I’d rather not, but if it does, it does.” The words weren’t as thorny as she thought. In fact, once she said them, they sounded right. Fully formed. What she’d been struggling to conjure up since yesterday.
Heidi gave her a soft smile. “You almost sounded convincing, but it’s a start. I know your job’s important, and I know how hard you’ve worked over the past two years, but think about what really matters. Real life is what really matters. Happiness is what really matters.” Pause. “Does Becca make you happy?”
Cleo took another deep breath. “I think she could.”
“Then maybe she needs to jump to the top of your queue.”
Cleo swallowed. Heidi had a point, didn’t she?
   
BECCA PERFORMED 20 JUMP-SQUATS, then bent over, catching her breath. That was the final exercise of their 45-minute circuit class, and she could feel every second in her muscles as they wheezed to a halt. It was just what she needed today to get over her hangover, and to stop thinking about Cleo. For a while, at least.
“I think my core just imploded.” Tracey was bent double, exhaling into the exercise mat as the crowd began leaving the room. The instructor was barking orders at them about hydrating and drinking protein shakes after class, but Becca wondered why he bothered. Unless you were trying to build muscle, no woman was going to ingest that many calories voluntarily through a protein shake.
“At least it did it quietly,” Becca said, putting an arm around her friend as they walked out of the class. The air in the large gym was crisp compared to the circuits room where they’d left everything on the mat. “Where’s Justin tonight?”
“Working — he’s got a big job on this week.” Justin worked as a music technician in a recording studio, so kept unconventional hours. “But he texted before to say he was missing me.” The grin Tracey gave her was broad.
Becca was pleased for her, but it just showed up the discrepancy between Tracey and her. Tracey had a partner who communicated and for whom their relationship was straightforward. Whereas Becca… well, she had no idea what she had. Mind-blowing sex and not much else?
They showered and changed, and then went to the cafe in the gym, as was tradition. A run and a class was always followed by an energising coffee. Tonight was Tracey’s turn to buy, and Becca checked her phone while she waited, seeing an email from the recruitment company.
She clicked, holding her breath: the start-up she’d interviewed for were offering her a job. It was more money and a more fancy job title, but those weren’t the things Becca was concerned about. If she accepted this, it meant she wasn’t working with Cleo, and then she could truly see if what they had could stand on its own. She was pretty sure it could, but she wouldn’t know until the dust had settled. And until she’d told Cleo, put all her cards on the table and asked Cleo to do the same.
Tracey sat down, groaning as she did. “My stomach is going to hurt tomorrow. Those last sets were killers.”
“But you’re still alive, and what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.” She gave Tracey a grin. “And guess what?”
“What?”
Becca held up her phone. “I’ve just been offered a job.”
Tracey stopped stirring sugar into her flat white. “Really? Awesome. Are you going to take it?”
She nodded. “More money, more responsibility, and it means I’m not working with Cleo. So long as she’s not sacked for sleeping with me, it works out, doesn’t it? And then maybe I can have a relationship where the other person texts me on a regular basis.”
Tracey eyed her as she sipped her drink. “I hope you can. I know I’ve been down on Cleo, but I’m just looking out for you. But this is clearly what you want if you’re prepared to switch jobs, so I’m behind you.” She paused. “But if she breaks your heart, I’ll break her face.”
Becca almost spat out her coffee. “Thank you, there’ll be no need for you to flail your fists.”
“I’ve been learning some moves in boxing class.” Tracey demonstrated with a couple of jabs to the air.
“I can fight my own battles.”
“I hope you won’t need to.”
Becca did, too. Just at that moment, her phone lit up. She looked down, and couldn’t stop a grin gliding onto her face. It was from Cleo. A slurry of relief poured down her. Cleo was thinking about her, too.
‘Just to let you know, I’m working from home tomorrow to prepare for my big meeting with Gayle at 2pm. I’ll let you know what happens, I promise. Cx’
Becca let out a breath and picked up her coffee, eyeing Tracey over the rim.
“Well? From the look on your face, I assume that was her?”
“It was. She’s having her meeting with the big boss tomorrow. And after that, I can tell her I’m leaving and try to sort this out.” She put a finger to her chest. “Sort us out.” Pause. “God, I hope there’s an us.” She could feel the blood flooding her cheeks.
Tracey cocked her head. “What happens if you have a new job and she’s lost hers?”
Becca recoiled. “I don’t think she’s going to lose her job. A rap on the knuckles, maybe. But if I leave, everything’s made easier, isn’t it? That’s truly putting my cards on the table, showing her where I stand.”
Tracey gave her a slow nod. “It is. And maybe she might come through with her side of the bargain, too. This text is a good start.” She sat forward. “I’ll allow you to be 50% hopeful now. Who knows, she might even reach the heights of Justin, soon.”
“That would be some elevation,” Becca replied with a smile. “First of all, I just need the meeting to go well tomorrow to smooth the way for later. Something has to start going right for us soon, right?”
Becca had everything crossed: her fingers, her hopes, and her heart.





CHAPTER 42
“C leo, good to speak to you.” Gayle was readjusting her screen and clearing her throat, trying to get settled. This wasn’t, after all, a run-of-the-mill meeting. Not after what had happened at the festival. “Sorry I couldn’t chat earlier. It’s been manic since I got back and I wanted to speak to HR to get our official position.”
Cleo’s skin prickled all over. HR were involved? This was reaching levels she hoped they would avoid. Her heart was beating at double-speed, and she was sure a rosy hue was creeping up her neck. She should have put more foundation on.
Gayle peered closer at the screen. “Nice tiles by the way — my sister has the same ones. Isn’t that crazy that you’re in London, she’s in Florida, yet you have the same tiles?”
Cleo nodded, even though the tiles weren’t her doing and she hated them. They’d just been part of the flat when she’d bought it two years ago, and she hadn’t got around to replacing them yet. Maybe that’s something she could do when she was unemployed. Which was going to be very soon.
“Before you give the HR verdict, I just want to say I’m sorry you had to find out about Becca and I the way you did.” She kept her face straight, her hands still. “It was unfortunate and I apologise. It hasn’t been going on long, but I understand there’s a conflict of interest, being she’s in my department. I’m not sure what that means, but I know it might not have the outcome I want.” She cleared her throat, sitting up. “However, this thing between Becca and I isn’t going away, so I’d like to see if we can find a way to make it work. But if I need to resign, I understand that, too.”
Cleo had talked about resigning with Heidi last night, but her friend had told her not to jump the gun, to wait and see what her boss said first. As Heidi pointed out, Cleo had worked hard to get to where she was over the past few years; there was no need to shoot herself in the foot if it wasn’t necessary.
Gayle poked her tongue into the side of her cheek, and then adjusted the screen again, tilting her head to one side. “I won’t lie by saying you sleeping with one of your staff is ideal, but we don’t want to lose you. It’s not like you do this every day, after all, and you’re highly regarded.”
Cleo blew out a long breath. Okay, perhaps this wasn’t going to be as bad as she thought. Tendrils of hope began to spring inside her. Perhaps Heidi had been right. She normally was.
“I want you to know that Becca and I met the weekend before she started, and something happened. When she turned up in my department, I was gobsmacked. I had no idea she’d be working with me. We both agreed nothing further could happen, and she’s been incredible, as I’m sure you know.”
Gayle nodded. “I do. All my dealings with her have been superb.”
Cleo could feel another blush seeping into her cheeks, along with pride at how awesome Becca was. “However, the night of the festival, we were on a high and one thing led to another.”
Gayle smiled. “You’re both adults and I’m not here to pass judgement on who you get together with in your private life.” She paused. “However, if that impacts on the business, it’s no good. Do I think you can carry on in your role with Becca under you?”
Cleo tried not to focus on her turn of phrase. She didn’t quite manage it.
“It’s not ideal. If you’re involved at all in her expenses, holiday or pay, we prefer there to be nothing personal between employees.” She paused. “However, you’re not her line manager, and if we could put some other barriers between you, perhaps that would work. So your paths truly didn’t cross much at all.”
Cleo frowned. “What do you mean exactly?”
