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Oskar never knocked. 
“Hey partner,” he said, cheerful as ever, “meeting with the New York client in half an hour. You ready?”
Lydia huffed a mock-growl. She’d been ready for days – weeks even. She was one of the principal architects in Solberg Hart, the architectural firm she’d founded with the irritating man currently bouncing near her desk, and she’d been ready with the plans and schematics for ages. It was the tedious details from the financial team that had been slowing them down.
“Of course, I’m ready,” she said. He grinned at her with excitement and she nearly rolled her eyes. 
She didn’t though. Oskar Solberg was one of her best friends.
One of her only friends, when she thought about it.
Lydia looked out of the window of her office at the London streets below. The city was alive with people rushing to their respective destinations, but Lydia watched them with a sense of disconnection. She had everything she’d always dreamed of – a successful career as a partner in an award-winning architecture firm she’d built from the ground up, and all the money that came with it. She designed towers, galleries, concert halls and homes. Her designs shaped cities and lives – and yet she couldn’t pin down the design of her own. 
She was lonely. 
Lydia stood and tugged on her suit jacket. It was a light, linen suit, soft over the white silk shirt she wore beneath it. Stylish, well-cut trousers tapered to her ankles where she teamed the look with patent black heels. A gold Rolex decorated her wrist and a collection of gold necklaces glittered at her throat. Her blonde hair was chin-length, in a smooth bob that was slightly higher at the back, the do framing her face like a heart. All up, she was the absolute picture of a successful business woman.
And it all made her feel hugely uncomfortable. Lydia was happier in comfy jeans and shirts with the sleeves rolled up. She’d wear dungarees and striped socks to the office if she could get away with it, but Oskar had a line. Smart casual was fine for the office, but the leading partners had to look professional.
She was used to it, even if she hated it.
The only thing slightly out of place in her current fit was the rainbow striped braces that held up her trousers. She saw Oskar raise an eyebrow at them and dared him to say anything about them with a pointed look of her own. They’d be covered by her jacket.
“You nervous?” she asked.
He rubbed his hands together then shot the cuffs of his own suit. Armani, she guessed. He always was a stylish bastard.
“Nope. We’ve got this one. It’s in the bag. They’re going to love it,” he said. “Your design is exactly what they’re looking for. You better start arranging somewhere to stay in New York once we win it.”
Lydia hummed. She wasn’t sure she wanted to move to New York – even if it was great for her career, even if it was ideal for the firm, even if it was only for three years.
Lydia joined Oskar at the window that overlooked London. Their offices, on the twenty-fifth floor of the famous Shard building, were a fitting reflection of work that both of them had sunk into their company. In fact, the city itself, with its fusion of old-world charm and new-age progress, mirrored Lydia’s own journey. She’d risen from humble beginnings, refused to let her quirky nature be diminished by the rigours of the profession, and now ruled one of London’s most acclaimed firms from one of the city’s most prestigious towers.
As a woman in a male-dominated field, Lydia had to work twice as hard to be taken seriously, but her passion had propelled her to the top. She was a talented architect and her achievements in the field spoke for themselves. But she was a creative type – her mind always buzzing with ideas. Her brilliance often intimidated others, and her unconventional mannerisms and free-spiritedness made her too artistic and too quirky for some people. They smiled. They nodded. They were lovely, but Lydia could tell. She was difficult. She knew that. She was lucky she had Oskar.
Lydia found solace in her work, often immersing herself in designs that were an extension of her creativity. Today’s plain linen suit and heels were all down to this big presentation for the New York client. She was keen for it to be over so she could retreat to her jeans and her favourite maroon Converse. 
Oskar caught her eye and seemed to catch her mood.
“You okay, love?”
Lydia smiled back at him. "Oh, you know, same old. Just worrying whether the client will go with some cookie-cutter design from our competition and my ‘fresh, exciting and unique exploration of form and function’ will be too way-out for them.”
Oskar laughed. “No chance of that. The whole world is going crazy for your designs right now. The company is on fire because of you."
Lydia made a pfft sound and swatted his arm. He was a good friend, but sometimes he laid it on a little thick. "Stop it, Oskar. You're making me sound like a genius."
Oskar rolled his eyes. "Oh, come on. You know you're amazing. You're the reason this firm is as successful as it is. I’ve only ever been here for the grunt work." He paused. “And the charm, of course.”
Lydia poked her tongue out. "Is that what you call it?” But she shrugged to the rest of his comments and sighed. “I just do what I love."
Oskar leaned against her desk. The meeting was just downstairs. They had a bit of time before they had to be there. "Speaking of love…” he drawled, “heard you went on a date the other night. How did it go?"
She cringed. "Please don’t ask. We, erm, didn’t really hit it off.” 
A friend had set her up with an Australian woman, newly arrived in London and keen on her career. The woman had been classy, stylish, professional, ambitious – and eager to see the same things reflected in Lydia Hart, the feted architect at the top of her field. Lydia had spent the whole evening acting, pretending to be someone she wasn’t. It had been exhausting – more like a business meeting than a date – and Lydia had gone home feeling distinctly gloomy. 
“I've just about decided I’m going to be single forever,” she said. “I should have taken you up on that deal years ago."
Oskar threw back his head and laughed merrily. Oskar had been her friend since high school – one of the few people to stick with her quirks even then. They studied through college together and were a formidable team, and there was a time when Lydia wondered if they would have been better off as lovers than business partners. They’d even made a pact: if they were still single when they were thirty-five, they’d marry, just to have someone to sit on the couch with and watch movies at the end of a long, hard week, when they were old and grey. 
But there was no chance of that happening – especially after he met Julie and fell in love for real. Lydia had never managed to stick a relationship for longer than six months and she wondered if it was because of her quirkiness, or if she had just never met the right woman.
Oskar was still chuckling. "Don't be silly. You'll find someone. You just need to get out there."
"Easy for you to say, Mr. Married-with-Three-Kids."
He put an arm over her shoulders and she let him pull her into a hug before she shrugged him off. 
“Come on,” he said. “There might be someone gorgeous on the New York team.”


There was, but outside of romance novels, who starts a hot fling with a potential client after one meeting?
As they entered the room, Lydia's eyes immediately went to the woman sitting at the head of the table. She was beautiful, with long brown hair and bright green eyes that seemed to sparkle in the light. Lydia felt a jolt of attraction run through her, but she quickly shook it off. Solberg Hart was presenting a hundred million dollar build to a New York client who were hopefully going to take a risk on a London architectural firm who hadn’t yet built in the States. Flirting would be the stupidest thing she could do right now.
 The meeting went well, and Lydia was pleased to find that the client appreciated her design style. 
Back in her office, Lydia kicked off her heels under her desk and thought about the woman from the meeting. She wondered what a woman like that would really think of Lydia’s rainbow socks and her ability to lose herself so totally in a design that she forgot to eat. 
She was destined for a life of fleeting attraction.
She watched a barge making its way down the Thames and told herself she didn’t mind. She knew who she was, and she wasn't going to change herself for anyone.
Oskar invited her to dinner as the day drew to a close.
“I know we probably should be celebrating a successful presentation with some posh dinner somewhere, but Julie’s cooked spag bol and apparently Andy’s lost another tooth – which means we’re picking up gelato on the way home. How does double choc hazelnut sound?” he asked.
It sounded good. It sounded perfect, but Lydia couldn’t shake her melancholy mood and the pang of jealousy that went through her when she thought of him with his wife and kids didn’t help. She longed for that kind of companionship, someone to come home to and share her life with.
He noticed her hesitation. “I can throw in a great bottle of pinot noir to sweeten the deal,” he said.
She shook her head and he sighed at her.
“At least promise me you’ll swipe right tonight when you’re being miserable all on your own.”
She tossed a pencil at him.
“See you tomorrow,” he grinned, and left.
At home, Lydia looked around her empty house. She poured herself a glass of red wine and closed her eyes, imagining what it would be like to have someone by her side. She didn't know when, or how, but she was determined to find her perfect match.





Chapter 2
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"I don't want to leave you alone," Elise said. "What if something happens?" 
Elise sat on the edge of her mother's bed, clutching her hand tightly. Her mother had had a rough night and Elise was reluctant to go. Her mother looked at her with a soft smile. 
"Darling, you can't put your life on hold because of me. I'll be okay, I promise. You need to go out and live your life. You’ve done all this study. You can’t waste it now.”
Elise sighed and dithered, then caught her mother’s smile as she did. “I’m just concerned. The doctors said—”
“Pah,” breathed Lisette. “Doctors! They’re clever, but they’re not living it. I know my body, sweetheart. It’s going to be a slow day, and I promise I’ll take it easy, but I’m going to be fine.” She nudged her when Elise didn’t move. “Go! Be amazing. This is a brilliant opportunity and I won’t let you waste it.”
Elise nodded. She’d been waiting for this internship for months. She had studied and researched every single design the prestigious architecture firm Solberg Hart had created. It had been her first choice – and her only choice. The London firm was known for its innovative designs and she had been eager to learn from the best in the business. She had poured over the firm's website, researching every architect's work and admiring the stunning buildings they had created.
She was just worried about her mum. Lisette had a slow and chronic form of leukaemia. She’d held it at bay for the last twelve years – a bit of a record for the type of cancer that she had – and they both knew she was living on borrowed time. A recent fall, brought about by low blood pressure and a tell-tale pain in her joints, had revealed that the illness had moved into its final, inevitable stage. She still had a two year outlook, at least, if things went well, but Elise was just about empty of tears.
"I have Mrs Gorski next door, and your cousin Bennie is just twenty minutes away if I need her,” Lisette insisted. “I'll be just fine."
Elise looked down at her mother’s hands, still not really wanting to let them go. She nodded, but she still felt a mix of guilt and excitement. She had worked hard to get this internship at the prestigious architectural firm, and she knew it was an opportunity she couldn't pass up. But leaving her mother behind made her heart ache.
Lisette squeezed her fingers. “I mean it,” she said, catching Elise’s eyes. “I’ve got the best feeling about this, darling. Have a fantastic day. I’m so proud of you.”
Elise smiled, kissed her mother on the forehead and squeezed her eyes shut against the tears as she did. 
“Thanks, Mum.”


There was one architect in particular at Solberg Hart that Elise had been especially drawn to: none other than founding designer Lydia Hart herself. Elise had followed Lydia's career closely, reading every article and interview she could find. Lydia's designs were unlike anything Elise had ever seen before. They were bold and daring whilst still retaining a timeless elegance.
She stepped out the Tube at London Bridge Underground, directly below the Shard – a building she’d watched rise above London during her high school years but never imagined she’d actually be working in. The building was as sleek and modern on the inside as it looked on the outside and she took the elevator to the twenty-fifth floor with growing excitement. She’d been dreaming of this moment for years, ever since she first discovered the work of Lydia Hart, the trailblazing woman who had shattered the glass ceiling in a man's world. 
There was one other rumour that added an additional ingredient to the cocktail of interest and intrigue that filled Elise’s thoughts about the woman. A few hints in articles here and there had suggested that some of Lydia’s previous partners had been women. The hopeless gay part of Elise’s brain had stared intently at Lydia’s profile pictures as if some kind of X-ray vision could reveal if Lydia was a lesbian herself – not that that should mean anything, Elise told herself sternly. A hot, successful woman like Lydia Hart probably had a string of women at her beck and call, she thought – or was already in a long-term relationship, for that matter. 
But Elise had her doubts about that. She hadn’t been able to find anything on Google… Had she obsessed over this? Only a lot.
Elise knew it was highly unlikely that a lowly intern like herself would have the chance to meet Lydia on her first day, but the mere thought of being in the same building as the legendary architect was enough to make her feel giddy.
She was just mentally smacking herself for such soppy, sentimental stupidity when she stepped through the doors of Solberg Hart and knew something was different.
There was a feeling in the air. 
A buzz.
Some clever creative spell weaving some intoxicating magic.
It was a workplace, but it felt like a playground.
Elise was in love from the start.
The studio was a vibrant and bustling space. Floor-to-ceiling windows let in plenty of natural light and an absolutely astounding view of London. The open-plan space was dominated by long work tables – all natural wood with comfortable chairs pulled up to them. Breakout corners with large potted plants and bean bags were filled with chatting designers. There was a delicious smell of fresh coffee. Intricate models decorated desktops. Bookshelves were filled with design and architecture books, along with colourful samples of materials and finishes. The buzz of a 3D printer whirred below the lively chatter and the atmosphere was dynamic.
Elise stood on the threshold of something wonderful and blinked.
“You the new girl?” someone asked.
He was just a few years older than her, dressed in casual clothes with an ipad glued to his hand. He smiled.
“Elise, right? I’m Mo,” he said. “Office manager. Let’s get you settled and then you can meet the team.”
Her first official duties were unexpected.
Mo took her through to an incredibly well-appointed kitchen area and introduced her to the coffee machine first. 
“Sorry to do this to you, but it’s an intern’s lot in life, I’m afraid.” He pointed to a list on the wall. “Help yourself any time you like, honestly, any time, but that’s how all the senior staff take their brew. For now, until someone more junior than you arrives, that’s a crucial part of your job.”
Elise shrugged. She supposed the place couldn’t be one hundred percent magic. 
Another young man wandered over. “It was my role until you got here, so thanks,” he said, with a rueful grin. “Don’t worry about the execs. They’re all fine. No prima donnas. Just make sure to keep Lydia fully caffeinated though. She’s the engine behind this whole place.” He chuckled at his own joke and left again.
Elise wondered what that meant.
Mo moved on. 
“We hot desk here, so feel free to claim any space you need. You’ll have to get here early though, if you want a spot by the windows.”
Elise thought the entire office looked comfortable. She didn’t think she was going to mind where she’d be working. 
Mo introduced her to the entire team on the main floor and Elise was really warmed by the welcome she received. A few people gave her a quick run-down on their current projects – a museum and gallery complex by the seaside in Nice, an eco-sensitive apartment development in Sheffield, an airport in Spain, a green building in central London, and a massive garden-clad tower concept in New York. They all looked stunning and she could see Lydia’s design influence in all of them.
Lydia’s office was in one corner – glass walls behind a forest of potted palms, the woman herself at work at an art table in the middle of the room.
Elise’s pulse rate kicked up.
Mo nodded at her.
“Let’s make Lydia’s coffee and we’ll take you in to meet her,” he said, kindly.
“W’uh?”
He grinned. “Yeah, I was pretty intimidated too when I first got here. She’s amazing, but she’s—” he broke off and frowned a little “—she’s odd. Really nice, but … odd.” His smile was back. “You’ll see.”


Lydia Hart – the Lydia Hart – was standing at her art table, surrounded by piles of papers and sketches. 
Elise hovered, stupidly, in the doorway until Mo nudged her in. She had Lydia’s coffee in one hand – a flat white with four sugars. Elise pulled an incredulous face at Mo when she read the list.
There was a hand-drawn rainbow and three gold stars next to Lydia’s name.
“Oh yeah,” he said. “Stir ‘em in. We left pamphlets about diabetes lying on her desk once but I don’t think she got it.” He laughed. “And she will notice if you leave one out. She’s a sugar fiend.”
The whole sugary disaster was served in Lydia’s bright purple keep-cup with a soft plastic pop top and, of all things, a wide, reusable, bamboo straw. 
None of this matched the image Elise had created of Lydia from her research. She had pictured a serious, icy type, but what she saw was quite the opposite. Lydia was … quirky.  Her office was chaotic. The woman herself looked… well… adorable.
“This is Elise,” Mo announced, then much to Elise’s alarm, left the room.
Lydia didn’t look up. She appeared to be frantically searching for something, tossing papers aside and muttering. As she got closer, Elise realised Lydia was looking for her glasses, which were perched on top of her head.
"Ah, there they are," Lydia exclaimed, after panting at her arse, her chest and, finally, her head. She looked up and caught Elise staring at her. She blinked. "Who are you?" 
Elise felt her face turn red. Lydia was in loose-fitting, flared black pants with a high waist. Tucked in was a soft, white shirt with the top buttons undone to her just between her breasts. Elise caught a glimpse of a maroon lace bra underneath, felt her skin turn the same colour and dropped her eyes to the floor. When she saw Lydia’s tattered red Converse sneakers, rather than the posh office footwear she was expecting, Elise couldn’t stop a grin. Lydia looked more sensational up close than she had ever looked in all the research Elise had done.
She looked up to find Lydia still staring at her, now with a puzzlement that was vague, distracted and made Elise think of puppies.
"I'm the new intern," she stammered. “Elise.”
“Ah!” boomed a voice from behind her at the door. “Elise Meriweather. Welcome to Solberg Hart.”
That was Oskar Solberg, the other major partner in the firm. Elise couldn’t believe she was meeting both of them, after less than an hour on the job.
“You’re Elise Meriweather?" Lydia exploded into action, taking Elise’s free hand and shaking it enthusiastically. Elise’s dazed mind nearly gave up then and there. Soft skin, strong fingers, short nails. Elise felt every atom of her skin contract at Lydia’s touch. "I've been looking forward to meeting you. Saw your portfolio. Your lecturer at uni is an old friend. I hear you're quite the talent."
Elise couldn't believe it. Lydia had heard about her?
"It's an honour to be working under you," Elise said, still a little starstruck. 
Oskar snorted.
Elise heard herself. “With you!” she clarified, urgently, acutely embarrassed. “Well, for you, really. I don’t mean to suggest that I’ll be working with you, I mean, I’m just an intern and I—”
“Oh, please,” Oskar told her, chuckling at the look on Lydia’s face. “Stop! I don’t even think she caught the innuendo.”
“Innuendo?” said Lydia. She wrinkled her nose at Oskar and looked perplexed.
“Seriously,” Oskar told Elise, “she’s brilliant, but sometimes you have to spell things out.” He looked between the two of them with a cunning smile.
Elise wanted to fall through the floor – down through all twenty-five of them back to the Tube. This whole exchange was totally humiliating and it was only getting worse.
“Spell what out, Oskar? I’m not stupid,” Lydia snipped. She rolled her eyes at Elise, as if Elise would take her side, and Elise was so relieved – but then something much worse happened.
Oskar clapped her on the shoulder and the coffee she’d been holding all this time erupted like a volcano through the wide straw. It sloshed a long, brown streak of coffee in a dead straight line across every single piece of paper on Lydia's art table.
There was a slightly shocked silence.
“Oh my god,” breathed Elise. 
It was such a mess, such a disaster, she was torn between laughing and crying. 
“That was all my fault.” 
She’d just trashed the boss’s desk – all her work – and she’d barely been in the job an hour.
Shit.
“Absolutely not your fault at all,” declared Lydia. She pointed a finger at Oskar who was backing out the door with both hands raised in a don’t shoot pose. “That was all this clown’s fault. Keep walking Oskar,” she called. “I really, really don’t want to see you again today!”
Oskar laughed again and was gone, and Elise looked at the table in horror. There were hand drawn sketches amid the plan printouts and books. She’d ruined everything.
“Why do you even drink coffee out of a straw?” murmured Elise, still in shock.
Lydia blinked at her. “So I don’t burn my tongue,” she said. Her tone suggested that should have explained everything, but she was now staring at her work table with dismay.
Elise snapped into action. She put the coffee down. “I’ll get some paper towels or something. I’m so sorry.” But when she turned, she saw Mo already heading toward her with a roll of wipes and a knowing smile. He’d seen the whole thing through the glass walls.
In fact, the rest of the office was grinning at Elise. Half applauded, the others gave thumbs up signs. Elise couldn’t tell if they were mocking her or Lydia.
Lydia noticed them too. She raised her voice.
“Right-oh, you lot. Back to work. Nothing to see here.”
She didn’t sound angry. A slight smile curled one side of her lips and she looked at Elise with interest.
“We’ll have to redo these sketches,” she said, fishing papers out from the mess as Mo and Elise mopped up coffee. “Why don’t you make us both more coffee, Elise, and then you can stay and help me. I’ll be interested to see what you make of these.”