“You’ve been climbing the ladder in this company ever since you arrived. You know you’re well thought of, and the festival has only sent your star into orbit.” She tapped her finger on her desk before looking directly at the camera.
“I don’t want you to leave just because of this. It’s not the 1900s and you can sleep with whoever you want to, but I understand you might not want to be seen to be having favourites.”
“Exactly that. I don’t want anybody questioning my choices based on who I’m in a relationship with. Hence doing this call from home as nobody else knows yet.” Cleo hadn’t wanted to run the risk of Mika or anyone else walking in on her Skype call.
“Apart from the other person, right?”
Cleo smiled. “Apart from one.” An image of Becca laughing and throwing her head back swooshed through her vision, but she ignored it.
“So what if I offered you a promotion? Took you off this team entirely and moved you into the upper echelons. I know you report in to me now, but this would be a step up, I promise you. It would also mean me moving sideways a little, which I’m very happy to do — so you’d be taking on more responsibility. More staff. You’d also get a place on the board. It would mean more travel for you, which is why I was going to ask if you would consider moving here. But that part is completely up to you. It would be easier, but I know it’s a big ask. If you decide not to, it would mean coming to Boston for longer stints.” She paused. “What do you say?”
What did she say? Cleo’s head was spinning. A wave of emotion crept up her and she suddenly had the thought she might cry.
She couldn’t cry, she had to hold it together. She took a deep breath before replying.
“Wow,” she said. “I’m flattered, really. Of all the things I expected you to say today, giving me a promotion wasn’t on the list. Sacking me was right up there, though.” She’d been fully prepared for that option, and she would have understood completely.
“If this was a regular thing, maybe. But I know you, Cleo, and this isn’t your normal style. I was going to offer you this promotion next year, because you’ve earned it. But after Monday, I knew you might resign — you’re principled, after all — so I decided to move up my offer to get your attention and make you think. This way, you’d still have a job, Becca would still have a job, and then things between you could carry on as you see fit.”
She looked embarrassed by saying the last bit, taking a drink of water. This was an odd situation for Cleo, but it was equally odd for Gayle.
Cleo blinked, as her insides began leaping around, twirling batons and performing high-fives. This was the promotion she wanted, the one she’d had her eye on for a while. However, she’d thought it was still a couple of years off. Apparently she’d been wrong.
“I’m a bit stunned, but my initial tentative answer is that I’m interested, of course I am. I’d be mad not to.”
Gayle grinned for the first time today. “That’s what I was hoping you’d say. I’ve told you before I have other things I want to do while I’m still young enough, and I wanted to talk to you about this next time you were over. But hell, we can speed things up a little. My plan is to oversee you getting comfortable in the job, but within a year or so, I’ll be gone and my job will be yours.”
Yep, Cleo was still stunned.
“But does this sort out the issue completely? I mean, I’d still be in the same department.”
Cleo had been avoiding Becca since the festival, wanting to sort everything out in her own mind and with Gayle before she spoke to her.
Gayle held up her hand and waved it left, then right. “You won’t have any direct contact, that’ll be down to whoever you put in charge. Mika, if you think she’s ready. With that in place, just get Mika to make any decisions that involve Becca. Bottom line is, I know relationships start at work, it happens. Apparently yours started before that. I’m not going to say this one didn’t surprise me, but it’s none of my business as long as you don’t make it so.” Gayle gave Cleo a smile. “And she must be quite special if you were prepared to put your job on the line.”
Cleo couldn’t help the smile that spread across her face. “It’s early days, but she is. I know there’s an age gap and we might surprise people, but this wasn’t something we did lightly. But I have to give this a try, to see where it goes. She’s totally worth it.”
As soon as she said it, she knew it was the truth. Becca was worth it. Worth losing her job over. Worth losing sleep over. Worth it, so long as she was back in Cleo’s arms again soon.
“Good for you, then I’m right behind you.” She paused. “But can you keep it under wraps till this all goes through the board? Once you’re officially promoted, I don’t see an issue. Workplace relationships are more common than you think.”
Cleo nodded. “Understood. And thanks for your understanding and your faith in me.”
Gayle gave her a wink then. An actual wink! “I have complete faith in you and have been singing your praises since we got back. Everyone experienced the festival, so they know as well. Wait till you see the compensation. Look out for an email from me, soon.”
The call ended and Cleo sat back, flipping her head backwards and staring at the ceiling. In her wildest dreams, she couldn’t have expected the call would go so well. She still had a job, she even had a promotion. She was still trying to wrap her head around that.
Now she just had to hope that Becca approved of her new situation and wanted to give them a go.
She’d never wished for something so much in her entire life.





CHAPTER 43
It’d been two days since they woke up together in a cloud of bliss, but that cloud had turned grey and was threatening to engulf her now. Becca knew the plan, knew what she had to say, but it was easier said than done. She’d run through the conversation in her head a few times, but now she hadn’t heard from Cleo and it had been two hours since her meeting with Gayle.
Was she at home, newly unemployed, lying on her bed and staring at the ceiling? Was she wondering how she’d ever let herself get to this stage in her life? Was she thinking it wasn’t worth the hassle, and at this moment, planning to run away to Bali for three months? All these thoughts and more had been pulsing through Becca’s brain all day long. All of which meant, she hadn’t been as productive as she usually was.
Now, Becca just wanted to see Cleo or speak to her. Tell her she was leaving. Get the words out, finally.
Just when Becca was starting to give up hope, her phone pinged at 4.30pm. It was a text from Cleo.
‘The meeting is done. A drink tonight so I can fill you in? Cx’

SO NOW, Becca was waiting in a tapas bar near to where they lived, twisting her Spanish beer in her hand, knowing tonight could change everything. She really hadn’t gone into this job thinking she’d meet someone who mattered, but that’s what had happened.
And now she had to leave that job and take another so it could come true.
Everyone told her she couldn’t have it all, but Becca begged to differ. When she saw Cleo round the corner and walk into the bar, all thoughts of ‘what if’ fled her mind.
All Becca could see was this stunning vision walking towards her, and she noticed now what she’d noticed the moment they’d met at the wedding: the flash of autumn in her eyes, the confident smile, the way she could wear anything and it looked incredible. Although, having seen her naked, that was pretty incredible, too.
Cleo’s gaze was all on her when she arrived, and their lips met with no hesitation, Becca lingering for a few seconds afterwards to breathe in Cleo’s sweet smell, the shape of her.
“You look amazing,” Becca said, as Cleo sat down opposite her.
The waiter came and she ordered a glass of Merlot, then turned back to Becca.
“Although I was starting to wonder if I was ever going to see you again.”
Cleo gave her a dazzling smile. “I know and I’m sorry. I had a lot to work out and I wanted to do it in my own space, get things clear in my head first.”
The muscles in Becca’s neck stiffened. What did that mean?
Cleo leaned forward and rested a hand on Becca’s leg. “It’s a good thing, so stop looking so worried.”
Becca stared at her hand. She never wanted her to move it. Okay, deep breath in. “I have news, too,” she said. “But you go first.”
Brace, brace. Whatever came out of Cleo’s mouth, she had to remain calm.
“I got promoted today.”
Becca blinked. “What?” Those weren’t the words she’d expected to fall from Cleo’s mouth. “After catching us both naked, Gayle promoted you? What the actual fuck?” This might even top her resigning news.
“I know.” Cleo shook her head. “I mean, I was expecting the worst. She consulted HR, and I didn’t know which way it was going to fall. I even told her I was prepared to resign. But then she told me she’d been intending to promote me next year, but after this came out,” Cleo waved a finger between the pair of them, “she stepped up her offer. If we’re involved, it’s not ideal for us to be working so closely. Now we won’t be.”
Wow. The past two days Becca had been thinking the worst, when all along Cleo had been taking huge steps to secure their future. She was even prepared to give up her job for her.
Suddenly, Becca’s heart was wearing a smile. Whatever happened from now on, she knew Tracey had been wrong.
Cleo wasn’t a game-player. Thank fuck.
“I’d say you need to buy Gayle a bottle of single malt at least. It’s what she drinks, right?”
Cleo nodded.
Becca sat back, shaking her head, a grin on her face. “But… congratulations. It might be unexpected, but it’s pretty epic.”
“It is,” Cleo replied. “It’s still sinking in, it’s not quite real yet.” She glanced up at Becca, and held her stare, her eyes shining.
A tide of lust fizzed down Becca, and she swallowed hard. “You deserve it.”
Cleo blushed and looked away, clearing her throat. “But you said you had news, too?”
Becca took a deep breath. “I do.” She cleared her throat. “I’m resigning.” Becca pressed her finger to her chest. “I’ve got a new job lined up to convince you to give us a go.”
Now it was Cleo’s turn to look confused. “What? No, we don’t want to lose you.”
“It’s not your decision.”
Cleo shook her head. “But you don’t have to. Me getting promoted means we won’t be working together on a daily basis.” She leaned forward. “I was candid with Gayle, I told her we wanted to be in a relationship, but she already had this plan up her sleeve so that we could both still keep our jobs and not have a conflict of interest.” She paused. “It’s kinda batshit-crazy my boss would do this for me. I almost wanted to cry.”
“It is crazy,” Becca said, smiling. “Did Gayle say anything else?”
Cleo blew out a long breath. “She was supportive. Surprised, but supportive.” A pained smile. “It also might mean moving to the US, but not necessarily. That bit’s up to me.” She paused, looking Becca in the eye. “And maybe you, if you want it to be.”
Becca took a sip of beer, her head now totally spinning. Up to her, too?
“But it solves the issue of us working together.” Cleo paused. “If you stay.”
Becca shook her head. “It doesn’t really. We’d still be in the same company, in the same department. What solves it is me leaving.”
Cleo furrowed her brow. “How much contact do you have with Gayle? The run-up to the festival wasn’t normal.”
“Enough,” Becca replied. “Enough to know that if you’re the new Gayle, any promotion I got would always be bathed in what I might have done to get it. Which is why I’ve accepted a job with a new start-up, and I’m officially resigning.” Saying the words to Cleo made her feel more in control. “I was going to tell you this morning, but then you weren’t in the office.”
“I don’t want you to leave.”
“Do you want us to happen?” Becca had no idea where this steel was coming from, but she liked it. Even though her heart was thudding in her chest.
Cleo took a deep breath, then gave her a slow nod. “More than anything.”
“Then I need to leave. And deep down, you know that.”
So far, there had been far too much talking and not enough kissing. Becca moved her chair towards Cleo and pulled her closer, kissing her lips.
If their sentences so far had been stuttering, this was language that had no disconnect. When Cleo’s lips were on hers, the whole world made more sense. But would she be sticking around long enough to press them to Becca’s lips for good? Becca pushed her negative thoughts aside and sank into Cleo’s kiss: its warmth, its strength, its connection.
Cleo pulled back, her conker-brown eyes still caressing Becca’s skin. “We’re kinda like Romeo and Juliet, both falling on our sword for love. Both trying to resign, and our bosses fighting for us.”
“Are you not accepting my resignation?”
Cleo gave her a stare, then shook her head. “I’ll do whatever you want me to.”
“Then accept it.”
Her phone ringing broke the moment. Cleo glanced down at the screen, then answered immediately.
“Uh-huh,” she said, sitting up straighter. “Just now?” Brisk nodding. “Are you at home?” Pause. “No, I’ll come to you, just wait there. No, don’t call an ambulance, it’ll be quicker if I pick you up. Just stay put, the cavalry is on its way.”
Cleo was standing before she’d even hung up, fishing in her pocket and giving the passing waiter £20 and telling him to keep the change.
“That was Heidi. Her water’s broken, so I’ve gotta go.”
Becca stood up, too. “I’ll come with you. I’ve had experience of women when they’re about to give birth with my sisters, so I’m a useful ally to have.”
Cleo paused. “I don’t know, Heidi might just want it to be me. Plus, it’s going to be a lot of waiting around.”
“I’m not planning on coming into the birth with you; I’ll just come to support you. If I don’t come, I’ll just be wondering what’s happening, and I can be company for you, too. Plus, I’m very good at getting coffee.” Becca paused. “And this is the kind of thing you do in a relationship, by the way. Support each other.”
Cleo weighed that up, then gave her a curt nod and a quick kiss. “Come on, then,” she said, taking her hand.
They ran down the High Street, the slap of their feet on the hard concrete mingling with the smells of the fried chicken shop where they’d shared their first meal, and the roar of the pub crowd as somebody scored a goal on TV. They ran past the local estate agents, crossed at the green man and then raced through the park, Cleo grinning at Becca as her breath came in short, dragging gasps. Becca liked to think she was fit, but this was testing her sprinting skills.
When they got to Cleo’s flat, she fished out her car keys and they both climbed into her silver Lexus. It was only when Becca clicked her seatbelt into place she realised there was a problem.
Cleo was pressing the ignition but nothing was happening.
“Come on,” she said, her breathing still ragged, her patience shortening.
Becca kept quiet.
Cleo pressed the ignition again. Still nothing. She slammed the wheel with her palms. “Godammit, why is this playing up now?”
She was grinding her teeth together, then checked her phone. “Fuck. Heidi’s going to be freaking out, and my very expensive car isn’t playing ball.”
Becca took her phone out and dialled Tracey’s number, while Cleo frowned at her.
“Trace — you at home?”
“Yep.”
“Emergency situation. Can we borrow your car and you?”
“Of course,” she said. “Now?”
Becca nodded. “Can you be in the driving seat and ready to go in five minutes? We’re running from Cleo’s. Her friend’s in labour.”
“Fuck,” Tracey said. “Sure, let me grab my keys.”
Becca hung up. “Sorted — we’ll run round to mine and Tracey will drive.”
Cleo stared at her. “You’re fucking incredible.”
“Remember that,” she said, leaning over for another kiss.
They raced down the street, the brisk May evening closing in around them, dusk settling on the rows of tall mansion houses. When they rounded the corner, Tracey was leaning against her blue Fiesta, her arms resting on its roof. When she saw them, she grinned, as they skidded to a halt in front of her.
“Ready? This is like some kind of comedy film, isn’t it?”
“It doesn’t feel very comedic right at this moment,” Cleo replied, breathless.
Becca went to get in the back seat of the car, as did Cleo, their bodies colliding, arms encircling until they ended up in an impromptu dance.
When Becca realised what was happening, she couldn’t help but laugh. “I know you’re keen on dancing, but I’m not sure this is the time.”
Cleo laughed now, too, and Becca could see some of the tension seep from her body. “You’re right. We’ll save it till we get to the hospital.”
Somewhere nearby, a throat was being cleared. “Whenever you two are ready,” Tracey said, sarcasm drenching her words.
Becca smiled so hard her face clicked.
“Get in the front seat,” she told Cleo.
Cleo raised an eyebrow. “Bossy. I like it.”





CHAPTER 44
They raced round to Heidi’s flat in record time, Tracey knowing all the back roads and ignoring speed limits like a boss. Cleo told her if she ever tired of being an accountant, racing driver could well be her back-up plan. Tracey seemed pretty pleased with that summation.
When Tracey cut the engine, Cleo jumped out of the Fiesta and ran up the path to Heidi’s building, closely followed by Becca. She rang the doorbell and waited patiently, but nothing. She hopped from foot to foot, blood rushing about her body — why wasn’t she answering?
“You wanna ring her?”
Cleo nodded. Heidi answered in two rings.
“Why aren’t you answering — we’re outside and ringing the doorbell.”
“Because I can’t fucking move!” Heidi replied, her voice cracking. “Something is going seriously wrong, this isn’t how they described it in those classes we took.”
Panic slithered through Cleo. “Okay, calm down.” Which was obviously the worst thing she could possibly say. Cleo wasn’t calm, so why would Heidi be? “Tell me what’s going on. Why can’t you get to the door?”
“Because it’s too painful, the contractions are coming too quickly… Owwwwww!”
Cleo held the phone from her ear as Heidi’s voice bled out of it. She covered the receiver. “She’s having very close contractions and she can’t get to the door,” she told Becca, before sizing up the door. “You reckon we can break it down?”
Becca grimaced. She didn’t look confident. “We could try.” She pulled herself up to her full height, and with a small run-up, crashed the side of her body against the door. It didn’t budge, and Becca came away holding her shoulder. “Ouch,” she said.