Elise made it to lunch without any further catastrophes.
She smiled as her phone vibrated on the table. A text from her mum. “How’s it going?” 
She called her.
"Hey Mum, what's up?" Elise asked, taking a bite of her sandwich.
"Not much, just wanted to check in on your first day at the totally amazing Solberg Hart. Met anyone interesting yet?" Lisette asked, her voice tinged with tease.
Elise blushed, knowing exactly who her mum was referring to. Her fascination with Lydia Hart hadn’t exactly been a secret. She’d regaled her mother with all of Lydia’s achievements. 
"Actually, I did meet Lydia," she said, trying to sound cool.
"The one and only," Lisette laughed. "And?"
Elise groaned. “And a mere two minutes after meeting her, I spilled her coffee all over her work table. And I mean all over it. Soaked her sketchbook. Turned her designs to mush.”
“You what?!”
“Yep. Our first meeting couldn’t have gone more rubbish if I’d tried. But—”
Lisette gave a knowing laugh. “But? But what? El?”
Elise breathed out an exuberant sigh. “Mum, she’s nothing like I thought she’d be. She’s amazing. She was so nice. So friendly, so— so down to earth. She made me stay and work with her – actually with her in her office – and redraw all the sketches that I’d ruined. And we talked – about architecture mostly – but oh—” She could hear the fangirl in her own voice. “She was just wonderful.”
"Knew you'd be smitten," Lisette teased. "Didn’t think you’d try it on with her at your first meeting, but if slinging coffee is the way you crazy kids flirt these days, then good luck to you.”
Elise groaned. “Oh my god, Mum, I wasn’t flirting,” she protested. “I’m there to learn. And Lydia is so accomplished, so talented—”
“Yeah, yeah, sweetheat. You tell yourself that.”
“Shoosh,” Elise grumbled, but she was smiling. There was something about Lydia that was making her feel flirty. She’d been so very different and so much more than Elise had expected. She wondered if she really had the guts to flirt with a woman who was not only her boss, but also a good ten years older than her, and seriously successful. 
Elise thought of the way Lydia’s hazel eyes had landed on hers as they’d sat together reworking Lydia’s designs.
And seriously gorgeous.
And… delightfully unusual.
Lisette’s voice shook her out of her daydream. 
"Well, who knows what could happen. Maybe you'll be the one to steal her heart," she said, the tease gone and her voice full of hope.
Elise laughed nervously, feeling a flutter in her stomach at the thought. "Cheesy, Mum. And I highly doubt that," she said, feeling suddenly shy.
"Don't sell yourself short, my darling. You're an amazing catch yourself. Just go out there and show her what you're made of," Lisette encouraged.
"Thanks, Mum," she said. “How are you feeling?”
"Oh, I’m fine. I’m more interested in you," Lisette said, her voice full of warmth. "Now, get back to work. Can't have the new girl slacking off on her first day." 


Elise went home that evening to find her mother up and about and feeling a hundred percent on how she’d felt that morning. She even had a small bottle of champagne for them to share in celebration of Elise’s first day and they drank it over a meal of take-out Chinese. 
She made her mother laugh again over the coffee story and told her about the other people she’d met – and everything suddenly seemed full of potential. Elise had a job she’d dreamed about, her mum was doing fine, and a very attractive and intelligent woman had asked Elise to work with her – had even looked up Elise’s work just as Elise had researched her.
There was an undeniable warmth in Elise’s heart – and lower in her body – whenever she thought of Lydia and the endearing, slightly playful and definitely unexpected vibe she got from the woman. 
And she had the sneakiest suspicion, as she thought about the way Lydia’s eyes had lingered on hers, that Lydia might just possibly, maybe feel the same.








Chapter 3
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It had only been two weeks and Lydia was beginning to wonder if she was losing her mind. 
She couldn’t concentrate on anything. High on the twenty-fifth floor of the Shard, her eyes were accustomed to turning to the view of the city for inspiration. Now she found herself staring through the glass walls of her office. 
Staring at Elise Meriweather.
She tried to keep it together. She tried to maintain a professional demeanour, but it was getting harder every day. Combine that with the added nerves as they waited for the New York client to make a decision on the project and she was a mess.
Elise was bringing her coffee now. 
The girl was in her twenties. Twenty-six. Lydia had looked it up and she wasn’t exactly proud of herself for doing it. That was a little old to be just seeking an internship so soon out of college – most other people would have already finished their masters degrees by then – but Lydia’s acquaintance at the architecture school had mentioned that Elise had deferred her studies a few times. 
“Not because she’s lazy, mind you!” he’d been quick to point out. “Family issues, though I shouldn’t say. She’s very passionate about her studies, I assure you.”
Lydia had already seen the proof of that. Elise was very talented, very devoted to her work. They couldn’t have asked for a more committed intern. But she was also so damn beautiful – and that was most of Lydia’s problem.
Elise was a few inches shorter than Lydia – she’d been pleased to notice that one morning as they stood regarding a design on Lydia’s art table. Her height brought her mousy-brown curls to a point just below Lydia’s nose. She wanted to bury her face in them just to see what they felt like, just to devour that fragrance that seemed to linger in the air whenever Elise was around.
She was curvy too, in a confident kind of way, Lydia thought, watching now as Elise strode into her office with a smile and that short tight skirt over black stocking’d thighs, all tucked into neat little ankle boots with sensible heels. Mo had clearly given Elise the talk about the casual work attire they encouraged at Solberg Hart, and after a few days of business suits, Elise had settled into a style that delighted Lydia every time she saw her. Today it was a floral blouse over a short skirt, the top buttons undone to show a bright sunflower pendant on her chest, all with a maroon denim jacket over top. 
Lydia knew her eyes settled on the pendant when Elise placed her coffee in front of her with a smile.
And oh, that smile. It lit up her face, danced in her eyes. Lydia wasn’t sure anyone had ever smiled at her like that before. She wasn’t sure if Elise turned that magic on everyone or if it was just for her, but Lydia was quickly becoming addicted to it. To all of her. It was the way she moved, the way she talked, the way she laughed. Every little thing drew Lydia to her like a moth to a flame.
“Any news on the New York project this morning, Lydia?” Elise asked.
Lydia couldn’t have cared if all of New York fell into the ocean and sank to the depths if Elise would just say her name so prettily like that forever.
“Just more requests for clarifications,” Lydia said, with a tired sigh. “It means they’re seriously considering it at least. They wouldn’t be asking for such detail if they weren’t interested.”
Elise looked pleased. “That’s great,” she said. “I think it’s a wonderful design. It’s going to win, for sure.”
Lydia shrugged. She was beginning to hope it wouldn’t – which was crazy, after spending so many months working on it, after committing so much of Solberg Hart’s time and efforts towards the project. It would put the company on the map in the States and was the next logical step in the firm’s expansion, but for some reason, she couldn’t bring herself to care. If they won the project, she’d have to move to New York for the duration of the build. She and Oskar had agreed on that from the beginning.
Now Elise was here, she didn’t want to go.
Ridiculous, she told herself. She couldn’t plan her life – and the entire future of the company – around an intern.
“How long do these things usually take?” Elise asked.
“A month or two,” Lydia said. “Sometimes longer.” She had that long to sort her shit out – whatever this was with Elise. She took the coffee and tilted her head at the art table. “Let’s get to work. I want to see your thoughts on this gallery design.”
Elise gave a pleased nod and went eagerly to the art table. Lydia watched the woman’s arse as she went. 
She mentally smacked herself. She’s your intern, she told herself. You're her boss. Get a grip. But Lydia couldn't deny the way Elise was making her feel. Lydia daydreamed about her in meetings, stealing glances when she thought Elise wasn’t looking. She made excuses to touch her – even if it was just a brush of their hands, a soft touch of their shoulders as they stood over the art table. Their knees under the table in the break-out room when they both seemed to be taking lunch at the same time and the only chairs left were the ones right next to each other.
Ugh! Was she fourteen years old again? 
But Lydia was ready to explode with desire. Especially when her thoughts drifted to Elise alone at night. What would happen if Lydia gave in to those feelings? If she ignored all the professional safeguards that should hold her back? What if she lost control and did something she’d regret? What if Elise didn’t feel the same way?
None of this stopped Lydia from wondering what it might be like to kiss her, to touch her, to feel their bodies pressed together. The temptation was becoming unbearable and Lydia wasn’t sure how much longer she could resist.
“Hey, Romeo,” said a voice.
Lydia looked up to see Oskar standing in front of her desk. He had a smug smile on his face. She’d been in a daze. It was lunch time. Elise was elsewhere in the office. Lydia had no idea where the morning had gone.
Oskar looked at the sketch pad full of aimless doodles on her desk.
“Working hard?” he asked.
Lydia gave him a look. He grinned back. Nothing ever got through Oskar’s relentless cheerfulness.
“Everything okay?" 
Lydia shook her head and forced a smile. "Yeah, everything's fine," she said.
"You sure?" Oskar asked, raising an eyebrow. "You seem a bit distracted."
Lydia sighed. "It's nothing, just a lot on my mind. Erm, worrying about New York," she added, seeing Oskar wasn’t falling for it.
“Come on,” he said and tossed her blazer at her. “I was about to go grab lunch. You want to come with me?"
Lydia hesitated for a moment, then nodded. Anything to get out of the office and clear her head.


Down on Southbank, they headed towards a cafe they frequented regularly. Oskar chatted about their current projects and design schemes that were still in the works. Lydia tried to focus on what he was saying, but her mind kept drifting back to a pair of kind eyes and a dimpled smile.
"So, what do you think of the new intern?" Oskar asked, interrupting her thoughts.
Lydia knocked over the salt shaker. 
"What do you mean?" she asked, trying to sound casual.
"You know what I mean," Oskar said with a grin. "Elise. The girl you can't seem to take your eyes off."
Lydia wrinkled her nose. Had she been that obvious?
"I don't know what you're talking about."
Oskar laughed. "Come on, Lydia. Think it might be time to get back on the … erm… bike? Sorry, terrible expression. But Tori was a long time ago now. It's okay to be attracted to someone. We're all human."
Lydia sighed. "I know, it's just... complicated." Her last long term relationship – damn it, her only long term relationship – had been an emotional trainwreck and it had taken Lydia a long time to rebuild her confidence. Oskar had been a lifesaver back then. She’d leaned on him for support and he’d been like a brother. 
Just like a brother, he could also be irritatingly right about things that Lydia didn’t want to admit to.
“You’re allowed to be happy,” he said. “You know that, right?”
Lydia nodded at her meal. 
“You want to admit that to yourself and not just your food?” Oskar smirked. “Ask her out.”
“I can’t do that, Oskar. I’m her boss. It would be inappropriate,” she protested.
Oskar nodded sympathetically. "I see your point, and given your history, I totally understand your hesitation, but you’re both grown ups. Talk about it. Be open. It can’t be inappropriate if you’re both consenting adults. If she’s your person and you let this chance go just because of some silly sensibility about workplace romances, you’re a fool.” He narrowed his eyes at her. “She looks at you in just the same way, you know.”
The grey London skies pulled back and the sun came out. It blazed like hope in Lydia’s heart.
“Really?” she breathed.
Oskar burst out laughing. “Oh, girl. You are gone.” He reached across the table and squeezed her hand. “Talk. To. Her.” 
She scowled at him. She wasn’t a baby.
“Ask her out,” he continued. “And do it soon before the rest of the office comes up with some crazy scheme to set you both up. They’re already taking wagers as to when you two are finally going to kiss.”
Lydia’s face was red again and Oskar’s laugh was friendly.
She paid for their meal and headed back to the office.


Elise was seated on one of the park chairs at the plaza at the bottom of their tower. It wasn’t a large space, or particularly inviting. There were one or two trees and a fairly meaningless sculpture. Lydia was always thinking about how she would redesign it to make it more enticing, but Elise sat there with a sketchbook on her lap, totally absorbed. 
Oskar nudged Lydia with his shoulder. 
“Golden opportunity,” he said. He waggled his eyebrows. “No time like the present. Could be fate.”
Lydia swatted him. “Alright, alright. I hear you.” She tugged at her blazer and ran her fingers through her hair. Then she panicked slightly. “Do I look okay?”
Oskar lost all patience. “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” he muttered, and turned her by the shoulders and gave her a gentle shove in Elise’s direction. “Go get her, tiger.”
“I hate you,” Lydia said, but she went.
“No, you don’t,” he called, as blithe as ever.
There was an empty spot on the end of Elise’s bench.
Lydia cleared her throat. “Mind if I join you?”
Elise started and looked up. “Sure,” she said, and smiled, but Lydia noticed something behind her eyes – a sadness that Elise quickly covered.
Lydia peeked at Elise’s sketchbook. "That's beautiful.” She held out her hand. “May I?”
Elise handed over the pages. It was a detailed sketch of an old stone house, perched higgledy-piggledy on a hill and shouldering up to similarly old buildings. It had a French feel to it and it was plainly drawn with love.
“What's the story behind this?" Lydia asked, quite breathtaken with the sketch.
Elise lifted one shoulder and gave a tight smile. Something had upset her. Lydia knew she should tread lightly.
"It’s just a house. Well, it’s been in my family for generations. My mother grew up there and inherited it from my grandmother. I spent a lot of childhood summers there. But it’s just a house.”
Lydia was intrigued. “You obviously love the place.”
“I did— I mean, I do,” Elise said. “It’s in this little village called Saint-Cézaire-sur-Siagne, which I could never pronounce as a kid, up in the hills above Grasse in the south of France. It’s all lavender and olive trees and narrow laneways and friends of my grandmother’s who make the most delicious pastries. I love it a lot.”
Lydia sensed her hesitation.
“But…?”
“But we will probably have to sell it soon. It’s sat empty since my grandmother died and we haven’t been able to go there as often after my mother got sick—” She broke off. Lydia realised there was a lot more here than she first expected, and most of it was gently distressing Elise. 
"That must be hard," she said softly.
Elise nodded, "It is. But it's just a house, you know? We'll always have the memories."
Lydia could see the love for the place in the details of the drawing, and it made her heart ache. She wanted to comfort Elise, to hold her and tell her everything would be okay, but she didn't want to scare her off.
Lydia nodded. "I understand. I had a place like that too. My grandparents' house down in Cornwall. It always felt magical to me."
"It's amazing how places can hold so much meaning, isn't it?"
Her eyes were shining. Lydia wanted to fall into them.
There was a number in the corner of the page. “What’s that?” Lydia asked.
There was another grimace. “That’s the estimate the real estate agent gave me,” Elise said. “It’s not really enough. The place is really run down. Needs so much work. There’s so much I’d love to do to it.” Her eyes lit up suddenly and Lydia felt herself pulled into them. Elise flicked through the pages, showing Lydia sketches of plans for the interior, clever and sensitive alterations and additions. Lydia looked at the gleam in Elise’s eyes and tried to resist the feeling of desire they sparked in her. 
Elise’s excitement only lasted a moment. 
“But it’s practically in the middle of nowhere and it’s not really going to attract the money we need for it,” she added. “Mum wants to go there again – to stay there, even – but she needs a higher level of care than—”
“It’s okay,” Lydia said, quietly. “I shouldn’t have asked. It’s none of my business.”
“No!” Elise said. “I mean, it’s not that. I’m happy to tell you. I mean, I’m glad to share it with you, it’s just that it’s not really a happy story. I had the conversation with the real estate agent earlier and it made me glum. Coming out here to sketch was to make me feel better.”
“Did it work?” Lydia asked.
Elise smiled. “I feel better now you’re here,” she said, and blushed a beautiful shade of pink. She ducked her head. “Sorry. That was really cheesy.”
Lydia was suddenly on top of the world. “I love cheese,” she said.
Elise snorted. Lydia adored that she was laughing.
“You’re not at all what I expected,” Elise said. 
Lydia pulled herself tall. “You didn’t expect to be dazzled by my wit and shining personality?” 
Her heart nearly burst out of her chest when Elise leaned suddenly sideways and nudged her with her shoulder. 
“I didn’t expect you to be so kind,” she said and smiled that sad, grateful smile again.
Lydia would take that. It wasn’t the wild, passionate, one-night-to-forever rubbish she sometimes dreamed she wanted, but it was a damn fine start. Plus, there was an obvious pain in Elise’s life right now. It wasn’t Lydia’s place to pry, but if she could ease Elise’s life in any way, she’d be happy with just that. There was the chance of a true friendship here, if nothing else, and when she looked at Elise’s timid smile again, she knew she’d do whatever she could to put the sparkle back in her eyes.
“Want to get back to work?” Lydia said, gently.
“Sure,” said Elise, gathering up her stuff. “Oskar gave me some services plans to work through.”
“Nope,” said Lydia, emphatically. “No way. I’ll talk to him. That is not where your talent lies. Your gift is in extracting the realistic possibilities from my wild designs. We’re becoming a good team, you and me. If you want to, I’d like you to work far more closely with me.”
Elise blinked at her. “Are you kidding me?” she breathed, her eyes searching Lydia’s face.
“Not at all,” Lydia smiled. “And maybe you could show me some of your other drawings too. I'd love to see more of your work."
Elise smiled, her cheeks flushing slightly. "I'd like that."








Chapter 4

[image: image-placeholder]

“It’s just drinks for someone’s birthday at the office,” Elise said. “Probably won’t go for long. I’ll be back before midnight, definitely.” 
Her mother laughed at her from the door of her bedroom. She was standing, leaning one shoulder against the door, watching Elise do her make-up. Elise was pleased she was walking around, but worried that that nonchalant pose against the door-jamb was really just a cover for how tired she was.
“If you get a better offer than coming home to your sick old mother, you take it, Elise Meriweather,” Lisette said, mock-sternly. “Don’t let me cramp your style.”
Elise kissed her cheek. “Yes, Mum,” she grinned.
“I mean it!” cried Lisette, as Elise bounced down the stairs. “And you look hot, darling. Is that lovely Lydia Hart going to be there? You’ve only been talking about her all month.”
Elise grinned up at her mum. “She is,” she said happily. 
“Well then, I don’t want to see you until lunchtime.” Lisette waved and laughed as Elise rolled her eyes.
Elise had a good feeling about tonight too.