Cleo put the phone back to her ear. “Heidi?”
“Yeeeeeeeeees?”
“We’re going to try to force the door, so I’ll call you back in a minute, okay?”
Cleo stuffed the phone into her pocket, then braced herself, before crashing her body against the door. She cried out as pain shot down her right side. The door wasn’t budging.
Think, what should we do?
“Should we call an emergency locksmith to come out and undo the lock?”
Cleo processed Becca’s suggestion, still clutching her shoulder. Then she grinned at Becca, before taking her face in her hands and kissing her lips. “You’re a fucking genius, you know that?” Cleo called up Google on her phone and searched emergency locksmiths.
Footsteps coming up the path made her look up from her task.
It was Tracey. “Are you trying to force the door?”
Cleo nodded. “But after nearly breaking both our shoulders, we’re looking up locksmiths.”
Tracey reached in her back pocket and pulled out a Swiss Army Knife. “No need.” She stepped up to the door, popped out the small nail file option, and within seconds it was open, Tracey standing back with a butter-wouldn’t-melt look on her face.
Becca was gaping at her friend. “Where the fuck did you learn that?”
Tracey gave her a shrug and a grin. “I once dated a slightly shady lady, and I picked up some tricks. Let’s leave it at that.”
Becca was shaking her head. “Oh no, I want the full story. But let’s deal with Heidi first.”
Cleo ran past them and up the stairs to Heidi’s first-floor flat, and began banging on the door, but then stopped. When Tracey arrived, she worked her magic once more — to more bemused looks from Cleo and Becca — and then they were inside, Cleo leading the way to the lounge, but Heidi was nowhere to be seen.
“Heidi!” Her voice echoed around the lounge. She wasn’t in the kitchen, either, so Cleo sprang down the hallway to her bedroom, calling her name again.
She wasn’t in there either. Which only left the bathroom.
She knocked on the closed door. “Heidi?”
“Yes, I’m in here!”
Cleo tried the handle: it wasn’t locked. But when she walked in, Heidi was lying on the floor, stark naked, legs apart, clutching her stomach.
Cleo’s stomach dropped as she looked a little closer. Hang on, was that the baby’s head already popping out? It looked like it.
She turned back to Becca and Tracey, who were right behind her. “She’s naked, so give us a second, okay?”
Nods as they both stepped back, both blowing out long breaths as if they were the ones in labour.
Cleo slipped inside and closed the door, kneeling beside her friend, who was screaming out again.
“It really fucking hurts!” Heidi scrunched her face in pain.
Cleo put an arm around her, Heidi’s nakedness blurring into the background. The most important thing now was making her friend comfortable and getting her to a hospital. But then it dawned on Cleo as she looked down once more.
It was too late to go to a hospital, wasn’t it?
Fuck a bloody duck.
“Okay, remember your breathing. Remember what Innes said? Smooth motions, concentrate on just your breath, nothing else.”
“Fuck Innes, what did she know? How can I concentrate on my breathing when I’ve got a bowling ball coming out of my vagina?”
It was a fair point.
“Just try, okay?” Cleo stroked Heidi’s brow. It was covered in sweat.
She had another contraction.
More groans.
“Why are you on the bathroom floor naked, though?”
Heidi winced, and cradled her bump. “I wanted to clean up after my water broke, but then the contractions just started coming. This is not how it’s meant to be… Oooooooooooooooooow!”
A knock on the door.
“Yes?”
“Can we do anything?” It was Becca’s voice.
Could they? Cleo had no idea. She turned to Heidi. “Becca and her flatmate Tracey are here, just to let you know. You want them to get you a top?”
Heidi grimaced. “They could. In my chest of drawers, second drawer down. Get them to get a T-shirt.”
“Is it okay if they come in?”
“I’m sure they’ve seen a naked woman before.”
Cleo’s heart lurched. “Everything’s going to be fine, you know. I love you and your baby is going to be fine.”
Heidi clutched her arm. “I’m scared.”
Cleo kissed the top of her head. “I know. But just be calm, remember to breathe and we’ll get through this together, okay?”
Heidi looked into her eyes, then nodded as her face screwed up again and she screamed. “Fucking hell, this kid’s in a fucking huuuuuuuuurry!”
Cleo tightened her grip on Heidi, calling out to Becca to open the door. She popped her head around it, her eyes widening when she saw the scene.
“So, here’s the plan. Can you get a T-shirt from Heidi’s second drawer of her chest in her bedroom, and also get water, and towels. And call an ambulance.” She looked down at Heidi. “Your towels are where?”
“Boiler cupboard in the hallway.” She glanced up. “Hi again, Becca.”
Becca gave a little wave. “Hi,” she said, before turning back to Cleo. “Okay, I’m on it. How’s she doing?”
“She’s having contractions every few minutes, so I’d say we’re very close to having a baby. I’m crossing everything the ambulance gets here before that happens, but it’s a long shot.” She blew out a breath. “Make the call and hurry back, please?”
Becca nodded. “I’ll be back before you know it.”
She gave Cleo a heart-stopping grin, and a flood of contentment rushed through Cleo.
She was beyond glad she’d gone against her first instincts and had let Becca come with her, because now she had backup. She didn’t have to do this alone.
Plus, without Tracey, they’d still be standing on the street.
   
THE AMBULANCE TEAM arrived with minutes to spare, saving Cleo and Becca from delivering Heidi’s baby on her bathroom floor with their bare hands. Instead, Heidi’s head was propped on Cleo’s thighs as she gave her final push, delivering a baby girl into the world at 8.04pm — just 20 minutes after Tracey had performed her door-jacking magic.
The screams from the baby’s tiny lungs pierced the air in the bathroom and made everyone still and silent for a moment, before Heidi burst into tears, closely followed by Cleo.
It was Becca who snipped the umbilical cord — Heidi not wanting Cleo to move — and then Heidi’s baby was placed on her chest, now covered in a PJ Harvey T-shirt. Heidi kissed her still-sticky head, proclaiming her perfect.
Cleo exchanged a glance with Becca, her emotions so whipped and thick, they could stand up on their own. Cleo had experienced many things in life, but never this. Never a birth.
She’d always considered it messy and not something for her. Her stance hadn’t shifted, but looking at Heidi’s new baby, she could see how you could get carried away and want to keep experiencing this over and over again. She was currently in the birth bubble, where everything seemed incredible and where she was only experiencing joy.
They all piled into the ambulance, with Tracey saying she’d follow in her car. Heidi wanted Cleo close, and Cleo didn’t want Becca going anywhere. The doors slammed, and the sirens blared as they sped through the London streets, the three of them with smiles so wide, it was like they were in a secret cult of their own. A baby cult.
Heidi was laid on the trolley, an insane grin on her face. “Oh my god, I’ve got a fucking baby!”
“Yes you do. Now you just need to decide on a name,” Cleo said. “Obviously after one of us. Or perhaps Tracey, seeing as without her, you’d have had this baby on your own.”
“Don’t,” Heidi said, shaking her head. “I’ve got a few ideas, but I wanted to see what she looked like first.” Heidi peered down at her tiny head, moving up and down as she slept. “Does she look like a Maya to you?”
Cleo smiled. “After your mum? You know what, she does.”
Heidi sighed. “That’s it, then. Welcome to the world, Maya Jessica Hughes.”





CHAPTER 45
Two hours later, Cleo and Becca were stood outside the hospital, staring up at the inky night sky. An ambulance pulled in somewhere close by; Cleo could hear its siren call. There were no stars out tonight, London’s population cancelling them out. Cleo remembered being in Spain with Sara years ago, somewhere remote near the south coast, and being able to see the whole Milky Way. It had been incredible. She’d love to take Becca there one day.
Cleo sucked on her cigarette and blew out the smoke. She had to give up again soon, she knew that. However, normality was on hold today. So far, she’d feared the worst but been promoted, got her girl and witnessed a birth. It wasn’t your typical Wednesday.
Cleo put one foot flat against the brick wall of the hospital behind her and squeezed Becca’s hand tight.
Beside her, Becca shivered.