Elise was both nervous and excited as she approached the venue where Lydia was meeting her for drinks with their coworkers. It was at a well-known LGBT bar in Soho, and Elise was looking forward to getting back into London's nightlife. She’d been going out less and less since her mother’s illness had begun to become critical, and eventually she stopped going out at all. But more than that, she was thrilled to be included in Lydia's circle, even if it was just a work function.
The bar was bustling with people, noisy and crowded, but she spied Lydia on the other side of the room, in a leather jacket over a loose T-shirt – a look that just about sent Elise’s mind to the gutter. The tight black jeans didn’t help either, or the four-inch heels.
Lydia introduced Elise to everyone, and Elise was struck by how effortlessly charming Lydia was with her coworkers and her colleagues from other firms. They all seemed to genuinely like and respect her, and Elise couldn't help but feel a little starstruck. But when Lydia's eyes met hers, Elise felt a jolt like lightning that made her heart race.
It wasn't until Elise caught Lydia looking away quickly, a hint of endearing embarrassment in her eyes, that she realised the feeling was mutual. Elise couldn't believe it. Lydia, the successful and talented architect who she had admired from afar, who she had spent a month working alongside in an atmosphere of the utmost politeness, was interested in her.
As they waited for their drinks, Elise felt Lydia's hand brush against hers and she knew it was intentional. The tension between them was real and Elise's heart was racing.
Lydia seemed to sense Elise's nervousness and leaned in to whisper in her ear, "You look gorgeous tonight.”
Elise's eyes met Lydia's – and a hundred things snapped into place. Elise felt the heat rise to her cheeks.
“So do you,” she whispered back, feeling both like she was in high school again and flying to the moon at the same time. Just being near Lydia was kicking up her pulse.
"So, Elise, how are you finding working with us so far?" one of their coworkers asked, breaking the tension.
Elise took a deep breath, trying to steady her nerves. "I'm really enjoying it. Everyone has been so welcoming," she replied, smiling at the group.
“Everyone,” affirmed Oskar, with a cheeky grin. He ducked when Lydia suddenly tossed a pretzel at him. The group laughed. Elise couldn’t stop another blush. She was one hundred percent sure they were laughing at her, but no one was being mean about it. In fact, they all looked pleased, their smiles for Lydia and her both genuine.
Lydia leaned in closer to Elise. "Ignore him,” she said. “You're doing great." Her breath was hot against Elise's ear. Elise shivered at the contact, and crossed her legs below the table.
The group became louder and more raucous as the evening went on. A DJ set up at the other end of the room and half the group disappeared to dance. Oskar proved to have a hilarious dance style and when Elise laughed and turned to find someone to share her merriment with, she realised it was just her and Lydia alone in the booth.
The rest of the room suddenly faded away.
Lydia sidled closer, her thigh pressed against the length of Elise’s, their shoulders touching. They could have spread out and had the whole space to themselves, but neither felt the need to move. Elise wasn't sure where this was headed, but she knew one thing for sure: she was completely and utterly under Lydia's spell.
They were quiet for a long moment, side by side. It should have been uncomfortable – Elise should have been wracking her mind for something to break the silence – but it wasn’t. She could have stayed that way forever.
Lydia’s lips were suddenly at her ear again. “I want to talk to you, but I don’t want to talk about work,” she said. “I want to know more about you. I want to know everything about you.” She stopped for a moment, watching Elise carefully for a reaction. “Is that too forward?”
Elise twisted in the seat suddenly and rested her knees on Lydia’s thigh. She could feel a long, taut line of muscle beneath the fabric and suddenly wanted to feel much, much more, but she gave Lydia a reassuring smile instead. 
“Not at all. I want to know everything about you too.”
“Twenty questions,” Lydia said.
“Cheesy,” Elise replied.
“Ha! What did I say about cheese before?” grinned Lydia and Elise rolled her eyes at the woman’s triumph. “All its varieties,” Lydia insisted. “Except maybe the blue stuff. That’s gross.”
“Oh, I know right!” agreed Elise. “My mother is so into blue cheeses. I think it’s a French thing. I’ve spent most of my life avoiding questionable French cuisine.”
“Okay, I’m going to ask you all about this French connection you have. You’re just so exotic—” Lydia swatted her knee playfully when Elise just snort-laughed “—yes, you are! And talented. And beautiful—” She hiccuped to a halt.
Elise realised her lips were open and she was holding her breath.
“You think I’m beautiful?”
Lydia seemed to take courage from the question. She reached up one hand to brush curls away from Elise’s cheek. 
“Oh, gorgeous girl,” she said. “You are so beautiful I can barely think whenever I look at you. I’m torn between throwing you out of my office so I can get some work done and tying you down and never letting you go again.”
They were caught in the moment again, poised in this magical revelation that had Elise’s mind reeling with possibilities and exquisite happiness. Lydia liked her? Lydia thought she was beautiful? 
Elise's heart skipped so many beats she nearly passed out. Was her boss really flirting with her? She tried to keep her cool, but she had to ask. 
"What, exactly, does that mean, Lydia?"
Lydia's eyes locked onto Elise's, and she spoke in a soft voice. "It means I'm really attracted to you, Elise. I’ve been trying not to think about it, but I can't help it. I want— I want—" 
She ducked her head suddenly. Elise was astonished. Was the extraordinary Lydia Hart shy? It was endearing and adorable and, in that moment, Elise realised there was no more pretending.
"Me too," she managed – even though that made no sense – and the way Lydia looked up with such eagerness, with such hope, sealed it.
Lydia's hand reached out and gently touched Elise's cheek. "Good," she said. "Because I’d really like to kiss you right now."
She leaned in. They were so close to each other, their breath mingling, their eyes on each others’ lips when they heard someone shouting over the music.
"Come on, you two! Just snog already!"
Lydia huffed out a massive sigh and rested her forehead on the bridge of Elise’s nose for a moment, then she turned and swore.
Oskar and a group of their colleagues were grinning and waving at them from across the bar. Oskar stuck both thumbs up and grinned like a maniac.
“I hate you, Oskar!” Lydia yelled. 
“No, you don’t,” he called back. 
Elise noticed a tenner or two exchanging hands between the group and realised they’d been betting on the two of them kissing. She put her hands on either side of Lydia’s face, turned it gently back around and pressed her lips to hers.
There was a huge cheer from the other side of the room but Elise didn’t care. At that moment, Lydia’s lips were her whole world. 
It was soft and gentle at first, but it was Lydia who quickly deepened it into something more passionate. Elise let her arms slip over Lydia’s shoulders and pulled her closer. All her senses were focused on Lydia, every inch of her body where it touched hers. She was acutely aware of the softness of Lydia’s lips, the sweet taste of her lipgloss and the tang of her drink on her tongue. But more than all of that, she could feel tenderness in the kiss, and longing. She could taste need and desire, she could taste a beautiful future and a hopeful happiness she hadn’t felt in a long time – and she couldn't help but respond in kind. It was a moment pinned on the music and the buzz in the room – ordinary but somehow perfect. A minute that would always be endless.
They pulled away, breathless, and looked into each other's eyes. "Wow," Elise whispered.
Lydia smiled. "Yeah, wow."
Lydia didn’t seem to want to let her go. Her hands trailed down to rest on Elise’s shoulders, her palms mere inches away from her breasts, where Elise wanted them very much. Her mind was spinning – she couldn't believe how good it felt to be under Lydia's touch.
Lydia drew her bottom lip into her teeth, then wiped her mouth on the back of her hand. She looked embarrassed. Elise could see the desire there, but she seemed hesitant.
“What?” Elise asked.
"I don't want to take advantage of you on a first date," Lydia said, brushing a strand of hair out of Elise's face again. She fixated on a curl for a moment, twisting it in her fingers. "You deserve to be treated with respect and care."
Elise smiled. "I know," she said. "And thank you. But I want you to kiss me again. And more."
Lydia's eyes widened in surprise, but then a slow smile spread across her face. "Well, in that case," she said, carded her fingers into the hair at the base of Elise’s neck and pulled her in.


"I don't have too much free time, to be honest. I spend most of my evenings at home with my mother," Elise said, hours later. 
They’d been talking for ages. Half of their group had headed off to another venue. The olds had gone home. Lydia and Elise were reluctant to move. So far they’d covered their respective childhoods, the first time they knew they were attracted to women, their favourite books, movies and ice cream flavours, and best holiday destinations. It was only going to be a matter of time before Elise had to address the issue of her mother’s health.
"You mentioned before that she was unwell,” Lydia said, carefully. “Is everything okay with her?" 
Elise hesitated for a moment before responding. "She has leukaemia,” she said, simply. “It’s a long, slow form that has given us more time together than you would think with an illness like that, but— but it’s entered an uncontrollable stage now. We still have a while, but the end is coming.” She gave Lydia a tight smile. “I take care of her. I don’t want to miss any of the time that I still have left with her."
"Oh,” Lydia said softly, reaching out to touch Elise's hand. “I don’t know what to say. That must be tough for you.” 
"It can be,” she said, “but it’s a funny thing – there’s pain and fear, of course, but something about knowing that the inevitable is closer than you think kinda makes everything brighter. The happy bits are happier too, and I swear, I’ve never laughed so much about wigs and fake eyelashes before in my life. Putting falsies on your mum is hysterical—” she laughed suddenly at the memory and watched the bemused surprise in Lydia’s eyes “—but, yeah, it could be better. I love my mother. She's always been there for me, and I want to be there for her."
Lydia squeezed her hand.
“So, no sweeping me off on spontaneous weekend dates in Paris, just in case you were planning anything like that,” she teased, to lighten the mood.
“Hmm. I was, actually.”
“What?!” Elise squeaked. “Really?”
“I have an apartment there. Seventh arrondissement. You’d like it,” Lydia said. She firmed that up. “You will like it. We can take your mum, even.” Elise grinned back at her, even though the possibility of that happening was pretty low. “Maybe,” Lydia added. “One day.”
“Thank you,” Elise murmured. She appreciated Lydia’s understanding – the gentle and respectful way she didn’t force the issue
"I’m not much into the nightlife either,” Lydia admitted, looking around at the club with a wrinkled nose. “I don't have too many close friends myself." She looked down at her drink. "People tend to tolerate my – ah – eccentricities because I'm the boss."
Elise laughed, feeling more relaxed again. "I think your 'eccentricities’ are completely fine, Lydia. They are what makes you – and your designs – stand out from the rest."
Lydia smiled. "I haven’t told anyone this except Oskar, but sometimes… I think I’m lonely," she said. "I have a successful career and all the things most people wish for, but people don’t get me. And I don’t get them."
Elise listened intently, feeling a sense of empathy for the woman she had admired from afar for so long. "I know what you mean," she said softly. "Sometimes it feels like no one really understands. Nobody really knows how to connect with me over my mum’s illness either. No one knows what to say. They just drift away."
“Not everyone,” promised Lydia, leaning in again. “Can I kiss you again?”
They lost another hour.


Elise pulled Lydia onto the dance floor after that.
"I'm not a very good dancer," Lydia said, her voice almost lost in the throb of the music, a tiny frown between her brows.
But Elise didn't care. She wanted to feel Lydia's body against hers, wanted to lose herself in the heat of the moment. She grabbed Lydia's hand and led her into the crowd.
The music was loud and pounding, and the bodies around them were a blur of sweat and movement. Elise didn't care about any of that, either. She pressed her body up against Lydia's, feeling the heat radiating off her. Lydia's hands were wandering now – Elise could feel them on her hips, then moving up to the small of her back. She gasped as Lydia's fingers grazed the sensitive skin just above her waistband and she shivered at their touch. Lydia was there, a constant presence at her back, and Elise felt safe and exhilarated all at once.
And then Lydia's hands were moving lower, down to the curve of her ass. Elise moaned softly, feeling a pressure building inside of her. She wanted more. She wanted everything. She wrapped herself about Lydia’s body and allowed the music to carry them both to another place.


It was Lydia who finally pulled her to the door.
She was careful with her too – respectful – fetching Elise’s coat for her, holding it out as she slipped her arms into it, checking to see if Elise was warm when the cold air of the night hit them both like a wall.
Elise was so lost in a blur of happiness it took her a moment to realise the evening was ending. Lydia was walking her back to her car and offering to drive her home. At least they were still holding hands.
They walked in silence for a while, Elise feeling more and more uncomfortable with every passing moment. Had she misjudged this completely? Had she done something wrong? Lydia was clearly struggling with something, but Elise couldn’t quite put her finger on what. Finally, she couldn't take it anymore.
"Lydia," she said, stopping in the middle of a Soho street. "If you've decided you’re not interested, that's fine. Just say so."
Lydia looked at her, surprise written on her face. "What? No, Elise, it's not that."
"Then what is it?" Elise asked, her voice rising slightly. "Am I a rubbish kisser? Did I say something stupid? Is it because of— my mum?"
Lydia shook her head. "No, of course not. None of those things. You're amazing, Elise. It's just...I don't want to rush things. I don't want to take advantage of you."
Elise frowned. "What do you mean?"
"I mean that I like you, Elise," Lydia said, her voice low and serious. "A lot. But I don't want to move too fast. You have a lot of things going on with your mother. I’m hanging on a possible life-changing project in New York. I don’t want us both to rush into something unless we’re sure we're both on the same page."
Elise felt her heart skip a beat. Lydia liked her. The realisation was almost too much to handle. She took a deep breath, steeling herself for what she knew she needed to say. "Lydia, can I ask you something?"
"Sure," Lydia says, her voice gentle.
"Is it because you’re my boss and I’m just an intern?"
Lydia took a deep breath, and Elise could see the conflict written all over her face. 
"It's complicated," she said, and Elise felt a flicker of anger. She hated that expression – hated how it had become a catch-all for anything anyone didn't want to talk about.
"Try me," she said, her voice firm.
Lydia hesitated for a moment, then stepped closer to Elise. "I don't want there to be any... misunderstandings. We work together, and that could get messy."
Elise felt a surge of frustration. "So that's it? We’re not going to even try because of work?"
Lydia shook her head. "No, that's not it. There was someone in my past – someone I worked with, who was a junior too. She accused me of— Let’s just say I don't want to be that person. The one who takes advantage of a younger colleague. The one who puts her own desires ahead of her responsibilities."
Elise felt a pang of sympathy. She didn’t know much about Lydia after all. The woman was ten years older than her. That was almost a whole lifetime of history Elise needed to catch up on. 
"I get it," she said softly. "But I'm not a child, Lydia. I know what I want."
"I know," Lydia said. "And I want you too. But I need to be sure. I need to know that this is something real, not just a fleeting moment."
Elise nodded, that delicious glimmer of hope curling in her chest again. "It is real, Lydia. I promise."
Lydia took a step closer, and Elise could feel the heat of her body. "Then let's take it slow," she said. "Let's do it properly. Let’s get to know each other completely."
There was a long moment. They just stood there, on the cobblestones of a Soho street, and looked at each other. Elise could see the warmth and the need in Lydia’s eyes, the longing to be closer to her. Elise could feel it too, but for now, she was content to take things one step at a time.
Elise smiled and felt the tension begin to dissipate. "Okay," she said. "Slow is good." Then she jiggled on the spot. “But I’m freezing. Where’s this expensive car of yours? You gonna drive me home?”




Chapter 5
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Lydia stepped into her Chelsea home and leant her back against the door. 
Chelsea was one of London’s most exclusive boroughs, with rows of terrace white Georgian houses, arranged in genteel crescents. The address was a symbol of how far Lydia had come in life, the multi-million pound price tag on the home hadn’t even dented her budget. She’d redesigned it the moment she’d bought it and filled it with the most stylish luxuries. The renovation had won awards and featured in any number of architectural magazines. It was another of her triumphs.
And it was empty.
Empty of the things that mattered, anyway.
She pushed off the door and listened to her heels tapping on the polished wooden floor  – the pristine surface a reflection of the successful career she’d spent so long chasing. But tonight, as she hung her coat and removed her scarf, the exclusive address felt more like a cage. The elegant house lacked warmth, as if it longed to be filled with life and laughter.
Elise’s laughter.
Lydia sighed and wandered through to the kitchen. She poured herself a glass of water and leaned against the cool granite countertop. She could still feel the lingering sensation of Elise's soft lips on her own, their sweet taste, the thrill of the gasp Elise had made at their touch. The leap of her own heart in her chest. It had been amazing, and it was clear Elise had wanted more.
That wasn’t really something Lydia was used to.
Aside from Oskar, Lydia didn’t have many close friends. She was odd – always had been. ‘On the spectrum,’ they’d said at school. Her peers had been less kind, and Lydia had been glad to leave those associations behind after high school and make new acquaintances at college. That had started the pattern – Lydia kept all but a special few at arm’s length. People were tricky. It was easier to focus on her career and build the business she and Oskar had started together.
She was the designs. Oskar was the people person. It was a perfect relationship. 
And it had been hugely successful. Solberg Hart was an international force and Lydia’s innovative designs had made her a household name. Yet, she had never quite managed to form deep connections with others. Lydia's creative genius often came bundled with quirks that too many others found off-putting, and it had become simpler, over time, to just accept that.
But Elise was different. She had been a breath of fresh air, her kind and gentle nature working its way into Lydia's carefully guarded heart. And tonight, their connection had bloomed into something more.
They had real chemistry, Lydia thought, her mind jumping back to the easy jokes they had shared, how Elise had laughed – not at her as so many people did behind her back, but with her. 
Despite that, Lydia couldn't shake the feeling of unease that accompanied their newfound intimacy. As Elise's boss, she felt responsible for maintaining professionalism, even as her own heart pleaded with her to let it be something more. Lydia suggested they take it slow, and Elise had agreed, her not-quite-patient understanding filling Lydia with a bittersweet mixture of hope and trepidation.
Lydia wandered over to the window and gazed out at the tree-lined street below. This wasn’t the first time in her life that she’d dared to imagine a workplace romance might lead to love. The last time she’d been foolish enough to lower her guard had ended in an angry, hurtful, shouting mess – to say nothing of the humiliation that had come with it. 
Was she crazy enough to risk all of that again? Could Elise be the one? The one person who could understand her idiosyncrasies and embrace her quirks, who could see the woman beneath the successful architect?
The first floor view to the street below was like the edge of a precipice, and Lydia was sorely tempted by the promise of something genuine and true.
She sipped her water, trying to picture what a life with Elise might look like. Would they share quiet mornings, waking up tangled in each other's arms? Could they collaborate on designs that would reshape the skyline, their creative passions encouraging each other on? 
Lydia closed her eyes, imagining Elise's gentle touch, the way her laughter made her entire being feel lighter. A surge of courage welled up within her, pushing her fears aside. Perhaps, for the first time in her life, she could let down her guard and allow herself to trust. Trust that Elise might be the one to understand her, to see her as more than her eccentricities, and to show her the true meaning of love.
She made a silent promise to herself, to take this leap of faith with Elise and to see where it would lead. With a deep breath, Lydia put down her glass and reached for her phone. She sent Elise a simple, heartfelt message: 
"Thank you for tonight. I had a lovely time with you. I’m sure I won’t sleep thinking of you. – Lydia"
As she watched the two grey ticks turn blue, a newfound sense of determination filled her. It was time to embrace the uncertainty of love, to risk heartache for the chance of something beautiful. Lydia knew that she couldn't predict the future, but she could make a conscious effort to trust and be open to the possibility of happiness.