“You want my coat?” Cleo asked. “We could share it, five minutes each.”
Becca shook her head. “I’ll be fine, I’m used to it.”
“So this wasn’t quite the evening I had in mind, just so you know.”
Becca smiled. “No? It’s pretty unique, I’ll give you that. I haven’t delivered a baby before on a first date.”
“Our relationship so far doesn’t really seem to have followed convention though, does it?”
Becca laughed. “You could say that.”
“I was just thinking about when it might settle down, when we might be able to have a normal date.”
Becca turned her body towards Cleo, and Cleo did the same, stubbing out her cigarette.
“When you give up, I’ll talk.”
Cleo’s eyes widened in surprise. “I thought you liked me smoking?”
A shake of the head. “I like it occasionally, but not all the time. And it’s getting to be more of a habit lately.”
“Not my fault. Blame Heidi. And the stress of us.” Cleo paused, looking Becca in the eye. “But that’s all gone now, hasn’t it?”
“Depends,” Becca replied. “Are you accepting my resignation?”
Cleo squeezed her hand, her heart booming. “Of course I am. I want to keep you, and if that’s how I do it, resignation accepted.”
“And you’re sure you want to get together with someone younger than you? You were dead set against it when I met you. If we’re getting involved, I want to be clear.”
Becca was frowning, and Cleo wanted to change that, pronto. “Have I mentioned you’re so wise and also very bossy?”
That made her smile, and Cleo brought Becca’s fingers to her lips and kissed them one by one before replying. “You’re not Sara, I get that now. I was avoiding younger women because of her, but you’re you. Gorgeous, intelligent, sexy you. The fact you’re younger is irrelevant. So yes, I’m over it.”
“Okay,” Becca replied, sounding almost convinced. “But you still might be moving to Boston.”
Oh yes, that. “We’ll talk about it. Just know, I want you to be my girlfriend.” Cleo coughed. That sounded a bit formal, like she was going to ask for her hand in marriage. Nevertheless, it needed to be said. Too much had been left unsaid, and she wanted to change that.
“Do you want to be my girlfriend?”
A soft smile crossed Becca’s face. “Of course I do.”
“Then I promise, I won’t make any decisions without consulting you. And I’m not about to run off to Boston anytime soon. If I do, it’ll most likely be in a year, when Gayle leaves. And by then, who knows? You might want to come, too.”
Becca smiled at that. “We haven’t even gone on a proper date yet and you’re moving me to the US?”
Cleo gave her a grin. “What can I say? I like to plan ahead. Do we have a deal? I won’t run away and you agree to be my girlfriend? Say yes, otherwise I sound really desperate and sad.”
Becca’s hand skated up Cleo’s body and drew her in, finally cracking a proper smile. “I don’t want you being desperate or sad, so okay,” she said. “I’ll be your girlfriend.” Pause. “Do I get a promise ring or something?”
Cleo laughed. “Maybe in a year if you play your cards right.”
Becca gave her a grin, before leaning in and placing a kiss on Cleo’s lips. She followed that up by sliding her tongue along Cleo’s bottom lip, making Cleo’s head spin. Becca did things to her she’d forgotten were even possible. How could she have forgotten how good it felt to be kissed like this? Kissed so that her whole body lit up; kissed until every hair on her head swayed with the ferocity of it.
Kissed until all semblance of sense had long since fled her body, rendering her a jumbled mess.
When Becca pulled back and gave her that special smile, the one she liked to think was just for her, Cleo’s heart wanted to burst with joy.
And then it hit her. She was falling in love, wasn’t she?
Fuck a bloody duck.





CHAPTER 46
Becca handing in her notice had caused a stir at work, particularly after such a successful first three months. Mika took it personally, so much so that Cleo had to call her into her office to explain the situation. Apparently, Mika was completely blindsided and thought Cleo was joking at first. It was only when Cleo insisted, and told her she’d tried to resign, too, that Mika finally took her seriously.
However, a couple of weeks later, Becca knew it had been the right move. She hadn’t realised how tightly wound she’d been until the weight had been lifted. They still hadn’t told everyone else about their relationship, but Becca was far more relaxed at work now she knew she was leaving. She couldn’t wait till they could come out completely. Becca wanted to shout it from the rooftops.
Today, she was introducing Cleo to her family officially as her girlfriend, and she was surprisingly nervous as they walked up to her parents’ house. She had no idea why. She’d introduced women in the past, but perhaps never one this solid, even though they’d only been together two weeks. Becca felt like she’d known Cleo far longer, that this was someone who truly mattered. What that meant in the bigger picture she hadn’t truly pondered just yet.
“Ready to face your clan with me by your side?” Cleo asked as they waited for the door to be opened. She was looking gorgeous again, in white trousers and a crisp lemon shirt — suitably summery for May.
“As I’ll ever be,” Becca said, as her mum opened the door and gave them both a welcome hug. “There you are, guests of honour!” she said. “Your brother’s already here, charming everyone,” she told Cleo.
Since the wedding, Duncan had snuck onto everybody’s invite list. He’d finally moved out of Cleo’s spare room, but there was no way she was getting rid of him that easily.
“And his wife is just delightful. I’m so pleased they’re back together again.”
“She’s a glutton for punishment,” Cleo replied, giving Martha a bottle of Pinot Grigio and a box of Heroes. She’d pondered getting posher chocolates, but then decided everybody loved Heroes.
“My favourite!” Martha declared. “I’ll keep those to eat while I’m watching my Sunday film later. I might even let Roger have one.”
They went through to the garden, where the sisters were gathered, Duncan holding court. When he saw Cleo he rushed over, scooping up first her, then Becca.
“My two favourites!” he said. “How are you getting on without me in the house to chaperone? Having sex on the kitchen table and the hallway, I hope.”
Heat sprang to Becca’s cheeks. They hadn’t done the hallway, but the kitchen had been well and truly crossed off their list a couple of times. She exchanged a knowing smile with Cleo, which Duncan caught.
“I knew it!” he crowed, just as a woman Becca didn’t know drew up beside him. “This is my wife, Michelle. This is Cleo’s new partner, Becca,” he told her.
Michelle gave Becca a warm smile and a firm shake of the hand.
Becca liked her instantly. “Lovely to meet the woman who inspired Duncan turning into London’s favourite love hero.”
Michelle let out a bark of laughter. “Turning into a lunatic, more like. Still, I knew that when I married him. I’d just forgotten he had it in him. He hasn’t stopped going on about you since he came home, so it’s lovely to meet you, too.”
Cleo stepped forward and gave Michelle a hug. “Thanks for taking him back. You’ll never know how grateful I am.”
“I was hoping we could make this a regular arrangement? You can have him for two months every year?”
Cleo was shaking her head before Michelle had finished her sentence. “No thanks. But work on Martha — she’s got a spare room and she loves Duncan.”
Michelle grinned. “I hear Heidi had her baby.”
“Little girl. She called her Maya, which is pretty cool.”
“It is.” Michelle paused. “How’s she coping?”
“She’s doing well. The baby’s not sleeping, which she’s pretty upset about as she ordered a non-screaming one, but after some persuasion she’s decided to stick with her and not send her back.”
“Good start,” Michelle replied, taking Duncan’s hand in hers. “We might even think about having a baby now we’re having sex again, won’t we?”
If they’d discussed this beforehand, Duncan was doing a good job of hiding it. His face was a picture, and both Becca and Cleo struggled to hold in their laughter.
“A baby Duncan in the world. Are we ready for that?” Cleo asked, taking Becca’s hand in hers.
Michelle reached up and squeezed Duncan’s pink cheek. “I think it’d be so cute, just like Duncan.” She turned back to Cleo and Becca. “Duncan tells me Becca’s resigned so you can be together? I think that’s so romantic.”
Becca nodded. “One more week till I leave and then I can totally relax. It’s weird waking up with Cleo in the morning, then pretending there’s nothing between us all day.”
“I’m going to miss you, though,” Cleo said, with a pout. “Nadia simply isn’t such good eye candy.”
“You’ll have to hire a suitable replacement then, won’t you?” Becca told her, leaning in to graze her lips. “Although not too suitable, obviously.”