Chapter 6
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“Choc-hazelnut and raspberry, or blood orange and lychee?” said Elise. 
Lydia looked up from her desk to see a vision with gelato standing at her office door.
“I love all those flavours,” she said. “How could you possibly know?”
“I’m magic,” Elise said, simply. “Which one?”
Elise strode into the room with a confidence that set her hips swaying. Lydia wasn’t sure which enticed her more – Elise’s body or the ice cream in her hands.
“I want it all,” she said greedily, and the look in Elise’s eyes told her Elise knew exactly what she was referring to. Lydia pushed her laptop aside with relief and cleared a space on her desk for Elise. Elise sat neatly on the edge and crossed her legs, her thighs right in Lydia’s line of sight. Lydia sighed happily. Elise’s skirts had been getting shorter and she’d been spending more and more time in Lydia’s office. There wasn’t a soul in the company who didn’t know what was going on between them and none of them cared. They were happy and everyone could see it.
“You’re a lifesaver,” Lydia went on, taking the chocolate and raspberry tub from Elise’s hand, swirling the bamboo spoon through both flavours and transferring an enormous amount of gelato to her mouth. “These geophys schematics are boring me brainless. Gelato is the perfect distraction. Did I tell you how much I love you?”
Elise took the chocolate and raspberry back and swapped it for the orange and lychee. She grinned at Lydia’s forlorn expression.
“Babes, you say it every day, but almost always after I bring you coffee or cake,” said Elise, “and I do seem to remember someone having some idiot idea about taking it slow.”
“I say it when you bring me ice cream, too,” Lydia mumbled, with her mouth full of gelato.
“Exactly. When you say it for no reason,” Elise teased, “that’s when I’ll believe you.”
“Not fair,” said Lydia, but she knew it was a fair point. She said it all the time because she was practising and wanted to know how it felt. She had the strongest feeling, one day soon, it was going to pop out for reals.


It had been a month since that night at the bar in Soho and it had been a blur of happiness.
On weekdays, they worked together and during lunch breaks, if Lydia could spare the time, they sneaked down to the riverside walkway to picnic by the Thames. They talked about their dreams and fears, about nonsense and trivialities. Like a rosebud opening its petals one by one, they learned more about each other, and Lydia made a habit of kissing each new secret she learned from Elise from her lips. 
Oskar, obviously thinking he was being deviously cunning, set them both to work on designs for a new project – a new arts district for a regional town in northern England. Elise was to work with Lydia on the concept sketches, Elise strengthening her technical skills by bringing solidity to Lydia’s artistic flights of fancy. They brainstormed ideas together in Lydia’s office, covering her art table with plans and designs. They took breaks to play table tennis in the main office, Elise often winning, to cheers from the rest of the staff.
Lydia wasn’t entirely sure what she thought of that, but the glow in Elise’s eyes made losing worthwhile.
Lydia took Elise to the Tate Modern – an opening of a new showing of an artist she loved. They spent hours there, admiring the work and discussing the artist’s technique. They spent their weekends at galleries, at the park, taking long walks through Hyde Park and talking about their childhoods. They visited the Camden Lock Market and pretended to be tourists, with Elise introducing Lydia to her favourite stalls. They shared hot chocolate and croissants as they sat on a bench, watching the hustle and bustle around them.
At first, Lydia couldn’t help showing off. Posh restaurants, expensive wine, gifts of perfume and jewellery – mostly because it was a pleasure simply to have someone to buy such beautiful things for and because of the surprise she saw in Elise’s eyes. 
“But this must have cost a fortune,” Elise said when Lydia took her to dinner at a sushi restaurant so exclusive it only had seating for nine diners. 
It did, but that didn’t matter to Lydia. She hadn’t worked the best years of her life away to create an acclaimed global architectural firm for pocket money.
“Are you rich?” Elise laughed, then stopped dead when Lydia said yes. 
Lydia shrugged. “Does that change things?” she asked.
Elise’s laugh was nervous. “Of course not. It might take a bit of getting used to, though,” she added when she saw Lydia’s house in Chelsea. “Woah. This place is amazing. Have you just moved in?” she asked.
Lydia looked at the bare, minimalist space and sighed. “No,” she murmured.


One night, after a trying day filled with boring clarifications for the New York client, when even Oskar had lost his cool and sworn with impatience, Elise took Lydia’s hand and insisted she come home for a home cooked dinner.
“You can meet my mum,” she said. “I’ll make lasagna.”
Elise’s house was small, a tired old thing in Ealing, but Lydia could see from the moment Elise invited her through the door that it was filled with love.
Lisette was thrilled to meet her and Elise’s meal was delicious, perfect for the red wine Lydia had brought along. Lydia couldn’t help but notice how little Lisette ate, how Elise glanced sadly at her plate, but how both women refused to let it get them down. They played some ridiculous card game that involved a lot of cheating and Lydia let the tensions of the day completely fall away. 
What was the point of worrying about some glass and steel tower in New York when there was so much life right here in front of her?
“You’re older than her,” Lisette murmured, when she drew Lydia into the front room while Elise cleaned up. “You’re not going to hurt her, are you?”
“Never in a million years,” Lydia promised. 
But Lisette was serious. “I’m not going to be around to comfort her if you do,” she said, “but rest assured, if you cause her just one tear, I will haunt you from the grave.”
Lydia nodded. Solemn. 
“I understand,” she said. And she did. She was beginning to think she would cut her own heart out if anything she did ever made Elise cry.
Lisette nudged her suddenly. “Booooo,” she joked, holding up her hands like a ghost and breaking the mood.
“Mum,” Elise grumbled, entering the room. “Not funny.”
Lisette talked about the house in France with a wistfulness that Lydia found painful. She changed the subject by revealing she’d studied in Paris.
“So you speak French,” Lisette asked, sharply, switching to the language and putting Lydia through her paces.
“I did my masters there,” Lydia said, in French. “So I can talk at length about building codes and design features, and I can order take-out. That’s about it.”
“That’s good enough,” Lisette said. “I like her,” she announced, holding up her glass and toasting them both. 
She even swept Lydia into a hug a short while later when she headed upstairs to bed. “I can’t stay up. I just don’t have the energy anymore,” she said. “Plus, I need all the beauty sleep I can get.” She touched the turban around her head with a girlish smile and rolled her eyes. “Very nice to meet you, Lydia. Good night, sweetheart.” She kissed Elise on the top of the head.
Lydia was shocked at how frail the older woman felt beneath her clothes.
Once she was gone, they curled up on the sofa and didn’t watch a romantic movie. Lydia kissed Elise with a new kind of urgency. 
A week later, inspired by the lasagna, Lydia booked them both into a cooking class, learning how to make pasta from scratch.
“Is this some kind of dig at my cooking,” Elise joked.
“Never,” replied Lydia and amused herself by planting a flour-covered palm, fingers wide on the arse of Elise’s black skirt. When Elise didn’t notice, she didn’t tell her either, letting her walk out of the class afterwards the mark still proudly on her backside. Lydia liked the look of it there, she imagined her own hand there – no fabric, no flour, just skin on skin. 
They were back at Lydia’s Chelsea house when Elise finally did see it. 
She screeched and chased Lydia around the kitchen until Lydia eventually allowed herself to be pinned against the bench and kissed soundly. Elise filled Lydia’s cold living room with candles and they ate the pasta they’d made, cuddling together on a couch Lydia had never considered comfortable before. 








Chapter 7
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“Early start tomorrow.”  
Lydia had winked at Elise as they parted ways the previous evening, refusing to tell her anything else about her plans. Now, as Elise slipped into her car, all wide eyes in the pre-dawn darkness, she still had no clue where they were heading. 
“Good morning,” Lydia said, smoothly, and leaned over to kiss her. “Excited?”
Elise feigned annoyance. “I might be, if you’d tell me where we’re going.”
Lydia smiled enigmatically and pulled her silent luxury car onto the main road.
“Ooo, you think you’re so good,” Elise laughed. “You know I’ll figure it out from the road signs, don’t you?”
That actually hadn’t occurred to Lydia. She slumped in her seat a little.
Elise took pity on her. “Oh, you goose. I’m pretty sure I’m going to love whatever it is you have planned.”
“It’s supposed to be a surprise.”
Elise grabbed Lydia’s hand and placed it on her thigh, then crossed her legs around it. Lydia nearly drove off the road.
“Just tell me.” Elise sounded very smug.
“Alright, alright,” Lydia laughed. “Oxford. We’re going to Oxford!”
She didn’t take her hand back. It felt very nice between Elise’s thighs.
“Oxford? Really? I’ve always wanted to go there. Beautiful architecture.”
“Yes, really.” Lydia confirmed, loving Elise’s reaction. “But I’m not telling you what we’re doing when we get there. Everything else is going to be a surprise, so don’t try to wheedle it out of me.” 
She pouted, then did it again when she noticed Elise watching her lips.
“You are such a child,” smiled Elise. She squeezed her thighs around Lydia’s hand. 
Lydia watched Elise from the corner of her eye, the smooth hum of the car creating a quiet backdrop to their journey. Elise watched the view, her eyes sliding sideways every now and then to look at Lydia, her lips curling into a small smile. 
Lydia had planned this day with meticulous care. Each delight — the ride to Oxford, the surprises that awaited them — was carefully crafted to lavish a perfect experience on Elise. She worried about Elise worrying. She wanted to lift the shadows that weighed on the corners of Elise’s happiness. She needed to show the woman just how much she had already come to mean to her.
When the spires of Oxford began to rise above the horizon, the honey-coloured buildings bathed in the soft morning light, Lydia was pleased to find Elise wearing an almost constant smile. 
“It's beautiful,” Elise murmured. 
Lydia's heart warmed at the sight. "Yes, it is," she found herself responding, knowing she wasn't referring to the city.
“Did you study here?” asked Elise. 
“For a while,” Lydia replied, “before I even knew I wanted to be an architect. There are lots of things I want to show you.”
Lydia drove them to the city’s edge. In a field green in the sunrise, something enormous burst with unexpected colour – a hot air balloon was being readied for them.
“Ever been in a hot air balloon?” Lydia asked casually, already knowing the answer from Elise’s excited gasp.
Elise squeezed her hand while they waited for the balloon to inflate. They climbed into the giant wicker basket and felt the sear of heat from the flame on their cheeks, the cold of the early morning air on the tips of their noses.
When they finally lifted off the ground, Elise leaned against her. Lydia could feel Elise’s excitement vibrating through her body. Elise was warm and infinitely more beautiful than the view. Lydia’s arm snaked around Elise’s hips, Elise slipped her hand into Lydia’s back pocket. She didn’t want to let her go.
From the blue, high above the city, they could see Oxford’s spires, its courtyards, and the winding Thames. In the stillness of the sky, it felt as if time had slowed down. 
“Where did you stay when you were here?”
Lydia pointed. “Magdalen College. The one with the tower and the enormous gardens. And the deer park… and the water meadow.”
“Posh,” Elise said.
“Very,” Lydia admitted. “But nice too. Someone in my family has gone up to Oxford every generation since the 1700s. We’ve always been Magdalen people. My father was a Fellow, so was his father. I was always going to study here.”
Elise leaned against her. “But Oxford doesn’t offer architecture.”
“I was studying law.” Lydia shrugged. “Family footsteps. I hated it – though, of course, if you’re going to hate your studies, this is the very best place to do so.” She smiled at the view. She really did have a fondness for Oxford, despite everything.
“So what happened?”
Lydia wasn’t sure she wanted to burden Elise with that story, but the look in Elise’s eyes suggested she genuinely cared about the answer. She took a breath.
“I’d nearly finished my second year and both my parents were killed in a car crash.”
“Oh no.”
Elise turned and looked at her, her arms reaching around Lydia’s waist.
Lydia smiled at her. “It’s okay. It was ages ago now. And, this sounds awful, but we weren’t ever particularly close. Not like you and Lisette.” She turned Elise back around to look at the view again. That’s why they were here. Elise’s hand found hers and squeezed. It encouraged her to go on.
“My mother was a judge, my father was a Queen’s Counsel. I knew from the beginning that what they did was more important than me. I started boarding school when I was eight. I’m sure they loved me – they just didn’t really know me.”
That perfect hand in hers squeezed again. 
“What did you do? Were you alone?”
Lydia kissed Elise’s hair. “Boarding school gives you a sense of independence, if nothing else,” Lydia said wryly. “There was still money, obviously, so that was okay, but now there were no one’s expectations shaping my life for me.” She gave a dry chuckle. “I did the unthinkable. I threw in my law studies, betrayed my Oxford heritage and went to The Other Place.”
Elise pulled a puzzled face.
“Cambridge,” Lydia explained with a grin. “Enrolled in Architecture, met Oskar and found my own way.”
There was silence for a while. Just the whisper of the wind and the occasional roar of the balloon’s burner.
“I think you were alone for a long time, weren’t you?” Elise finally said, quietly, pensively.
Lydia bit her lip. She was too clever, this girl, sometimes. 
But she brushed the mood off. She didn’t want the day to be maudlin.
She pointed to the river and talked about the Summer Eights – rowing festivals and long hours strolling along the river to the next place offering a cold glass of Pimms. She talked about the badgers in gardens and the geese with their darling rows of goslings each spring. She told Elise about the glorious buildings, the perfect spots to have a cup of tea in a gothic nook overlooking a courtyard where C.S. Lewis or Oscar Wilde before them had done exactly the same.
She thought how very right Elise was, how very observant – and how no one but Oskar had ever come so close to making her feel wanted.
She hugged Elise tighter and marvelled at how happy she looked. Away from the office, from the constant sadness of her homelife, the woman practically glowed and there was a lightness to her smile that Lydia hoped was for her. Lydia knew she was falling for Elise, hard and fast, and it felt absolutely terrifying and exhilarating all at once.
After an hour in the air, and a good deal of snogging when the balloon pilot turned his back, the balloon descended into another perfect field, and Lydia’s second treat of the day began.
“Oh yes! Breakfast! Have I told you how amazing you are?” Elise squeezed Lydia’s backside through the pocket of her jeans. 
Lydia lifted her chin. “You might have mentioned it,” she said, smirking. “I could stand to hear it again.”
Elise kissed her. “You’re alright,” she teased. 
A blanket was spread under a willow tree, laden with pillows. A small campfire crackled nearby and a chef stood close ready to cook bacon and sausages. A basket of freshly baked bread smelled delicious, and a bowl of berries and fruit beckoned. Lydia served Elise a tall thin glass of champagne and orange juice. Nearby, the river gurgled cheerily, and birds flitted through the branches.
It was almost ridiculously perfect. 
Lydia wanted to stop the clocks, to freeze this beautiful moment. It wasn’t real – real life was miles away in London – but in the brightness of this moment, Lydia couldn’t deny it any longer. Elise was everything she wanted. 
Elise clinked her glass against hers.
"Thank you for this," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I love it.”
Lydia barely held herself back. I love you, she wanted to say.


Later, Lydia led her through the Bodleian Library on the heels of a guide taking them on a very special private tour.
"So, welcome to my inner nerd," Lydia quipped, feeling suddenly self-conscious. 
She’d arranged a tour of the original architectural drawings and sketches of all the famous landmark buildings in Oxford with their Gothic Revival style. Elise examined the yellowed, curling papers, astonished when the guide provided her with soft white cotton gloves and allowed her to touch them. 
Elise turned to her with a smile. "You know I love this stuff, Lydia," she said, her eyes alight with enthusiasm. "This is fantastic."
Her words were like a balm to Lydia's insecurities. It was hard not to feel heady with the sheer joy of sharing this place, and this connection with Elise. 
Lydia grinned and relaxed completely. “It was the interior of the Oxford Museum that really started my architecture journey. This drawing here. We’ll go look at it later. You’ll love it.”
Elise squeezed her fingers and they geeked out together on the history of design for ages.
After the museum, they made their way to a pub for lunch – cheap and cheerful, and relaxing for both of them. There was something about the way Elise leaned forward when Lydia spoke, her soft laughter at Lydia's jokes and the warmth in her eyes that made Lydia's heart beat just a little faster. 
All too soon they were driving back to London in a comfortable, companionable silence that felt so natural and easy that Lydia was loath to break it. Elise rested her hand on Lydia’s leg as she drove, the city lights painting her face in soft, shifting hues. Lydia could feel Elise's contentment radiating off her. It was contagious, and she let it wash over her, basking in the shared tranquillity.
The day had been perfect.
So perfect, they followed it up the next Sunday with a day trip to Brighton.
They walked along the beach, breathing in the salty air, feeling the warmth of the sun on their faces – and enjoying the profusion of rainbow flags on the stores along the promenade. They played carnival games on the pier and won a stuffed frog that they named “Oskar." That had been hilariously funny at the time, but later they couldn’t even remember why, which made them laugh all the more. Elise insisted they ride the roller coaster and they waved their arms in the air, screaming for no reason other than the sheer happiness of it. 


‘Taking it slow’ lasted just four weeks until something happened that shook Lydia out of her daze. They were walking through a park and a child ran past, miles ahead of his family. When he turned to laugh at them, he slipped on some wet early autumn leaves and went down hard with scraped hands and a bump to his forehead. Elise immediately went over to him, pulling out a tissue from her pocket and helping him keep it together until his parents ran up.
As Lydia watched, something shifted inside her. In a patch of sunshine under the trees, she saw Elise for the first time – really saw her. Not just the gorgeous, sexy woman who saved a secret smile just for her, but how kind and caring she was to everyone, how bravely she wore her heart on her sleeve. And in that moment, Lydia knew. She just knew. It wasn’t even a lightning bolt. It was simply a brand new state of being. A reality so perfect, so absolute, Lydia couldn’t even remember the old one. 
She wanted to say it straight away: I love you, but she had the strongest feeling Elise would brush it off and tell her the moment was corny just because there was an injured child involved. So she didn’t – she just took Elise’s hand and felt her heart swell at the perfect way their fingers fit together.  
Lydia spent the rest of that afternoon walking on air. The entire world was brighter and more vibrant than before. She felt alive and exhilarated. Nothing would ever be the same again.