Cleo pulled her closer, kissing her again. “Nothing compares to you,” she said.
“Get a room, Sinead,” Duncan replied.
   
THE FAMILY SUNDAY lunch went well, the usual mix of jokes, noise and inappropriate comments — including one from Siobhan about Cleo’s age. She really needed to know when to shut her mouth, but Becca guessed it wasn’t going to happen any time soon. Luckily, her new girlfriend was taking it all in her stride.
Girlfriend. Becca liked the sound of that a lot. After months out of the game — and then months in limbo — finally getting to be open and honest with Cleo was a breath of fresh air. And now they were back at Cleo’s, where they’d been spending a whole lot of their time ever since Duncan moved out, seeing as it was a space that was just theirs.
Tracey had told her she was fine with the arrangement as it gave her time with Justin, so it suited everybody. Becca and Tracey had now taken to arranging dates of their own so they saw each other regularly, now they were irregular flatmates.
The talk at lunch had turned to Jess and Lucy’s wedding and how that was going — Becca had confirmed that after a few false starts, things were back on track. Just six weeks to the big day, and she couldn’t wait for it to happen so she could show off all her little touches.
But there was still one outstanding box to close, and for some reason, Becca was shy to do so.
No time like the present.
“Cleo,” she began, clearing her throat as Cleo turned to her.
“Tea? Beer? Wine?” Cleo clearly wasn’t in a decision-making mood today.
“Wine,” Becca said. They’d only been together a couple of weeks, but she was already accustomed to the cadence of their relationship roles. Cleo offered choices, Becca chose. Becca was fine with that.
“So you know Jess and Lucy’s wedding?”
Cleo nodded. “I think your mum wants an invite, by the way. She knows all the details and she’s dying to come to a lesbian wedding.”
“Don’t you start. What is it with calling it a lesbian wedding. It’s a wedding, Mother!” Becca had tried to drill that into her mum, but it didn’t stop her using the incorrect term time and time again.
“Anyway, I’ve been meaning to ask — I have a plus one for it, and I’d love to take you if you’re interested.”
Cleo turned, the warmth of her smile bathing Becca’s face. “You sure you wouldn’t rather take Martha?”
Becca grinned. “I could, but I have plans for a slow dance later, and I’m not sure she’d be up for it.”
That turned Cleo’s smile up to a ten. “Well if there’s dancing, count me in,” she replied, grabbing the wine from the fridge. “White?”
Becca nodded, sitting down at Cleo’s kitchen table, relief running through her. She wasn’t sure why she’d been so bothered about asking — perhaps because it would be their first public outing as a couple? Or because she was working?
“I might be absent for a lot of the day, but Jess and Lucy were insistent I have a seat and bring somebody. I’ll get them to sit you with Rachel and Alice, so you know other people.”
“A table full of lesbians will be fine. We can play drinking games — it’ll be just like the day we met.”
Becca smiled. “I’m kinda fond of that day.” She paused. “I’ve been meaning to ask something else.” She held up one of the placemats on Cleo’s table, along with a coaster. “What age did you start using these?”
Cleo turned from where she was uncorking a bottle of Chablis, and eyed her with a quirked mouth. “What is this? The Cramer family assault my age day? I can’t help that I’m 39 and like a placemat.”
Becca shrugged. “I just want to know what age this need occurs. It hasn’t happened to me yet, and I want to put it in my calendar.”
Cleo walked over and kissed her on the lips, which was the reaction Becca had hoped for. She smiled into the kiss, drinking it in, her whole being full of happiness.
“You’ll see.” Cleo was wagging a finger as she walked back to the wine. “One day you’re sitting drinking wine, the next, you’re thinking, ‘this glass could use a coaster’. And when that day happens, you won’t have to panic-buy as I’ll already have them. One of the many plus points of going out with a more mature woman.”
Becca got up and spun Cleo round, pushing her up against the counter. “One of many, I agree.” She pressed her lips back to Cleo, who yielded willingly. When Becca enveloped her soft mouth, the only sound was the whimper from Cleo, which only made her smile that little bit more.
“So what age?” Becca asked when she broke away.
“Huh?”
“For the coasters, what age?”
“I dunno. I was born a coaster child, but for you.” She tilted her head. “Thirty?”
Becca raised both eyebrows. “And we’re still going to be together?”
The skin around Cleo’s eyes crinkled as she smiled, one of the many sexy things about her.
“So long as you don’t goad me about my age or my coasters too much. Do that, and I might try to find a younger model.”
“Oh really?” Becca licked her lips, staring back at Cleo’s inviting mouth. It was far too distracting. “I better behave then.” She paused. “Now about what Duncan was saying earlier about the kitchen table.” Becca turned to stare at it, then back to Cleo. “Shall we sweep those placemats onto the floor like we just don’t care, so I can fuck you on top of it?”
Cleo wilted in her arms. Literally.
“You’re such a placemat abuser,” she said, her voice scratchy.
“You love it,” Becca said, spinning Cleo around and pushing her towards the table.





CHAPTER 47
C leo had already done a spin class and touched up a deck that finance had sent to her this morning, so when she turned up to Jess and Lucy’s wedding on a gorgeous mid-July Saturday, she was already awash with accomplishment — and her swagger told everyone so.
The happy couple were getting married in an old stately home in Berkshire, and the weather gods were being kind. The lawns their room looked over were immaculate, with giant versions of Connect Four, chess and Twister all set up to play. To her left, a bouncy castle was inflated and ready; to her right, a covered bright white stage was bathed in sunlight, with rows of fresh white chairs waiting for guests.
Cleo allowed herself a smile as she breathed it all in. They’d had dinner with Jess and Lucy so Cleo could meet them before their big day, and she’d warmed to them immediately. Cleo could already see they had that elusive ingredient that had eluded her and Sara. Whereas she’d got married on a wing and a prayer, Jess and Lucy’s marriage was based on far more solid foundations.
When they looked at each other, it was what Cleo hoped for in her relationship.
What she hoped for with her and Becca, whose relationship had only got stronger since they’d cemented it just over two months ago. Now Becca was working elsewhere, Cleo admitted it had a positive effect, too. It had allowed them room to breathe, space to be something else. Now, when they sat down to dinner, they could surprise each other with stories, and not know the outcomes before the other had even begun. Cleo hadn’t realised what a difference it would make, but Becca had been right.
Cleo was finding that was a common theme in their relationship.
Rebecca Cramer was a keeper.
A knock on the door startled her, and she opened it, to be greeted by her girlfriend and an almost instant kiss placed on her lips.
Cleo smiled. She was still getting used to the daily assaults on her by Becca, not that she was complaining. “Good afternoon to you, too,” she said.
“I just thought I’d come and say hi — and now I’ve got to run. People are starting to assemble in the bar, so go down whenever you’re ready. Rachel and Alice should be there soon.”
“Okay.” Cleo ran a hand up and down Becca, sensing she needed it. “Everything going alright?”
Becca took a deep breath. “So far, so good. But it’s early days.” She rubbed her hands together.
“You look gorgeous, so that’s half the battle,” Cleo replied. “See you later.”
   
THE BAR WAS full of wedding-goers when Cleo arrived 45 minutes later — half an hour till the ceremony. She spotted Rachel and Alice immediately and went over, getting kisses from them both.
“You look amazing,” Alice said, sizing up Cleo’s outfit. She’d gone for her classic black suit with matching shirt again, seeing as it had worked its magic on Becca the first time.
“You, too,” Cleo replied. She had a lot of time for Alice, who was still brimming with life having fallen in love with Rachel last year. Just being around her made Cleo feel uplifted at the power of love and truly finding yourself.
It was a feeling she was just plugging back into after losing it somewhere along the way.
They were standing with a bunch of people Cleo didn’t know, but was soon introduced to. Kate and Meg were old friends of Jess and Lucy, as were Tanya and Sophie. Tanya’s face rang a bell with Cleo, and she could see Tanya sizing her up, too.
“Do we know each other from somewhere?” Cleo said.
“Kinda feels like it,” Tanya replied. “The gym? One of the old bars in town?”
“You didn’t sleep together, did you?” Sophie asked, a grin on her face.