Chapter 8
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Lydia chose her moment carefully.  
It needed to be as mundane as possible – no ice cream, she thought, though that would have been nice. She waited until Elise was deep in a sketch for the internals of the concert hall they were working on and then she slipped out of her office.
She made Elise’s coffee.
Or she tried to.
“Mo,” she called. “How does this damn thing even work?”
Mo didn’t even bother trying to hide his shock. 
“Are you okay? Where’s Elise? Is everything alright?”
Lydia pulled a face. “Funny,” she told him. “Ha ha. But keep it quiet, will you?” She cast an urgent look across the floor to make sure Elise was still at her art table. “I want to make Elise’s coffee for her but this thing is—”
Realisation dawned on Mo’s face. He brushed her aside.
“No, no! I want to do it myself,” Lydia hissed. “Show me.”
With only a small amount of cursing she made Elise’s drink and carried it carefully back to her office. A shield protecting her heart. A gift offering her soul. She placed it on the art table near Elise’s hand as casually as she could.
“I love you,” she said and sat down at the table across from her.
Elise’s head was bent over her work, her brow furrowed, her pencil scratching across her page. At first, her pencil didn’t pause and her frown remained, and Lydia’s heart dropped like a stone into a well. She wondered if she’d made a grave mistake.
But then, as if the words had to traverse a winding path before finally reaching their destination, a change came over Elise. Her fingers stilled and her expression cleared. She looked up at Lydia.
Her lips fell open.
Lydia gazed back and realised she wanted nothing more than to see this joy on Elise's face every day for the rest of her life. She would tell Elise she loved her every day, just for the glory of the love reflected in her eyes.
Slowly, as if time had chosen this instant to dawdle and enjoy the spectacle, they leaned towards each other. Their lips met in a tender kiss, a gentle joining of souls that spoke of promises and possibilities.
In that fleeting instant, the world around them ceased to exist. There were no coworkers, no office, no ticking clock – only the two of them and the soft hush of their breaths between them.
“You mean that, don’t you?” said Elise.
“I do,” whispered Lydia. “I know it’s only been a few weeks and I know we hardly even know each other and I know it was my idea to take it slow—”
“Crazy stupid idea,” Elise clarified with a soft, dopey smile. Her eyes were still on Lydia’s lips.
“I’m beginning to agree with you,” Lydia murmured.
“All that time we wasted.”
“It felt like the sensible thing to do.”
“So we’re ditching sensible now?” Elise asked. “Please say we can stop with the sensible.”
“Screw sensible,” breathed Lydia, incredibly distracted by the tiny smile on Elise’s lips. “Never saw the point of it, myself.”
Elise huffed out a disbelieving little sigh. It was full of sass, but Lydia was prepared to let it slide. Whatever else was happening here was far more important.
“Do you know how much I’ve been dreaming about you? How much I’ve been wishing to hear you say this?” said Elise.
“Quite a lot, I hope,” Lydia said. “Because I’ve been dreaming about you too.”
Elise moaned.
She closed her eyes and fell forward onto Lydia’s lips again and Lydia nearly lost herself in the soft gasp the woman made into her mouth, in the sweet, sweet taste of her lips. Forever was just there in that smooth, heavenly lushness of Elise’s mouth and Lydia could have stayed there for eternity.
“Does this feel sensible now?” whispered Elise. 
Lydia pulled back a little and rested their foreheads together. They were both breathing through parted lips. Lydia knew she needed to get Elise somewhere more private very, very soon.
“This feels perfect,” she said.
“Take me home?” Elise asked.
Lydia crashed their lips together again—
“Big news, partner!”
Oskar barrelled straight through her office door, sailing right into the middle of the room before pulling up. 
Elise sprang away from Lydia immediately, her hand across the back of her mouth, embarrassment and guilt all over her face. Lydia grabbed her free hand in reassurance.
“Shit, Oskar. Don’t you ever knock?” 
Lydia turned, ready to unleash years of pent up annoyance at Oskar, but the grin on his face stopped her short. Something had happened. Something that made his grin wider than Lydia had ever seen it before.
The blossom of happiness that had bloomed in Lydia’s chest tightened into worry once more.
“We just won New York!” he cried. 




Chapter 9
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“Three cheers!” yelled Oskar, though the cheers themselves were an uncoordinated mess and Mo had to take charge and do them properly. Elise cheered as loudly as she could. 
Of course Lydia’s design had been chosen. It was definitely the most innovative and sensitive proposal for the space in New York and Elise couldn’t wait to see it brought to life.
What she couldn’t understand was why Lydia didn’t seem happy about it.
“Congratulations,” she told her, for what felt like the hundredth time, trying to inject all her pride and enthusiasm into her tone, trying to boost Lydia’s mood. She should be proud. She should be ecstatic. 
Oskar certainly was. He immediately laid on a very extravagant party for everyone in the studio. Actually, Oskar was too overjoyed himself to do anything so structured, so he gave Mo an insane budget and Mo wrangled caterers and a mobile bar company in moments. There was so much fine food it was practically a meal, and so much booze Elise could already tell who would be rolling home later in the evening.
The more senior staff whisked Lydia off for a private celebration in Oskar’s office and everyone else dug heartily into the party food. Everyone seemed happy. Lydia had catapulted the firm to an entirely new level. Every architect in the company was going to benefit from this. The New York project would boost everyone’s portfolios.
Elise felt slightly cold – as if she’d only just got warm in the glow of Lydia’s love, only to have it ripped away like a blanket. She smiled along with her colleagues, but she wanted to be back with Lydia.
“It wasn’t just me,” Lydia insisted, once the honchos returned and Oskar was slapping shoulders once more. “We all worked on this. This is a success for the whole team.” She raised her glass to some of the others, but they waved her down.
“Your brilliant design, Hart,” Oskar said. “That’s what won it. The client loves you.”
Lydia still didn’t look as pleased as she should and her eyes kept seeking out Elise’s across the main floor of the office. Lydia was surrounded by senior partners. Elise was drinking with the juniors. The win was wonderful – of course it was – but what Elise really wanted was to continue that moment they’d been having before Oskar burst in.
Lydia loved her.
Elise’s whole body flushed with the thought. The extraordinary, brilliant, chaotic and beautiful Lydia Hart loved her. Elise wanted to get out of here. She wanted Lydia to take her hand and drag her down to that sexy car of hers, drive her through the London streets to her Chelsea home, and tug her straight into the bedroom.
Hell, Elise wasn’t sure they’d even get that far. She could jump Lydia right here. Pull her away from the party, lock her office door, pull the blinds and kiss her until they both melted into each other.  
She blinked. Was that how it would go?
She remembered all the times they’d touched and kissed, how her heart had raced each time, how reality had pulled back to just this perfect space between them. She thought of Lydia’s soft sighs, her gentle laughs. Her elegant hands. The way her long fingers held her pencil as she sketched. The other things Elise imagined she could do with them.
She wanted Lydia’s hands on her now – to see Lydia’s lust and know there was nothing to hold them back now. She wanted to lay herself down for Lydia on her bed, naked and true. She wanted to peel Lydia’s clothes from her and discover the beautiful woman beneath. She wanted to explore every inch of her body – with her touch, with her kisses, with her tongue. 
She wanted Lydia so much. She wanted her now.
Elise couldn’t stop watching Lydia across the room. She could see the same thing in Lydia’s eyes – the way they slid to Elise’s at every other moment, the way they looked her up and down. The way Lydia barely held on to her patience. The way her longing spilled out of her whole face.
Oskar stood on a table.
He laughed out his congratulations again but then he got serious.
“I’ve known Lydia since college – and she was determined and ambitious even then. I knew she’d go far. I challenged her to a ten year plan one night at the pub and she scribbled a road map on the back of a coaster. Our other friends laughed – the most prestigious firm in Europe in just ten years? They jeered.” He raised his glass to Lydia. She shuffled her feet. “But they didn’t see the same powerhouse I saw.” He glanced around. “We all know Lydia for her contrasts – the scatterbrain who can stick five pencils in her hair and not find anything to draw with, and the ruthless business mind that can ace any negotiation. The gentle mentor who can bring out the best in any emerging talent, and the fiercely competitive innovator who is fearless in her creativity and zeal.” 
The group chuckled affectionately. Lydia tried not to blush.
“Lydia sketched me into her plans and we achieved everything on that coaster in seven years, not ten, and we’ve gone on to bigger and bolder things in the time since.” There was applause. “Europe has been our playground for too long. With this win, we embark on the next stage of our success – New York today, tomorrow: the world.”
Cheerful laughter was tinged with pride. Everyone in the room knew that Lydia’s ambition really could conquer the world. 
And they all knew just how embarrassed the real Lydia was right now. In fact, she looked downright miserable.
One of the younger architects, Anita, took pity on her.
“We’ll miss you, Lydia!” she called.
Mo chuckled. “Will we, really?” 
There were hooting jeers and good-natured teasing.
But Elise’s blood had frozen in her veins.
Miss her? Why would they miss her?
Lydia had gone very still and she watched Elise carefully across the room.
“Who’s going to get her office?” someone else called.
Lydia pulled herself back into the moment. “No one is getting my office, thank you very much,” she said, a half-hearted attempt to play up to the fun. “I’m not going forever. I like my office.”
Oskar waved a flippant hand. “It’s a three year build,” he cried. “Of course you’re going. And besides, we’ll get you a lovely new office in New York, you big baby.”
Three years? Lydia was going for three years?
The sounds of the party faded to the background. Elise’s pulse thudded in her ears. Lydia was leaving – leaving before they had even begun. She couldn’t believe it. They had been so close. But Lydia was the lead architect on the project. The client would insist on her being in New York for the build. It was a multi-million dollar project, the crowning achievement of Lydia’s career. 
Of course she was leaving.
And Elise had to stay in London. For her mother. For as long as they still had together.
Elise realised she was staring. 
Lydia smiled sadly back at her over the party.


They didn’t say much as Lydia drove them back to her house in Chelsea.
What was there to say?
Elise noticed again how expensive Lydia’s car was – a Porsche Taycan, electric – a whole class above Elise’s own level. Not that she and Lisette even had a car. Who really needed one in London with the Tube and buses every other minute? That’s what they told themselves, anyway, though it had been a budget choice. Elise couldn’t deny that getting her mum to chemo in comfort like this would beat public transport anyday. This car had exquisitely soft leather seats and an array of screens in its elegant interior, though the most elegant thing in it, of course, was Lydia. 
The woman’s hands caressed the steering wheel, capable and confident, and Elise found herself staring at them, even if she couldn’t raise her eyes to Lydia’s face. 
The car was whisper quiet as it prowled through the London streets, but despite that, they couldn’t seem to find anything to say to each other.
“About New York—” started Lydia.
“I’m so proud of you—” said Elise at exactly the same time.
They looked at each other, and lapsed back into silence.


Inside the house, Lydia poured them both a wine and Elise waited, unsure of what to do.
She stood at Lydia’s expansive kitchen counter like a polite house guest. Only a few short hours ago, Elise had had visions of them making love in every room in the house…
What did this mean for them now?
“I’d offer to get something in for dinner but I don’t think I could eat anything,” murmured Lydia. 
“Me either,” said Elise. 
She held up her glass, sadly. Lydia raised hers automatically, then stopped mid-clink. 
“Can we just sit down and talk about it? Please, Elise?”
Lydia led her through to the lounge room and they sat, uncomfortably apart from each other, on her white, Italian sofa.
There was a long silence.
Lydia looked such a confused mess of emotions that Elise decided she would be the one to break it.
“I didn’t know you’d be going to New York if you won the project,” she said. She tried to keep the accusing tone out of her voice. From the look on Lydia’s face, she didn’t succeed.
“I didn’t want to tell you,” Lydia admitted. “I didn’t even want to think about it.” She stood up suddenly and paced to the window. “I worked so bloody hard on that damned proposal. I put everything into it for months – nearly a year! Oskar and his gorgeous wife started insisting I eat dinner with them just so they could be sure I was eating. I didn’t think about anything else.”
Elise watched her. That was one of the things she admired about Lydia – her wholehearted devotion to whatever she set her mind to. How she pursued what she wanted without hesitation until she held it firmly in her grip. For a few wonderful moments, Elise had hoped that might be her.
Lydia strode back to sit next to Elise again. They still didn’t touch.
“But then I met you and everything changed. I didn’t tell you about New York because I— I— aghh, because I was fixated on you and I didn’t want anything to get in the way of… of us.” She was fierce for a moment, but then she dropped her chin and stared at her own hands. “I do that sometimes,” she murmured, embarrassed. “I focus on things so fully that I lose track—” She broke off suddenly and looked at Elise, aghast at what she had just said. “Not that you are ‘things!’ Oh god, I didn’t mean it like that. You are— I mean, Elise, you are so much more than—”
Elise took pity on her. “I know. It’s okay. I know what you mean.”  
Lydia bit her lip. She was still distressed. Elise felt awful. Lydia should be celebrating, not defending herself like this.
“I didn’t tell you because I wasn’t even sure we were going to win it,” Lydia finished, lamely. “I didn’t think it would be an issue.”
“You were always going to win it,” Elise said, gently. “It’s the best design by far. It’s going to be extraordinary. I can’t wait to see it built.”
“I won’t have to be in New York all the time.”
Elise looked at her lap, if only to avoid the sadness in Lydia’s eyes. “Yes, you will. Leading architect on a project of that calibre? You’ll be living and breathing it.”
“I’ll have a team. I can be home for weekends.”
Elise didn’t say anything. She knew her lack of enthusiasm was ruining Lydia’s triumph.
“You could come with me,” Lydia breathed.
Elise tried to picture it. It would be wonderful. The two of them in a bright, sunny office in New York, working together every day, side by side at her art table. Heading home together each evening to Lydia’s apartment, cuddling on the sofa together, falling into bed and into each other’s arms. She wished with all her heart that she could give Lydia the answer she wanted, to run with her and be with her and help shape this new part of their lives.
“We make a great team,” Lydia said, forlornly.
“You know I can’t,” Elise murmured, watching the words crumple Lydia’s shoulders even further. “Mum—”
“I know,” whispered Lydia.
Lydia twisted the stem of her wine glass on the white fabric of the couch. It left a ring of liquid behind, tinged slightly with red wine. It was going to leave a stain.
“Don’t do that,” Elise said, gently. “You’ll ruin it.”
Lydia shrugged. “It doesn’t matter.”
Her voice sounded empty. Elise couldn't think of anything to say.
“Where does this leave us now?” Lydia asked, eventually. 
She looked frightened of the answer.
Elise thought back to their kiss, to those heady words they’d said to each other and wondered if she could ask Lydia to stay in London and send someone else to New York.
Of course she couldn’t. Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She pulled it out to look at it. 
It was her mum.
If you’re still out, love, I need some more painkillers. Sending my script to your phone. I was going to head out today but I didn’t make it…
Reality hit Elise right between the eyes again. She had so little time left with her mother, and her mum needed her – really needed her. Elise should have already known Lisette was low on the particular painkillers her doctor had prescribed. She should have already got them for her. She’d been so wrapped up in Lydia these past few weeks she hadn’t been giving her mother the care she needed. Lydia, on the other hand, had a million dollar luxury lifestyle and wanted for nothing. She also had a dazzling career to pursue in New York. Elise had an inevitable misery that hung over her like a cloud. One that was only going to grow darker. Lydia didn’t need someone like Elise holding her back.
She certainly didn’t need the weight of Elise’s burdens pulling her down.
Elise knew what she had to do.
“I should go,” she said.
“No, please—”
Elise forced a fake smile. “Mum needs some stuff, and I’m sure you have a million things to do. If I go now, I can catch the chemist on the high street. They stay open til nine.”
“I could drive you—”
God, Lydia actually looked forlorn. Elise forced her smile wider and stood up. She filled her tone with the kind of faux-happiness that sounded superficial even to her.
“Congratulations again. It’s going to be an amazing project. I know you’ll be brilliant in New York. Thank you for all your kindness in the office and for the chance to get to know you over the last few weeks, but I won’t keep you any longer. You’re going to be so busy and I wish you all the best for your time in New York.”
“Elise, what are you—”
“I’ll see you tomorrow in the office.”
She ran out the door.
Like a coward.
Outside she leaned up against it and screwed up her face. She pressed her lips into a thin line to hold in the tears. Lydia had looked so hurt. So heartbroken. 
Elise knew exactly how much. She was feeling it herself right now. God, it was killing her.
She was an idiot, probably destroying the best thing that had ever happened to her. But it was the right thing to do, she told herself as she pushed away from the door and stumbled into the cold London night. 
Lydia stood on the edge of greatness, and Elise had a date with death. 
Elise needed to let her go.
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Lydia was a different woman at work the next day.  
After a very painful night with no sleep at all, dawn brought clarity. She knew why Elise walked away from her – Elise probably thought it was the right thing to do. She had her mum to look after. Lydia completely understood. It hurt – god, it hurt so very much – but she respected Elise’s decision. 
She was prepared to give Elise the time and space she needed to do what was important for Elise and her mother. Lydia would be selfish if she did anything else. 
New York would provide the distraction Lydia needed to keep Elise out of her head while Elise dealt with more important things.
So, heart aching, Lydia dressed in a suit for work that morning rather than her usual casual jeans and blazer. 
One benefit to the way her brain worked was that she could focus on a task two-hundred percent. She packed away the wistful hope she’d had of a life shared with Elise into a secret place in the back of her mind, and devoted herself instead to this new phase of her life. It was the first day of a major new project and the exponential expansion of the business she had built from nothing with Oskar to become a global powerhouse. 
It was business. 
No more gentle days drawing at the art table with Elise. 
She got to the office early and set things in motion, shooting out emails and messages for staff to follow before everyone else arrived. She arranged for Elise to be seconded to another senior architect, handed her other projects onto other teams and cleared her art table of all its clutter.
She made her own coffee.
Oskar was in early too.
He rubbed his hands together when he looked at the staged programme Lydia had already drawn up for the transition to the New York office. He looked keen.
Then he frowned.
“What about Elise?”
Lydia didn’t look up. “I’ve handed her on to George. She’ll do well with him. He’s a stickler for the details.”
“You hate George.”
“I don’t hate him.” She ignored the rude raspberry noise Oskar made. “He’s a good architect,” she insisted. “Elise can learn a lot from him.”
“I think she’d rather learn from you,” Oskar said, mildly. “I thought you’d be here telling me I was about to lose our best intern because you were taking her to New York. I thought the two of you were—”
Lydia stopped that thought before it went any further.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Oskar sighed. He glanced through the windows of her office to check if anyone else was in yet. 
“Lydia, don’t do this,” he said. “Talk to me.”
His gentle tone sounded so genuine, she did. She told him everything.
“I thought we were … something … too. I thought she was the one, Oskar. But life is about to pull us in very different directions. Her mum is dying. She won’t leave London. And New York is my project. We can’t put anyone else on it.”
She said that last bit as a half-question.
Oskar shook his head. “You were part of the deal,” he said. “The client wants you.”
She knew that. She’d negotiated hard for it. At the time, it had been the most sensible choice. It was time for Solberg Hart to move into the States, and Oskar had a family. Without Lydia on this project, there was no job.
“So, she gave me the brush off,” Lydia said. “I know she was trying to be kind, and she’s probably right. I suppose we’re lucky this happened when it did. Before we’d gone any deeper. It’s easiest this way.”
“You don’t look like this is the best thing to do.” 
He was about to hug her, but Lydia waved him off. “I don’t need your puppy dog eyes, Oskar. Don’t make this any harder for me.” She fidgeted with her coffee, then took a long sip, watching him over the rim of her cup. “Promise me you’ll look after Elise while I’m away.”
“I will,” he said.
“I mean it. Her mother isn’t well and the worst is going to happen, sooner or later. You make sure you give Elise every assistance she needs when it does. Anything. Time off, pay her bills, send meals to her house. Do you hear me? Whatever she needs. I don’t want to lose her.”
Oskar gave her a pointed look.
Lydia heard what she’d said.
“I mean, she is a valuable asset to the company. We don’t want to lose her.”
Oskar gave her a sad smile. “Of course,” he said. “And I agree. Don’t worry about it.”
There was the sound of voices out on the main floor. Mo and a few others walked in to start their day. They brought the smell of fresh pastries with them and laughter. It was the perfect excuse to wrap up this conversation. Elise herself would arrive soon enough and Lydia was going to need all her strength and focus to get through the day without her.
“Do me another favour, Oskar?”
“Anything for my prize winning architect.”
“Keep her busy,” Lydia said. 
Oskar stared at her and Lydia coughed and looked at her desk. 
“I’ve got one week before I head over there,” she mumbled. “Keep her away from me. I don’t need—”
“Come on Lydia. You can do better than that.”
“Seriously. I have a multi-million dollar build to ramp up, in New York, no less. I barely know a soul there, I have a thousand things to do and I don’t need the distraction.”
“Is that all she is?”
She was everything and more.
“Please Oskar.”
Oskar heaved another sigh, got up and walked to the door. He turned back just before he left.
“You know Bitchface is in New York now?” he said.
Lydia sighed and put her chin on her chest.
“Don’t call her that.”
“It’s exactly what she is,” Oskar said. “She was awful to you.”
“She was young,” said Lydia. “And yeah, I did know.”
“Are you going to…”
Lydia waved him away. “Get out, Oskar. I’ve got stuff to do.”
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Solberg Hart Architects didn’t hold quite the same joy for Elise now. 
The first few days after the New York announcement were miserable. Not for the company – just for Elise. Everyone else in the company seemed thrilled, and the intensity in the office had been dialled up to eleven. With some staff taking temporary roles in New York to get the company started in the States, there was a high level of excitement. And an extraordinary workload. It was the kind of charged, dynamic work Elise had always hoped she’d be part of.
Just not like this.
She knew she’d avoided the issue with Lydia that night, but she hadn’t yet had another chance to talk to her since then. Her new boss, George, was a tyrant who piled on the work. It was all stuff to help speed the establishment of the New York office and Elise tried to find pride and solace in knowing she was helping Lydia out, that she was a small, but crucial part of the amazing project, but mostly she just wished she could talk to Lydia.
She’d made a mistake, icing the woman out like that. Bringing their almost-relationship to a halt was still the right thing to do, she thought, but she could have been kinder in the way she’d done it. She just hadn’t been thinking clearly that night. She wanted to apologise. To explain.
But, in the office, Lydia seemed different. The bare, swept-clean surface of her art table – the place Elise had almost begun to think of as their art table – had been a sobering shock when she’d walked into work that first morning after the news. Now, Lydia wore powersuits every day – none of her playful colours, or the sneaky pair of Converse she kept in the office for days without meetings. It all made Elise feel awful and empty.
Every time she tried to sneak a moment with the principal architect of the company, Oskar, George or Mo appeared out of nowhere and gave her another task. She almost began to suspect a plot of some kind, except that she knew how much work there was to do.
Lydia looked stressed, Elise thought, as she watched her through the glass of her office walls.
On the third day, she timed her intervention carefully. Mo was on the phone, George had his head in the fridge in the kitchen and Oskar was nowhere to be seen.
She slipped into Lydia’s office and didn’t knock until she was already inside.
“I was wondering if you would like to grab some lunch with me?” 
Lydia didn’t look up from her laptop.
“We could get sushi and take it to our usual bench by the river?” 
A very controlled sigh breathed into the silence. Lydia still didn’t look at her.
“I know we’re busy, but you still have to eat,” Elise said, her voice getting smaller and smaller by the second. “Are you eating? Take a break. Maybe we could… talk.”
Lydia’s shoulders hunched and froze. Elise wanted to stand behind her, rub her thumbs into those tense muscles and feel the woman relax back against her, but she knew she no longer had the right to do that.
“Mo?” called Lydia, looking right past Elise and out the door. “Is New York awake yet? I’ve really got to speak to these headhunters.”
Mo came rushing in. “Another hour,” he said. “Oh, Elise, there you are. George is still chasing those schematics he’s been on about.”
“I’m on it,” said Elise, “I was just asking Lydia—” but there wasn’t too much point in finishing that statement. Lydia was deep in her work again and holding a phone to her ear. Elise let Mo lead her out.
“Sorry to disturb you,” she murmured to Lydia, but she didn’t think she heard her.


The next day, Elise brought back a paper cup of raspberry and chocolate gelato and marched it straight into Lydia’s office, but she was on a conference call with Oskar and another senior architect to the client in New York. Elise just left the ice cream on her desk, pointing to it with a smile.
Lydia’s return smile felt like regulation politeness, and Oskar waved her away.
An hour later, Elise noticed it was still there, oozing onto the paper napkin underneath it in a pink mess. It hadn’t been touched.
Why couldn’t they just talk?


On Thursday, she hung around well after six trying to catch Lydia at the end of the day.
There was only Mo and two other mid-level architects still working and someone had dimmed the rest of the lights. Jazz was playing through someone’s phone and there was the smell of microwave popcorn in the air. 
Anita put a big bowl of the stuff on the centre table and the four of them gathered around it.
“Dinner of champions,” muttered Finn. 
“Leaves buttery fingerprints all over my keyboard,” complained Mo.
Elise could see Lydia through her office windows still going flat out, her face lit by the glow of her screen. It was midday in New York. 
She sighed. She probably wasn’t going to get a chance to talk to her tonight either. It had been worth a try.
Suddenly, there was a loud, inarticulate roar from Oskar’s office and Mo winced.
“Shit,” he said. “Sounds like Oskar just found out. This will be fun.”
The others looked up. “What will?”
“Watch,” said Mo.
Oskar came barrelling from his own corner office into Lydia’s, snatched the phone out of her hand and hung up.
“Are you out of your mind?” he cried.
Lydia’s response wasn’t audible, but she waved at the glass.
Elise ducked her head. The others turned their faces towards their work just as quickly, pretending they weren’t watching.
Oskar was far less subtle.
“I don’t give a fuck who can hear, Lydia. Maybe someone out there can explain it to me, because I’ve got the strongest feeling you’ve completely lost your mind.”
Lydia muttered something.
”Wasn’t your idea? And yet there she is on our payroll again. That didn’t happen by magic. It’s your fucking project, Lydia!”
Lydia looked around Oskar and for one second her eyes met Elise’s. There was something awfully like shame in that glance, but only for a second. That horrible new blankness crossed her face again and she pulled herself tall.
“Stop shouting at me, Oskar.” She strode over to the door. “It’s my project and I get to choose who works in my office —”
The rest of the conversation was silenced by the door, but it was still plainly too much for Oskar. He waved his arms around with exasperation.
“What was that?” breathed Anita.
Elise felt slightly sick. “Who are they talking about?” she asked Mo. “Who is ‘she’?”
Mo took a big handful of popcorn. He nodded at Finn.
“A few years ago, I was receptionist here and a woman called Tori Hutton was in my role,” Mo said. “Remember her?”
Finn grimaced. “How could anyone forget?”
“Tori was manipulative right from the start,” Me said. “She set her sights on Lydia and didn’t relent. We all tried to warn Lydia, but she saw what Tori wanted her to see – all blond hair and big smiles and fake laughter.” He screwed up his face. “No one really liked her. She was a player – nothing wrong with that of course, but Oskar and Lydia have always tried to make this place feel like family. And you don’t do what she did to your family.”
“What did she do?” asked Anita.
Mo sneaked a sideways glance at Elise. “Every trick in the book. It was almost embarrassing to watch, and I tell you, it was painful to see Lydia fall for them all. She seemed happy for a while, but Tori was cruel and soon enough Lydia was frantic to stay in her good books, buying her gifts, letting her get away with—” he sighed “—all kinds of things.”
“We tried to warn Tori too,” Finn added. “That was a difficult moment, but we told her about Lydia’s neurodiversity.”
Elise was startled.
“You must have noticed,” said Mo.
“Well, yes,” admitted Elise, “but telling a colleague…? Without Lydia’s knowledge? Was that right?” 
Mo shrugged. “That’s why it was difficult. We all love Lydia. No one wanted to see her hurt, and it was pretty clear, after just the tiniest bit of research, that Lydia was just another conquest for Tori. It was only fair to both of them that Tori understood that Lydia wasn’t going to react like the rest of her victims.”
“We were trying to protect her,” Finn said.
Elise nodded. “So what happened?”
Mo sighed and helped himself to more popcorn. “They both misinterpreted each other in a spectacular failure of communication and mixed signals. When Tori didn’t get the reaction she wanted, she accused Lydia of inappropriate behaviour in the workplace.”
“What?! Lydia would never—”
“It was very messy,” said Finn.
“Oskar sorted it out. He saw through Tori’s lies and the rest of us were there to back Lydia up. Tori wanted to press charges—”
“Absolute asshole,” breathed Finn.
“—but Oskar must have paid for her silence.”
Finn sat up straighter with a sudden memory. “I saw her at a gastro pub two months later bragging about the whole thing to her girlfriends. Going on about the holiday to Ibiza she’d gotten out of it. As if Lydia didn’t matter at all.” He shook his head. “I was relieved when we heard she moved to New York.”
Elise looked at the argument still going on in Lydia’s office. That must have been the story behind Lydia’s initial hesitation to get close to Elise. That was why she insisted they take it slow. She’d been hurt before.
And then Elise had bluntly kicked her to the curb right on the eve of Lydia finally admitting her true feelings. What an absolute dick move. All because Elise was insecure and childishly disappointed because Lydia was moving to America. She was an idiot.
Mo watched her closely.
“It changed Lydia,” he said.
“How?”
“Well, it made her more like she is right now – like she’s been this week, I mean. All distant, focussed on the work and not getting close to anyone. It took her years to relax back into the funny, friendly, quirky person you got to know, Elise.” There was a slightly accusing tone to Mo’s voice which Elise was one hundred percent certain she deserved.
“She’s been so happy since you arrived, El,” added Anita, with a smile.
They all looked at her. Elise steered the conversation back on track. 
“So what is Oskar all riled up about?”
Mo looked at the pair still shouting at each other in the office and avoided Elise’s eyes.
“Lydia has just engaged Tori Hutton to run our New York office,” he said. 
Elise realised Lydia was watching her through the window. Elise gave a tiny, heartbroken smile. 
Lydia’s face emptied and she turned away.
Mo nudged her.
“What’s happened with you two?”
“Just like you said, Mo. A spectacular failure of communication and mixed signals.” Elise sighed. “I guess it doesn’t matter.”


At home, Elise tried to think it through. 
She’d been rash, selfish and immature, and she’d hurt both of them, terribly. But perhaps it wasn’t too late. Maybe there was a chance.
Her fingers hovered over the send button of a text message many times. Lydia had already disregarded her in-person attempts at reconciliation. She’d ignored gelato, for heaven’s sake. Why would she want Elise’s pleady, grovelly text messages?
And now she’d employed an ex to work with her in New York.
Elise left the message unsent.
“Make us a cup of tea, love?” said Lisette.
They were settling in for the evening. Eastenders reruns on the telly, and tea and chocolate before bed. Lisette already had a blanket over her lap. She felt the cold these days.
“I’m afraid I have some news that isn’t going to cheer you up,” her mum said, gently, when she returned. “I signed with the real estate agent for the house in France. It will be listed on the market tomorrow.”
It nearly tipped Elise into tears. She loved that place and she knew her mum’s memories went back far further than her own. She knew Lisette wanted to see the place one more time before she died, and she tried to swallow her self-pity, because Lisette was clearly making the greater sacrifice.
“Oh, darling,” Lisette said. “Come here. It’s alright to cry.”
She held up her blanky and Elise slipped underneath it with her and they rested their heads together. They’d both run out of tears ages ago.
“Maybe no one will buy it,” Elise said, hopefully.
“Maybe,” agreed Lisette. “There are hundreds of one euro houses for sale in Italy and Spain. They give them away for free in Japan. If someone wanted to buy a tumbledown shack in the middle of nowhere, surely they’d grab one of those bargains.”
Elise sniffed. “Maybe we don’t even need to worry. It might never sell.”
“We’re going to need the money, though.”
They both sighed and sipped their tea.
“Silly, isn’t it?” murmured Lisette, after a while. “What is money, in the end? I’d like to die there, but I know it’s not possible. I have to sell the thing I love in order to have enough money to die with grace and to look after you when I’m gone.”
“Please don’t talk like that, Mum. I’ve told you a million times, the money doesn’t matter.”
“It will. We need to be practical.”
“I wish—” began Elise, but there were so many things her heart ached for, she didn’t know where to start.
“I know,” whispered Lisette. 




Chapter 12
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"Alright, Lydia, hands off the keyboard! It's officially party time," Oskar announced, bursting into her office with a colourful party hat perched on his head. 
Lydia groaned in mock protest, though she’d known this was coming. A bon voyage party for her and the few others who were heading to New York. It was their last day. She closed her laptop with a mock huff, knowing it was her job right now to put on a brave face and play the role.
"Alright, fine,” she said, allowing Oskar to drag her into the main space. “You know, once I’m gone, I’m taking the fun with me. The New York office is going to be the party office. You lot will all be begging to come and work for me.”
Her colleagues laughed.
Oskar hooted. “Hoo! So it’s going to be like that, is it?” He looked delighted.
He nudged her over to a table crowned with a massive cake with “NYC or bust” piped in chocolate icing. He looked so pleased with himself, she almost felt her lower lip wobble. 
Oskar saw it.
“No crying!”
Lydia knew her place. She rolled her eyes and hid her emotions behind some well-practised banter. 
"Who's crying? I'll have you know I've been practising my 'I'm so excited to leave you all behind' face," she shot back, crossing her arms over her chest.
Oskar laughed and popped an early-afternoon bottle of champagne. The smell of catered food wafted in from the kitchen. Mo opened the door of the meeting room and herded out fifty helium balloons, and a party swung into action in no time. The tight-knit team was rallying to give Lydia a send-off to remember. Though her heart ached at the thought of leaving this lively crew, Lydia plastered on a smile, savouring her final moments in the familiar, lively atmosphere of her London office.
In truth, she was too tightly wound to properly appreciate it. 
She knew this was important for the morale of the company, but the pressure of ramping up to move her life and her business to a new country in just a week – and the hyper focus she’d needed to get through that – had taken its toll. 
She just assumed she’d work until she could crack on the flight. Wait until she was settled in one of those vast seats on the private jet and order a fine champagne from the hopefully sexy flight attendant, and then—
Ah, what was she thinking?
She’d come so close. She’d been so certain Elise was the one. She’d kissed her and felt the universe finally settle into place around her .
And then it had all shaken apart again. 
Elise had brushed her off with such an awful, cliched lie.
How could she possibly leave Elise now?
She looked around the room for Elise and caught her sullen face on the periphery of the celebration. She listened to Oskar’s speeches and felt nothing. When Elise gave up and left quietly at the back of the crowd, Lydia knew she'd done the wrong thing. 
She knew she couldn't repair this. She knew there wasn't a solution. Not anything anywhere near close to what they nearly had – but she also knew she couldn’t leave it like this.
With just the barest minimum of social grace, she slipped out of the party as soon as she could and tried to find Elise. 
In her office, she grabbed her phone and sent a desperate text.
Please can I see you? Don’t go! Can we talk, please?
She scanned the view out the window, searching the ground below in case Elise was there. Two blue ticks told her her message had been read and she looked at her phone, the street, her phone, the river…
Our bench by the Thames.
Lydia ran. 


When she got there, Elise was wiping her eyes. 
“May I sit down?” Lydia asked.
Elise sniffed and gestured at the bench. She retreated to one end of it herself and left the other end for Lydia. The space between them didn’t bode well.
Elise watched the river. Lydia could see her raising her chin and blinking – doing her best to look as if she wasn’t in the same emotional mess that Lydia was. 
Lydia suddenly realised she didn’t know what to say. What could she say? What could she offer? A three-year long-distance almost-relationship with Lydia the workaholic devoted to her company while Elise watched her mother die. What a miserable, fucked-up mess this was.
The silence stretched between them.
Suddenly, Elise snorted – a bitter laugh that twisted her lips and made her look angry.
“I’ve been trying to talk to you all week, Lydia. You ignored me. Now, at the very last possible minute, you say you want to talk, and yet we’re sitting here in silence. This is ridiculous.”
Lydia nodded. That was fair. Emotions and relationships had never been her strong point. It was why she’d been lonely most of her life.
“I guess we’re lucky we didn’t get too much further into the relationship,” she said.
Elise choked. “How can you be so clinical? So callous?”
Lydia was stricken. 
“I didn’t mean to be— I didn’t say that right—” She stopped and Elise stared at the water again. “It is true, though,” Lydia went on. “Imagine how much worse this would be if we’d… if we…”
Elise’s head snapped around to hers. Now, she looked aghast. 
“So, you’d still have broken it off even if we’d taken it further?”
“That’s not quite fair, Elise,” Lydia murmured. “You were the one who walked away from me.”
But Elise’s hurt had begun to fester and turn to bitterness.
“Oh, heaven forbid anyone should stand in the way of the illustrious Lydia Hart’s stellar career.”
Lydia hung her head. 
“And maybe I’m not even crying over you.”
The stung, but Lydia knew Elise was lashing out because she was in pain. Lydia probably deserved it. 
“Mum’s counts are low again,” Elise went on, “like, really low. When she gets like this they can’t even continue with chemo. She’s too sick to take the medicine and every day that she doesn’t is one less day I get to spend with her.”
That put things in perspective. Lydia felt ashamed.
“I’m so sorry, Elise,” she murmured.
“And she wants to die in her house in France. I know she does. And I know it’s just a stupid dream but I always kind of thought we might be able to manage it for her somehow.” She bunched her fists in her lap. “But we don’t have the money and mum signed with the real estate agent the other day. Someone will buy it and all my childhood memories will be gone, and then mum will be gone too, and you will be gone—”
She broke off.
They blinked at each other.
Lydia wanted to put her arms around her. She wanted to kiss her hair and let her cry into her neck. She wanted to tell her everything would be okay. 
But she knew it wouldn’t be. 
She knew she wouldn’t even be there to comfort Elise when it all got so much worse. 
Her mind flew in a thousand different directions at once. A whole raft of horrible, cliche expressions – the polite kind you offer to acquaintances to cover your own discomfort – swirled around at the front. She didn’t want to say them because Elise needed so much more. But the rest of her mind was all tangled up in the business of moving the company to New York. She’d spent so much time focusing on hardening her heart, she couldn’t make it melt again when she needed it to.
The silence stretched on a moment too long, and she felt it pass them both by.
Elise stood and hitched her bag onto her shoulder. 
“I really do wish you all the best for New York,” she said. “I guess I won’t see you…”
Lydia tried to kick her brain into gear, but she’d been in business mode for too long. 
“Elise— May I call you, at least?” 
Elise’s lips pressed into a thin line.
“Good bye, Lydia,” she whispered. 
Elise walked away into the warm glow of the afternoon sun reflecting off the river and Lydia felt like shit.