“If we did, it wasn’t very memorable.” Cleo gave them a grin.
She was also introduced to Julia and Tom, Andy and Jason who’d come in matching suits and beards, and a sandy-haired man named Matt. Matt had started the original Porter’s, the cafe Jess worked in years ago, before she opened her own site in Woolwich with his help. Matt had baked the wedding cake, and he kept looking at it nervously. His wife, Natalie, kept squeezing his arm, reassuring him it would be okay.
“Becca won’t let anything happen to it,” Cleo assured him. “She’s the wedding planner — also my partner.”
Matt liked that sentence. “Can you point her out to me? It’s a bit warm and I’d like to keep the cupcakes in the fridge as long as we can so the icing doesn’t melt right off them.”
Cleo looked around and spied Becca across the room, talking to a man in a navy shirt. “She’s over there — in the blue trousers and white shirt?”
He nodded, and scampered across the room.
Next to Cleo, Jason rubbed his stomach, looking mournful. “I’m starving — when do you think they’re going to start serving food?”
Cleo laughed. “Not till after they’re married — kind of a tradition.”
“You’re always bloody hungry,” Andy told him. “You do this at every wedding we go to. You did it at Julia and Tom’s wedding all those years ago.” He paused. “Do you remember that?” he asked Julia.
She shook her head. “I was a bit busy getting married.”
“Fair point,” Andy said, turning to pat his partner’s stomach, which was pretty flat. “Dust!” he added. “Dust is your friend. Eat dust.”
Jason gave him the look that comment deserved. “You really should retire that joke, you’ve been using it since we got together a million years ago.”
“Still funny,” Andy told him, bumping his hip with his own.
Cleo decided she liked Jason and Andy, too. So many gays, so little time.
“I just checked the seating chart and we’re all on the same table, so hurrah,” Kate told the group. “No having to make smalltalk with a stranger, so this wedding is already scoring highly on the chart.”
Cleo smiled and thought back to Fionn’s wedding, where she’d met Becca just five short months ago. That wedding had seemed a bit of a bust back then, until Becca showed up and changed it — and her life — forever. Was it really only five months ago? It was another lifetime to Cleo, and one she didn’t want to look back on too much.
Her life then had been cloudy with a chance of thunder. Now, it was a little like this wedding: sun-splashed and full of anticipation. She had a girlfriend, a new job and perhaps a whole new life waiting in America next year. But that was a discussion for another day.
Tanya snapped her fingers and pointed at Cleo. “Did you used to hang out at Temptation back in the day?”
Cleo nodded. “Blast from the past — I knew Sandra who ran it pretty well.” Temptation had been an underground lesbian bar and she’d been a regular in her twenties.
“That’s it, then — I used to go, too. There used to be some real casualties there.” Tanya looked around. “Who knew back then we’d be able to get married one day? It’s a very different life today, isn’t it?”
Cleo smiled, thinking back to that time in her early twenties. Yes, today was a very different life, and one she was more than happy to be living.
“Cleo!”
She turned to see Heidi, camera in hand, giving her a wink. “Squidge in with your new friends and let’s get a photo. All natural ladies, like you don’t even know I’m here!”
They all posed for their lives as Heidi snapped.
“Perfect!” she said, grabbing Cleo’s arm. “I’ll look for you later.”





CHAPTER 48
C leo was chewing her main of sea bass in a delicious beurre blanc when she felt a hand on her knee, and Becca slid into the empty chair beside her. She hadn’t realised quite how much she’d missed her presence until then. She’d had brilliant company all day with Rachel and Alice and the rest of Jess and Lucy’s friends and family, but Becca was the one that counted.
With every passing day, that was becoming more and more apparent.
“How’s it going?”
To the outside world Becca probably looked calm — this was her bread and butter, after all. Becca lived and breathed events, and problem-solving was her middle name. Plus, after the staff festival, a wedding for 100 was a doddle. Still, when you were in the middle of it, the pressure was on.
“Good, I think. How’s it going from a guest perspective?”
“Awesome. The food’s delicious and the staff have been great.”
Becca blew out a breath. “Good,” she said. “They’re bringing me over some food so I’ve got half an hour to eat and squeeze your leg.”
She did just that, and when their gazes met, Cleo’s heart wobbled. She loved this woman. She should probably tell her soon.
Jess’s brother, Jack, tapped Becca on the arm. “Are you Becca, the wedding planner?” His hair was so thick and black, it was almost Lego hair, and he was wearing the pinkest tie Cleo had ever seen. He’d told her earlier it was to support LGBT solidarity, which she’d thought was touching.
Becca nodded. “That’s me. Unless something’s gone wrong.”
He grinned. “Nothing I know of. Just thought I’d say hi. Jess and Lucy speak very highly of you, they say you’ve made this a breeze.”
Becca sat up a little taller. “I’m pleased,” she said, reaching over and pouring Jack more wine. “You get extra-special service for being nice.”
Cleo leaned in. “The last wedding we went to, my brother got drunk and started telling everyone love was shit,” she told Jack. “You’re a much better brother.”
Jack pointed to the top table. “And here’s my lovely sister to do the first speech. It’s a good one.”
Sure enough, Jess got up, clutching her smart phone and giving the room a massive grin. Cleo’s heart went out to her. She looked nervous.
In front of Jess, Heidi was on one knee, capturing the moment with her camera perfectly.
Jess rolled her shoulders, stood up straight and addressed the room. “On behalf of my wife and I,” she began, then paused. Huge cheers all round the room and she bent to kiss Lucy. They’d both opted for white suits for the wedding, and they both radiated happiness.
“Seriously, thanks for coming. Thanks for taking the time to celebrate with us, because without you all, it would just be Lucy and I and a whole lot of wasted food.”
“Don’t forget the booze!” Kate called from their table. Apparently Jess and Kate had been flatmates for a couple of years before they’d got coupled up.
“Booze would never go to waste, you know that, Kate,” Jess shot back, quick as a flash.
Cleo listened intently to Jess’s words about the start of their relationship, about how they had a few false starts before finally getting together properly around the time Julia and Tom got married. She stopped her speech and made them take a bow for getting married and reminding both Jess and Lucy of the power of love.
“Because ever since that day and that great wedding, we haven’t looked back. The seeds to our love story were sewn before that, but it wasn’t until we drank a shitload of tequila at Julia and Tom’s wedding and did that ‘YMCA’ arm dance that I knew she was the woman for me.”
Becca put her lips next to Cleo’s ear. “That’s us later, dancing to ‘YMCA’,” she said, squeezing her hand.
“So today, if there are couples out there who are in the beginning stages of their relationship, I hope our wedding can be a catalyst for your relationship, too. Because the power of love, as Huey Lewis knew only too well, is very real. And if you do come out of today feeling the love, and telling someone you love them, we want an invite to your wedding, please. Where you can make us stand up and be embarrassed just like we did to Julia and Tom.”
Jess held out a hand to Lucy, beckoning her to stand beside her, which she did.
“I just want to say to Lucy, my gorgeous wife, thanks for the past few years, thanks for sticking with me, and here’s to our love growing more and more every day, just like it has over the past six years.” She kissed her lips and they stayed like that for a good few seconds, to wolf whistles all around the room.
Cleo gulped, goosebumps breaking out all over her arms.
Jess could have been talking directly to her. Directly to her heart. Directly to her and Becca.
When she glanced Becca’s way, Becca’s eyes were already on her, her stare so intense that for a few seconds, everything else in the room dialled back, and it was just the two of them.
Jess’s voice burst back in as she toasted. “To love!”
The whole table stood as one, holding up their glasses of fizz.
“To love!” they responded, as Jess and Lucy fed each other their drinks, before kissing again.
Cleo’s heart hammered in her chest as she turned to Becca, pressing her lips to hers. She held up her glass and Becca clinked it.
“To love,” she said, gathering all her courage as her heartbeat roared in her ears. “And to falling in love with the wedding planner extraordinaire.” She held Becca’s gaze for a few beats, before leaning forward and placing her lips next to Becca’s ear. “I love you, Becca Cramer.”
It took a few moments for Cleo to register she was holding her breath, but she was.
Becca was staring at her, her eyes wide. Had she heard what she said?
The grin that spread across Becca’s face told her she had. She reached out and put a hand on Cleo’s cheek.
“And I love you,” she said, brushing her lips against Cleo’s again. “How could I not?”





CHAPTER 49
L ater that evening, after the cake was cut and Becca had officially finished her duties, she and Cleo sat at one of the tables in the main room with Rachel, Alice, Kate and Meg. Meg was a florist who’d done the beautiful wedding flowers, and it turned out Cleo needed a new florist for WorkPlace!.
“The one that supplies us now keeps giving us dead flowers and it’s been winding me up for a couple of weeks,” Cleo said. “Can you supply to central London?”
Meg nodded, her short blond crop not moving. “Of course.”
“Then consider yourself hired.” Cleo snapped her fingers. “You know, you remind me of a young Sharon Stone. It’s uncanny.”
The microphone being tapped snagged their attention, and Cleo glanced at Becca.
“First dance,” Becca said, slipping a hand into Cleo’s. This was the part of the evening she’d been looking forward to the most — but her nerves were jangling, too. She couldn’t wait to see Cleo’s reaction to Jess and Lucy’s dance. After that, there was the small matter of what followed next.
As the opening bars of Teenage Dream rang out and Lucy spun Jess out from her, the crowd cheered.
Kate turned to the group, her mouth open. “I didn’t know Jess could dance,” she whispered.
Becca grinned. “They’ve been taking lessons.”
“Wow,” Cleo replied, giving Becca a wobbly smile before turning back to Jess and Lucy, concentration creasing their faces as they covered the floor.
Becca watched Cleo, and then Jess and Lucy. They were doing well, the crowd right behind them as the chorus hit. However, it didn’t matter if they got the steps right — they’d got their relationship right, and that was what counted. They’d always have this moment to share, this song to last throughout their lives.
She knew Cleo would be thinking the same.
When the song ended, Jess and Lucy wrapped themselves around each other in triumph, and the crowd cheered.
Then the DJ was back on the microphone. “This next song is a special request from the wedding planner which Jess and Lucy love, too. I’d like to invite you all — but especially Becca and Cleo — to the dance floor. This one’s for you.”
A stunned expression crossed Cleo’s face as Becca escorted her to the dance floor, curling an arm around her waist and pulling her close. As she did so, the opening chords of Nat King Cole’s Unforgettable rang out through the air.
Cleo stopped, her breath stilling. “You didn’t,” she whispered.
Becca put her lips beside Cleo’s ear. “I did. This one’s just for you, because you deserve a dance all of your own. And I hope, maybe one day, it might become our dance, too.”
Cleo pulled back and stared into Becca’s eyes, shaking her head. “You’re amazing, you know that? And this song — it’s already ours.”
Becca gulped, loving the feeling that was flowing down her body, and never wanting it to stop.
Love, hope, happiness — everything Jess had talked about earlier. Perhaps this was their time, who knew?
She just knew she wanted to keep this blissed-out look on Cleo’s face at all times, because she couldn’t get enough of it.
As the song came to a close, Cleo spun Becca out, then back again.
When they came face to face again, Becca grinned. “How was gatecrashing someone else’s first dance?”
Cleo kissed her. “A good warm up for the real thing,” she said, her eyes never wavering, never missing a beat.
Damn, this was intense, but in a righteously good way.
Becca gulped down the rising tide of emotions threatening to consume her, and nodded to the terrace. “Shall we get some air?”
Cleo nodded and took her hand.
The terrace was below their room, overlooking the lawn. It was strewn with guests, laughter and joy coating the air. Becca breathed it in, bringing Cleo’s hand up to her face when they came to a standstill. Sitting a little way along from them was Jack, talking to a woman they didn’t know, who was smoking furiously.
Becca nodded at her. “You need a cigarette tonight?” she asked. It was 8pm and the sun was dipping in the pink-flecked sky — it was going to be another scorcher tomorrow.
Cleo shook her head. “Nope, I’ve given up after someone asked me to.” Pause. “Plus, I’m not stressed anymore, am I? I have everything I need, right here.”
She placed another kiss on Becca’s lips, making her head swim.
“There you are!” Heidi’s voice broke the moment, as she barrelled up to them, one camera round her neck, another massive one in her right hand.
“Hello, you.” Cleo gave her a hug. “You almost done?”
“I said I’d do till nine and then I’m done. So, another,” she checked her watch. “Hour or so. First wedding back and I’m out of practice. I’ve only been off two months, but I forgot what a lot of squatting was involved. I’m going to be aching tomorrow.” She paused, holding up her camera. “The plus point? Having had a baby, these cameras don’t seem that heavy anymore.” She grinned at her own joke.
“How is Maya? Still screaming 24/7?”
Heidi nodded. “Yes, but she’s doing it for my parents tonight — so when I’m done, I’m getting a drink. Although two wines and I’ll probably be under the table as I’m out of practice with that, too.”
“Thank you so much again for stepping in, you saved the day,” Becca said.
“You can invite me and Maya round for dinner to thank us,” Heidi replied.
“Name the date,” Cleo said, smiling at Becca.
Heidi stood back, holding up her camera. “You two,” she said. “All these coy looks — is the wedding magic rubbing off on you?”
Becca laughed, then kissed Cleo again. “Might be.”
Heidi waved her hand. “Let me take a photo of the happy couple,” she said, waiting for them to get comfortable. “Now look like you like each other, stop standing like statues.”
Becca burst out laughing, as did Cleo, and Heidi clicked a few times.
“Done. They were some good ones — I’ll send you them tomorrow. And I’ll see you for a drink in an hour!”
She walked away and Becca watched her go. “You know, my mum was convinced you and Heidi were a thing. She warned me when I told her we were getting together.” She paused. “You never were a thing, were you?”
Cleo shook her head. “Nope. We met at uni, we know too much about each other. We crossed into the friend zone very quickly, which I’m more than happy about.”
“I am, too,” Becca said. “Otherwise, you might be married to Heidi with a baby.”
Cleo frowned. “That’s a very weird thought.” She paused. “Plus, if I’m marrying anyone, it’s not Heidi.”
Becca raised an eyebrow, leaning in to Cleo till their noses touched. “Who is it?”
“That’d be telling,” Cleo said, before kissing her lips.
Just then, the opening bars of Whitney’s I Wanna Dance with Somebody came on, and Becca felt Cleo jolt.
“This is one of your favourites, isn’t it?”
Cleo nodded, her eyes lit up. “In my top five.”
At that, Becca took a step back and held out her hand. “In that case, would you do me the honour of this dance?”
Cleo gave her a heart-stopping smile. “You sure you want to dance with such an old bird?” A raised eyebrow.
“Age is just a number. Plus, I happen to be quite partial to this old bird.”
“I only wanna dance with somebody who loves me, though.” Cleo was already moving towards the dance floor, her hand in Becca’s.
Becca laughed, turning her head to Cleo. “In that case,” she said, leaning in to kiss her. “You’re in luck.”
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WOULD YOU CONSIDER LEAVING ME A REVIEW?
This book was brought to you by a mixture of emotion, perspiration, hard work and love. A great novel needs all of these things to succeed, and I try to put all of them into everything I do, because you deserve the best. Lesbian fiction is a small genre, but it’s growing. The fact you chose to spend time with my book means the world, and I want to give you a rich, immersive story experience you won’t forget.
But that doesn’t mean every book I write will be a commercial success, because every creative endeavour is a gamble. Sometimes you win, sometimes you lose. But if you enjoy what I do and want to see more of it (fingers crossed if you’re reading this, you do!), there is something you can do to make this book a success.
So if you have two minutes to spare now, would you consider hoping over to wherever you bought this book — Amazon, Apple Books, Kobo, Bella Books, Barnes & Noble or any of the other digital outlets — and writing me a review? It doesn’t have to be long, just a sentence or two is fine. Every review left reinforces the fact that I can tell a story, which in turn makes it more likely someone else will take a chance on me. The more people who do that, the more I sell, and then the more books I can write.
So if you want more books from me, please support me by reviewing my books. If you do, you’ll make this writer very happy indeed.
Thank you, you’re the best.
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