Late that night, sick of looking at her even emptier house and the boxes by the door, Lydia scrolled through property for sale in the French village of Saint-Cézaire-sur-Siagne.
There it was. Elise’s mother’s house. She’d recognise it anywhere – two storeys of stone, a red tiled roof, lavender at the front door. Elise’s sketches were still bright in her mind – and Elise was clearly a talented artist. She’d captured its rustic charm perfectly.
Lydia flicked quickly through the pictures.
Elise was right. It was in a very run down condition, but the house had so much potential.
Lydia got out her own sketchbook and began to draw.




Chapter 13
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Lydia's first week in New York had gone incredibly well – if she viewed success purely from a business point of view. She had successfully negotiated deals, set up a new office, employed a whole new team and begun networking with the city's influential figures in the architectural industry. 
The company had sprung for a very comfortable apartment. Oskar had insisted. A very prestigious Manhattan postcode and floor-to-ceiling windows affording her with views of the city. It was tastefully furnished, with high ceilings and a chic urban aesthetic, but when she stood in the middle of it – alone – it felt as empty and soulless as her house back in Chelsea. The expansive rooms echoed with her own thoughts, bouncing back reminders of her solitude.
The lack of Elise's warmth, her laughter, and her comforting presence left Lydia feeling hollow in her heart, and that emptiness seeped into her living space. Her home in this new city was a mirror of her emotional state – opulent and filled with promise, yet lacking the warmth of a home.
The memory of the laughter she’d shared in Elise and Lisette’s kitchen echoed around her bare apartment and mocked her.
So, she did what she did best – she immersed herself in work. Long strings of conference calls, complex site blueprints and planning meetings filled her days, leaving no time for loneliness to creep in.
The project was a welcome distraction, a chance to lose herself in her passion for architecture. And although she was making strides professionally, the ghost of Elise's absence cast a long shadow over her personal accomplishments.
Each business triumph was a bittersweet reminder of how close she had come to something beautiful – and how easily, and typically, it had failed. Each milestone in this glittering project was a hollow victory in a battle she wasn't entirely sure she was winning.


“We nailed that, didn’t we?” Nia said, as they stepped out of the elevator and into the office of Solberg Hart New York. The woman scurried along behind Lydia and the two other architects who’d just accompanied them on a client meeting. “Boss? I mean, I’m still not really sure what a variation order is, exactly, but that was a successful negotiation, right? Just so I know.”
Lydia turned and smiled at her and at the amused, raised eyebrows of the two architects following along. Nia was young and eager, and still finding her way. 
She was also incredibly quirky, in a ferociously hot pink pantsuit with a pencil stuck through tight black curls. The quirkiness was most of the reason Lydia hired her – against Tori’s recommendation. Luckily for all of them, Nia was also spectacularly organised.
But she hadn’t worked in an architectural field before.
“Very successful, Nia,” Lydia said. “And your assistance was invaluable. You’ll catch up with the lingo in no time.”
Nia took Lydia’s coat and mimed a question about coffee. Lydia nodded, grateful, but she couldn’t stop a tiny thought about Nia not being Elise.
The office was busy and the energy of a busy team charged the space with a cheerful vibrancy. The project was well underway. New key appointments were settling in and Lydia could hear a symphony of keystrokes, conversations, and the occasional hearty laugh – the usual sounds of productivity. 
She allowed herself a smile – her success in New York just beginning to take shape.
Lydia moved through the maze of desks and was greeted by eager faces. There was already a good vibe here. She could make this place her own – if there wasn’t this odd feeling in her chest holding her back.
To get to her own office – the corner suite – she had to pass the organised chaos that was Tori's domain – the nerve centre of operations. It was expertly managed, she had to admit, but the woman behind the efficiency was another story.
Tori Hutton sat amidst a bank of screens, clearly feeling she was queen of her own world. She was blonde, in a salon kind of way, late twenties with a figure kept in check via a punishing gym routine. If anything, the intervening years had simply increased the number of mean lines at the corners of her eyes. There was an awful, ugly triumph in her smile.
Lydia had found her pretty, once. 
It had only taken a few days for Lydia to realise that employing Tori to help set up the New York office was definitely not her smartest moment. Oskar had been right. 
"Nice time schmoozing the clients, was it?" Tori’s tone was light, but the dig was clear. The woman was determined to mock Lydia at any opportunity. 
“If you can call two hours of financial discussions schmoozing,” said one of the others, mildly, as they passed, but Lydia kept her face impassive. She pushed down the irritation Tori's words sparked. 
"The meeting went well,” she said. “They're pleased with our progress."
She didn’t have to defend herself to Tori. She didn’t know why she couldn’t stop herself. The words ‘self sabotage’ drifted through her mind and she wondered what was wrong with her.
"And the irrepressible Nia," Tori continued, her voice laced with a sickly sweetness. "How did she do? Did she manage to take notes correctly or have you burdened yourself with a ditz?"
Lydia clenched her jaw at the unnecessary jab. Nia was smart and efficient, a bright spot in Lydia's reluctant transition to New York. 
"Nia was excellent, thank you." Lydia spoke quietly, keeping her voice steady. There was no need for this kind of attitude so early in the project. Tori had been a mistake. She knew that now. "We're lucky to have her on the team."
There was a pause. They glared at each other. Tori's smirk didn't waver, but her eyes held a flicker of surprise. 
"Well then, isn't that nice," she replied, her voice dripping with insincerity.
Lydia turned away, her mind buzzing with unwanted comparisons. Elise would have handled the meeting with grace and sincerity. Elise would have been genuinely happy about the project's progress. Elise wouldn't make underhanded comments. Elise…
A wave of longing swept over her. She desperately wished to share her day, her triumphs, and her struggles with Elise. She wanted to sit at the art table with her and ask her advice on some finishes. She missed the magic flow they reached when they worked together. She missed Elise’s perfume on the air and that happy little hum she was sure Elise didn’t even know she made when she was pleased with a drawing. 
She wanted to see that glorious smile. 
She’d sent Elise a text message every morning since she’d arrived. Nothing long or emotionally charged. She just wanted to stay in touch. She couldn’t bear the thought that what they’d almost had could really be over. So she sent a quick ‘good morning’ or a ‘have a great day today.’ Sometimes she sent a pic of the view from her apartment, or her takeout coffee in her hand as she walked to the office. Sometimes just a handful of happy emojis and a ‘thinking of you.’
She knew Elise saw them. 
But each message left unresponded felt like a small chink in her armour of resolve. Lydia returned to her office, her gaze lingering on her phone. Elise's silence was growing more painful by the day. 
As Lydia sat down at her desk, her eyes were drawn to the half-done blueprint of the French house lying discreetly among her other papers. Elise, she thought. Elise was still everywhere around her, even if only in silence.


The phone call came just as Lydia was winding down after a long day of meetings in the middle of her second week in New York. The screen lit up with Oskar's name, the buzz momentarily filling the eerie quiet of her office.
"Oskar," Lydia greeted, her voice tired but professional. The line crackled to life, and she could almost see her business partner's jovial grin from across the ocean.
"Lydia, my favourite workaholic! How's the Big Apple treating you?" Oskar's voice was full of cheerful energy, contrasting with Lydia's muted tones.
"It's… busy," Lydia admitted. She unearthed a cup of coffee from amongst a pile of drawings she’d been marking up. She’d forgotten it hours ago. She peered at the unappealing-looking sludge and swirled it experimentally. Stone cold, but she drank it anyway, her gaze on the New York skyline. "Actually, I was thinking about flying home for the weekend."
There was a pause from London. Then, "What for?" Oskar's confusion was palpable, even over the miles. "Don't you have that golf game with the client on Saturday morning? Daniels is a major player. You’ll have to show him some mercy, you know."
His words were a bucket of cold water. Of course, the golf game. Networking. Schmoozing. Tori would be delighted. She knew how much Lydia hated it. The less appealing aspects of her job. But Oskar was right – it was part of the game.
"You're right," she conceded, attempting to inject a degree of enthusiasm into her voice, "I'd forgotten about that."
With a laugh, Oskar replied, "Well, that's a first. Why don't you take the team out for drinks this Friday evening? It would be good for everyone to relax a bit, get to know each other."
Lydia clenched her jaw. She knew how to handle her team. 
"Great idea, Oskar. I’ll do that." There was a hint of irritation creeping into her voice, an emotion she rarely showed.
Nothing bothered Oskar. "Alright, alright. Just checking." 
A moment of silence passed before Lydia asked the question that had been haunting her mind. "How's Elise doing?"
There was another brief pause and then Oskar's response came, casual as ever. "She's doing great. George has put her on the team for the residential project in Angel. Fish to water. She’s a crucial part of the team now."
Lydia felt a pang in her chest. George was an excellent architect and a good mentor and Elise would undoubtedly flourish under his guidance. So why did her heart feel so heavy?
"That's good to hear." She tried to make herself believe it. "Update on London,” she said, briskly. “How is the concert hall project going? And the gallery in Sheffield?" 
"Oh no, that’s not how it goes, partner," Oskar chuckled. “We save that stuff for the fortnightly progress meetings. You have the biggest project of all to handle right now. Let us worry about the rest."
Lydia sighed. She might be in New York now, but the London office was still hers, still part of her. But arguing with Oskar about it would be fruitless.
Then, as subtle as a brick, Oskar changed tack. "And how is the delightful Tori doing?"
The mention of Tori caught her off guard. A quick glance up confirmed what she already knew. Tori stood at her office door, her face unreadable. Lydia felt a shiver of irritation.
"She's fine, Oskar," Lydia responded curtly, "I'll talk to you later."
Without waiting for a response, Lydia ended the call. She met Tori's gaze steadily, her mouth set in a firm line.
Tori crossed the room, her movement languid, her smile too suggestive. "Who's Elise?" she asked, her tone nonchalant.
Lydia felt a rush of protectiveness, a fierce desire to shield Elise from Tori's curiosity. "That's none of your concern," she replied firmly.
Tori's smile grew wider, her eyes sparkling with a challenge. "Come on, Lydia. You're no fun," she purred, her voice dropping to a suggestive whisper.
Lydia's patience, stretched thin from the day's work, snapped. "Tori," she warned, "it's late. We've all had a long day. Go home."
But Tori was undeterred, her suggestive smile replaced with a smirk. "Or we could stay here. It would be just like old times," she said, her tone rich with innuendo.
Lydia's mind raced. This was the last thing she needed – Tori's unhealthy advances, her boundaries disregarded once again.
"No. Go home," Lydia repeated, her voice steady, brooking no argument. This time, her message was clear – no more games. Tori hesitated, her smile faltering, and then, with a shrug of her shoulders, she left.
Lydia sank back into her chair, closing her eyes. She knew it had been a mistake to bring Tori on board, but her sadness and her need for familiarity – any familiarity in a strange new city – had overridden her commonsense. And now, it seemed, the ghosts of her past were catching up. 
She pulled out her phone, already searching her mind for another friendly but innocuous message to send to Elise, despite the silence that would inevitably follow.


If Lydia’s days in New York were filled with business meetings, client liaison and the never-ending demands of an architectural project in the heart of a buzzing metropolis, then her nights were reserved for something else entirely – for the dreams of a small stone cottage in the French countryside and the woman who had sketched its plans with such care and love.
The sale finalised at the end of her first month in New York. The house in Saint-Cézaire-sur-Siagne belonged to Lydia – all of its ancient beams and crumbled plaster. The real estate agent in Grasse had practically laughed at her for paying the full amount.
“Forgive me, but you are crazy. They should be paying you for taking it off their hands,” the woman said. “It’s a dump.”
But Lydia bought it outright, not even bothering to haggle over the price. The house wasn't for her. It was for Elise. And Lisette. Lydia didn’t see a dump. She saw a home filled with memories, a place Elise had loved, and she knew Lisette’s illness made the money important. 
So, she toiled. Each night, when the office was silent and the lights of New York were the only companions in her solitary hours, she poured over blueprints and sketches. She remembered Elise's careful lines, the way her eyes had lit up as she'd spoken about the old kitchen, the crumbling bathroom, the bedroom that had once belonged to her grandmother.
The challenge of renovating those spaces, making them habitable and safe for Lisette in her current condition, excited Lydia in a way the New York project didn’t. She wasn’t just designing an environment – she was crafting a tangible manifestation of her love for Elise. The sketches were more than just plans – they were hope, a balm for her own aching heart. 
And she didn't stop at just drawing up the plans – she was the architect, the project manager, and the site supervisor via video calls with a local builder on site who she made point his phone at features over and over again. Three or four in the morning New York time was the beginning of the business day in France. She talked to contractors, discussed budgets, materials, and timelines. The design, with all its workarounds and concessions for a two-hundred year old building, was as complex as the mega-build she was directing in New York. It was also the only thing that brought her joy in this foreign city.
She was, in essence, running two projects at once – the multi-million-dollar commercial build that consumed her days, and the intimate, deeply personal refurbishment that occupied her nights. On one hand, there was Tori, all sly innuendo and mean-spirited intentions. On the other hand, there was Elise, a ghost who hung in Lydia’s heart and filled her quiet moments with longing.
Somehow, in the soulless gleam of her New York office, the French house plans spread out across her desk, the vast cityscape outside her window, Lydia found solace. Despite her loneliness and her longing for Elise, she was making something beautiful, a place where Elise could build a future, where Lisette could spend her final days surrounded by the beauty of a home that was once loved and cherished. 
And in doing so, Lydia was doing more than renovating a house – she was reaffirming her own ability to love, to care, to put someone else’s needs before her own, even when that someone had stopped even looking at her messages. 
But that didn't matter. 
What mattered was that in the grand design of her life, Lydia was choosing love, even if it wasn’t to be hers.





Chapter 14
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Elise was late. Again. 
Racing against time, she burst into the office. Mo greeted her near the desk that was usually hers. His face was grim. 
Before she could apologise, he held up a hand.
“Already covered for you with George,” he said, “But I can't keep doing this, El. The forgiving mood doesn’t come easily for our George.”
Elise swallowed hard, her mouth dry. "Thanks, Mo. I’m sorry. It won't happen again."
His mouth twisted in a wry smile. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep, girl. Most of us understand. But at least try to let me know when it’s going to happen, yeah?”
Elise slipped into her workspace, shedding her coat and bag as she did. She had barely logged into her system when her desk neighbour, Anika, leaned over. Anita’s face was etched with concern. 
“You missed the concept development meeting. George was asking for you.”
Elise’s heart plummeted. “The meeting was this morning?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. The reminder on her phone had gone ignored in the rush of getting her mother to the chemo clinic. She knew she was faltering, falling short of the expectations set for her.
Anita nodded, her expression sympathetic. “We managed, but your input would have been appreciated. You have a knack for the unique that we missed today.”
Shit, shit, shit. Elise had asked for more responsibilities and worked hard to prove herself to George. He was a stickler for process and detail but Elise had jumped through all his hoops. She’d been proud when he’d acknowledged that with an increased workload. 
But she knew her position in the office was fragile. She was just an intern, after all. Sure, she was one whom everyone had come to rely on – diligent, creative and quick to learn. She liked to think she was a valuable team member. 
Now, she was just letting people down.
Elise bit the bullet and went to George's office, knocking hesitantly on the partially open door. George looked up from his paperwork. His face was expressionless.
“I’m sorry, George. I thought the meeting was tomorrow. I messed up.” 
George gave her one long stare and then sighed, running a hand through his hair. “Elise, we can’t afford these slips. I get that you're going through a lot, but this is a professional space. We need to know we can rely on you."
She nodded.
“Or whether we can’t.”
She got that too. 
She went back to her desk, the weight of her situation hitting her hard. As she glanced down, her phone flashed with yet another message from Lydia. Rose emojis and heart eyes, and a kind entreaty that she have a nice day. 
Elise's heart twisted with a potent mix of guilt and longing. 
Each of Lydia’s messages punched her hard in the chest. She’d wanted to answer the first ones – so much. But she hadn’t – because doubt, because childish petulance, because heartache – and now so much time had passed.
It wasn't Lydia's fault. Elise was the one interpreting things negatively. She'd convinced herself that Lydia hiring Tori was a sign, a sign that Lydia had moved on and Elise was just an afterthought, an interlude in the grand scheme of Lydia's life.
At her lowest moments, Elise even questioned the validity of those blissful weeks they’d shared. Had the esteemed Lydia Hart, her boss, really held an interest in her beyond professional grounds? Self-doubt crept in, spreading like frost over a windowpane. And yet, every time she allowed herself to remember, memories of Lydia's gentle touch, her tender gaze, that soft-spoken "I love you," came rushing back. 
Those memories were real and they stood as undeniable truth in the labyrinth of her mind. But Elise’s current circumstances seemed to conspire against them. Between her mother's declining health, the pressures at work, and the vast ocean between them, love felt like an impossible dream. A dream that was slipping away, a little more with each passing day.
Each time Elise saw a new text from Lydia, guilt and longing mingled in her heart, twisting it into a knot of emotions. There was a pang, a sharp and real one every time she chose to ignore Lydia's messages. 
She felt it now as she pushed the phone aside and focused on her computer screen instead. She had a lot of catching up to do.


The London office of Solberg Hart wasn’t the same without Lydia.
“Absolutely no one has broken into dance in the middle of a brainstorming session since she’s gone,” said Anita.
Mo snort-laughed into his coffee. “Dance? That’s what we’re calling it?”
“Bit of a stretch, I know,” Anita laughed, “but at least it was inspiring.” 
Oskar looked offended. 
“I could sing,” he offered.
“Not the same,” Anita said, emphatically. 
They were sitting in the book corner Lydia used to call the Oasis, along with two other juniors, catching up on some general business. 
“She was the ultimate chameleon, wasn’t she?” said Finn. “I mean, she could be chaotic and crazy and all impromptu desk lunches turned into mini feasts one minute, then stride out in a power suit to a client meeting the next, total business.”
Elise, not quite able to smile, nodded. “Coffee with a straw,” she murmured.
“Rainbow braces under her blazer,” said Anita, grinning fondly. 
“Really kind and positive critiques,” sighed Finn. 
“Geez, right bundles of joy you lot are,” cried Oskar. “She’s not dead, you know. She’s just on the other side of the pond.” He growled a little, though it was all for show. “Plus, you’re giving me a complex. Smiling faces, please, or you’re all fired.”
They laughed and got on with it. Or, at least, they tried. Oskar, in his affable manner, kept the wheels turning. He was charismatic and endearing, a bon vivant who knew how to put everyone at ease with his easy charm and affable sense of humour. But he couldn't fill the Lydia-shaped hole, couldn't replicate her unique concoction of leadership and creative eccentricity that had once served as the office's heartbeat.
Elise looked at Lydia’s office, usually an organised mess of blueprints, sketches, coffee cups and an occasional box of doughnuts for the team. It was the domain of another senior architect now and stood immaculate and deserted, bereft of any personal touches that once reflected Lydia's colourful personality.
Oskar pulled her aside when their meeting was done. 
“George had a word with me,” he started.
Elise felt her shoulders crumple.
He held up a hand. “I don’t want you to listen to him. Well, not about personal stuff, anyway. Family is important,” he said. “Take all the time you need.”
Elise smiled weakly. “Thanks, Oskar.”
She knew Oskar was doing his best to fill Lydia's shoes, and it made her appreciate him all the more. 
“I know it’s none of my business, and feel free to tell me to shut up, but you and Lydia…” he said. “I’ve known Lydia since college and I’ve never seen her so relaxed and happy. I have to say, happiness suited you too. Did something go wrong between you both?”
She smiled at his kindness and his confusion. He was a good guy.
“Yeah,” she said. “The best thing for her career turned out to be the worst thing for us.”
“Long distance relationships, hunh?” Oskar nodded sagely. “I wouldn’t know, of course. I married my first girlfriend from high school, but I would have thought with Lydia’s bank account and just being a flight away, not to mention video calls… well, I thought it might have been… Have you spoken to her?”
Elise felt like rubbish. She hadn’t even answered the poor woman’s texts. It made her uncharitable. 
“Thank you, Oskar. But you were kind of right the first time.” She tried to pull herself up and wondered when she’d become such an asshole. “It isn’t really any of your business.”
“Oh.” Oskar coughed and stood up. “Of course. No worries. I care about both of you though, so if there’s anything I can do to help—” He stopped. “I mean, not between you and Lydia, of course. None of my business, like you say. I meant with, erm, other things. Your mother. Work issues. Erm.” He rubbed a hand behind his neck. “I should stop talking, shouldn’t I?”
She heard one of the other interns whispering as she went back to her desk.
“If she doesn’t get her act together, there are plenty of other people who’d be eager to take her place.”
That clarified things. She was replaceable. And her position was precarious. 
Elise put her head down and got back to work.


That Friday, they connected the two offices of Solberg Hart via video conference – five o’clock drinks in New York and a liquid lunch in London.
“We’re all still one big company,” Oskar insisted, “though Team London is going to thrash the New York Newbs at hangman.” He rubbed his hands together enthusiastically and waved away the resigned grumbles. “What? It’s team building!” he cried. 
“Bring it on, Oskar,” Lydia said.
Both parties were crammed into their respective board rooms with numerous large screens operating and a few other feeds on laptops. Oskar actually wanted to play hangman on a physical white board and Mo made a joke out of filming him really poorly. It was fun – and nice to meet the new members of the company. There was a lot of laughter, three or four conversations running at the same time, but London turned out to be rubbish at hangman in the end, and New York won three games in a row before Oskar admitted defeat.
Elise hung near the back of the group, though her eyes were locked on just one woman on the screen in front of her.
Lydia looked radiant, her joking cries echoing across the miles. It felt like a punch to Elise's gut. It hurt to see Lydia so cheerful, so oblivious to the gaping hole she'd left behind in London.
"Looks like Lydia's having the time of her life in the Big Apple," Anita said. She stopped when Mo nudged her and they both looked sideways at Elise. 
“I’m glad she’s happy,” Elise said. She didn't have the heart to tell them about the daily texts from Lydia that she ignored, about the lonely woman behind that laughing facade. 
She wondered which one of the faces in New York was the infamous Tori, but the question didn’t stay a mystery for long. 
“Tori! Are there any more peanuts?” someone in New York asked, and a thin, pinched-faced blonde woman pulled a face. As she stood up to get some, she walked behind Lydia’s chair and her hand trailed casually over Lydia’s arm. It looked natural, it looked innocent. It looked incredibly out of place for the office environment.
Elise watched Lydia’s face blank over for a second before she ignored the action completely and laughed at something someone else said. 
Mo leaned over. “One guess,” he murmured.
Oskar frowned at him and then a New York architect suggested charades. 
Elise felt a twinge of pain, a strange mix of longing and resentment, seeing Lydia appear so unscathed, so content in her new world. Lydia had simply moved on. She’d adjusted to her new life, while Elise was still grappling with the vacuum her absence had left behind.
She knew it now – she knew it with all her being. She missed Lydia utterly. Ever since that whispered “I love you.” She missed her wholeheartedly.
But she had no idea how to fix it.


Because, at home, things were awful.
“Mum?”
Elise arrived home and the house felt empty. It was her worst fear, but she calmed herself when she heard the toilet flush upstairs. 
Lisette walked carefully down the stairs.
“It was a cytarabine day, sweetheart,” she said. “You know what stuff does to me.”
Lisette smiled. Her eyes were wet and her skin was pale. But she had set the table for two, even if Elise was the only one eating. Takeout Thai for one, with a few mouthfuls of plain rice for Lisette. There were even flowers on the table.
“One of the nurses made me take them home. There are always too many flowers at the hospital.”
Elise didn’t want to think about why.
“What were your counts today?” she asked.
Lisette waved her hand. “Oh, they were fine,” she said breezily, and they both knew she was lying. “Tell me about your day instead. What wonderful things did you design today?”
Elise lied about that too. 
They did this to protect each other. It felt like love, Elise supposed.
No wonder she was such a useless mess when it came to love.
Later, they sat side by side on their old, cushiony sofa, the quiet offering a welcome respite from the worries of the day. Lisette reached out to grip Elise's hand and Elise tried not to notice the tremble in her mother’s fingers. Her eyes held a mixture of tired sadness and quiet resolve.
"El," she began, her voice tinged with both anticipation and regret, "there’s good news and bad news. The house in France… It's been sold."
Elise took a deep breath, her heart contracting at the finality of the words. Their cherished sanctuary, the little house filled with memories of warmth and laughter, was now in the hands of a stranger. But she knew the sale was essential.
"That's the good news, too," Lisette continued, trying to sound upbeat. "We can afford the help we need now. That fancy electric bed, a nurse to come in when it gets harder...”
Elise's thoughts fluttered to the money she knew would be left over. Enough, she calculated, for her to leave her job and care for her mother full-time. But before she could voice her thoughts, Lisette was shaking her head. 
"No, Elise, I know that face. You’re not leaving that job. Not for me," she insisted, her gaze piercing. "You've got a chance, a real chance at making your dreams come true. Don’t throw it away."
Elise didn't argue, didn't insist. Instead, she swallowed the lump in her throat, her mother's selflessness making her heart swell. She knew they'd have this argument another day. 
Elise cuddled into her mum’s side.
"Tell me about the house again," Elise requested, changing the subject. "Tell me what it was like when you were little – the kitchen with the big wooden table and the smell of fresh bread. Tell me about the garden full of wildflowers, the wooden swing on the big oak tree."
Lisette smiled, her eyes distant as she began to weave tales of their beloved home. Her voice wove stories of sunny afternoons and laughter-filled nights, each word keeping their cherished memories alive. 
And for a while, they pretended everything was fine, the reminiscence a balm on their shared sorrow. 
Later, alone in her bed, Elise thought about the woman halfway around the world who she couldn’t get out of her mind who was pretending too – pretending to be just as happy as she was pretending to be without her.




Chapter 15
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"Nia! Status report from the project managers, please?" Lydia asked, her fingers drumming against the polished wood of her desk.  
"All systems go," Nia chirped from across the room, her gaze never leaving the screen of her sleek laptop. "It just came through. The permits have been granted, and weather conditions look favourable.”
“Excellent.” Lydia barely looked up from the architectural renderings she was working on, but she knew she didn’t need to. She and Nia had become a brilliant team – the woman was practically a mind reader and that was pretty impressive given the state of Lydia’s mind. 
“Chris will be overseeing the process,” Nia said. “That’s still the plan, isn’t it?”
“It is," Lydia agreed, the tightness of her smile not quite reaching her eyes. She glanced across the room to see Tori leaning against Chris's desk, laughing at something he'd said.
Chris was a new senior architect on the project who was almost as pretty and as superficial as Tori. The two were made for each other.
“You didn’t really employ him just for Tori, did you, boss?” Nia asked.
“Would I do a thing like that?” Lydia tried to sound casual.
Nia grinned.
“Whether you did or you didn’t, it sure worked. She’s very preoccupied, shall we say?"
Lydia chuckled, feeling an odd sense of relief. "Good. Keep her that way." 
Nia rolled her eyes, but her grin remained. "You've got it, boss."
After a moment of comfortable silence, Lydia addressed the other matter.
“Status on the France project?”
She’d allowed Nia into her secret when the younger woman marched into her office one morning to find Lydia asleep at her desk.
“You haven’t been home, have you?” Nia said that morning. 
Lydia couldn’t deny it. Her plans for the French cottage had been all over her desk and she was still in yesterday’s clothes. Other staff members were arriving. Nia had helped her hide the work – and revealed the spare suit of Lydia’s she kept in the office for her.
“You’re a life-saver Nia,” Lydia told her.
“I am,” Nia agreed, “but I can only help you if you tell me everything.”
So Lydia had.
“Final clean should be finished tomorrow,” Nia announced now. “It’s all done.” She was watching Lydia carefully.
There was another long silence.
Funny timing, Lydia thought, wryly. 
"About that..." she started, her voice barely a whisper.
Nia's face softened. "Oh boss,” she said, gently. “You haven't messaged her, have you?"
"No, I haven't." Lydia admitted, "Not for a while. I forgot one morning and then there were meetings, and more meetings and then... and then I just didn't pick it up again."
There was a pause. Nia sighed, finally breaking the silence. "Lydia, you can't keep hanging on. It's been three months."
Lydia winced, her heart twisting. But she had to admit, Nia was right.
"Actually," Nia started, a mischievous twinkle in her eye, "I have a friend who just moved to the city. She's a lawyer, super smart, funny, gorgeous..."
Lydia raised an eyebrow. "Are you trying to set me up, Nia?"
Nia just shrugged, her smirk growing wider. "Who knows? It might do you some good. Get you out of this office for a bit."
Lydia chuckled, shaking her head. "You are relentless."
"And you," Nia shot back, "are my boss, who I care about. Give it a thought."
Lydia merely nodded, unable to argue. She sighed, her mind drifting back to Elise, to London, to what once was. 
Suddenly, her phone buzzed, dragging her back to the present. She glanced at the screen. Oskar was calling.


"Lydia?" Oskar's voice held a surprising note of concern. "We've got a problem."
"What's wrong?" Lydia asked. Something about his tone already had her on edge.
"It's Elise," Oskar replied. "She's gone."
Lydia looked up and locked eyes with Nia.
"Gone?" Lydia echoed, her heart pounding. "What do you mean, she’s gone?"
"She's resigned. She left a paper letter in an envelope, bless her, on my desk last night. I’ve only just found it. Effective immediately," he explained, his words heavy with worry. "She hasn't shown up today, hasn't answered any calls, not from me, not from Mo. She's avoiding us, Lydia. She’s hiding."
Lydia's mind raced, her heart twisting painfully. She’d seen Elise’s face in that company-wide conference call a few weeks ago. It was full of sadness. Lydia should never have stopped texting her. What was she thinking? Even the texting was a cop out. She should have been talking to her all this time. She was an idiot.
“I'm booking a flight," Lydia declared, her voice steady despite the tumultuous thoughts within. She saw Nia nod. "I need to find her."
"Lydia, I’m not sure that's—"
"First available," Lydia cut him off, her tone brokering no room for argument. 
"But the project, Lydia," Oskar protested weakly. "You can't just leave it."
"It’s a modern world, Oskar. I have a phone and an exceptionally capable assistant. Nia and Chris can handle things here," she insisted, already pulling up a list of hospitals closest to Elise’s house on her computer. "Besides, this is Elise we're talking about, Oskar. She's part of our team."
“She resigned.”
“She hasn’t,” Lydia said. “She’s taken compassionate leave for as long as she needs.”
Oskar sighed. "Alright. I understand. Let me know if you need any help."
"I will, Oskar. Thanks. I’ll see you soon," Lydia replied and ended the call. “Nia!”
She turned to Nia who had been hovering in front of her desk, a worried look on her face.
“On it, boss,” Nia said, tapping away at her screen. "I’ve got you a private flight out of JFK in two hours. That will give you just enough time to get home to pack.”
“Not necessary. I’ll head straight there.” Lydia’s mind flew through a list of things that needed to be dealt with before she left – emails, sign-offs. She saw Nia gathering the same things.
“Is she okay?” Nia asked.
“I’ve no idea,” Lydia said. “But I can imagine and what I’m imagining terrifies me. I can only begin to guess how Elise is feeling right now.” She had to find her. She didn't know what she would say or do when she found her, but one thing was certain: she had to try. 


“Royal Marsden Hospital,” said Nia, mid-flight. “I’m sending her mother’s room number and everything to your phone, but it will be too late for visitors when you get there.” 
The plane touched down at London City Airport at midnight but Lydia engaged a driver to take her to Royal Marsden anyway. It was close to one when the sleek black Mercedes drew up in front of the hospital.
“Wait for me,” she told the driver.
The hospital foyer was completely empty when she walked inside, dimly lit and deathly quiet. She had to ring a bell to attract someone’s attention and she was asked to leave and come back tomorrow three times before she got her message through. Lydia could be extremely persuasive when she needed to be. It was insisting that the staff member look up Lisette Meriweather’s name that made the difference. The woman’s face changed immediately.
“Are you a relative?” she asked.
“I’m not,” Lydia admitted. “I’m a friend of her daughter and I want to do everything I can to upgrade Lisette’s care here.”
The woman looked quizzical. “You know the NHS doesn’t really work like that,” she said.
“I know,” said Lydia. “But there must be something I can do.”
“I’ll lead you up to the cancer ward and you can talk to her nurses there,” the woman said, her voice suddenly gentle. “Just don’t expect to be able to see her, though.”
Lydia nodded. That didn’t sound good.
On the third floor, Lydia was introduced to the nurse in charge of Lisette’s care. 
“She’s stable,” the nurse said. “Her blood counts crashed out two days ago and she collapsed, but a few transfusions and some antibiotics have helped. We’re keeping her under observation for another day or so.”
“But she’ll be okay?” Lydia asked.
The nurse’s lips flattened into a not-quite smile. “You know ‘okay’ is a relative term for someone in Lisette’s condition.”
“But…”
“She’ll be okay for a little while longer,” the woman said. “Maybe twelve months. Maybe.”
Lydia nodded. “And her daughter? Is she here?”
Another nurse leaned over to join the conversation. “You mean Elise? That wonderful girl made everyone on the nursing team and in Lisette’s ward cupcakes yesterday. We love Elise.”
Lydia loved her too.
“We make her go home each evening,” said the first nurse. “She needs to look after herself as well.”
Lydia finally accepted there wasn’t much she could do at the hospital, but at least now she knew Lisette was being cared for. She pulled her wallet from her pocket and tapped her credit card on the counter.
“Ok then. Tell me who I have to give money to to make sure Lisette gets everything she needs.”


Her driver took her home after that. It was very late.
Lydia let herself into her empty Chelsea terrace house and shivered. 
There was a red wine stain on her couch.
She kicked off her shoes, pulled the cashmere throw she’d never actually used before over her shoulders, and fell asleep.




Chapter 16

[image: image-placeholder]

Elise pushed through the double doors on her mum’s ward right at the start of visiting hours. She had two croissants in a paper bag – still warm – and some fresh fruit for Lisette’s breakfast. Almost anything was better than the long-life milk and soggy cornflakes the hospital offered. 
But when she rounded the door to the four-bed room her mum shared with three others, she nearly dropped it all when she found her mum’s bed empty, the sheets stripped.
A wave of panic surged within her, her mind instantly spiralling into a whirl of worst-case scenarios.
“Where is she?” she said to the woman opposite. But Zuzanna was eighty-seven, hard of hearing and Polish. She figured it out from the look on Elise’s face, but her limited English didn’t help.
“Gone,” she said. “This morning. Early.”
Elise ran.
“Is okay, though,” Zuzanna called after her.
At the nurse’s station she nearly collided with a nurse pushing a computer on wheels.
“Where’s my mum?”
“Oh, Elise! You must have snuck in early. We wanted to catch you so you didn’t panic. She’s okay. Completely fine. She’s just been moved.”
“What? Why?”
“Come, I’ll show you.” The nurse smiled. “In fact, I think you’ll find her quite happy this morning. Her counts are good too.”
Elise followed the nurse, her pulse slowly returning to normal as they navigated the long corridor to the individual rooms. 
“Here we go,” said the nurse. “Lisette is being treated as a private patient now.”
“But…” started Elise.
The nurse just smiled and nudged her in the door.
Entering, Elise was taken aback. The room was spacious and well-lit, complete with plush furnishing and a view of a small but vibrant garden. Lisette was propped up in bed, her tired eyes gleaming with surprising vivacity.
"Darling!" Lisette exclaimed as Elise walked in. "Look at this place! Like a five-star hotel, non?"
Elise nodded, speechless as she took in the room. "Mum, what happened?"
“Apparently someone from that fantastic company you work for turned up at midnight last night and wouldn’t leave until they’d arranged all this. Can you believe it?" She wriggled in the sheets, happily, with a cheeky grin like a kid. “A room all to myself. Oh, I shall sleep tonight. No more listening to Zuzanna snore.”
"Work?" Elise frowned, trying to piece together the puzzle. "But why would they...?"
"And that's not all," Lisette interrupted, pointing at a basket of fresh strawberries on the side table. "They even sent strawberries to everyone on the floor. How sweet is that?"
Elise stared.
“I’ve just had the most incredible breakfast and I’ve met with my nutritionist – they arranged a nutritionist – lovely man. He’s going to be working with my oncologist so that I’m eating the right things and to try to keep my weight up, but he’ll also prepare meals for us when I’m back at home.”
Elise put her paper bag of croissants on the table.
“Apparently there’s masseuse arranged for later and a manicure and pedicure, as well as a physiotherapist, though I have to say I’m not really sure that I need one of those. The nurse said it was a good idea, though. Why spend the last year of my life with sore bones?”
“Mum.”
Elise's mind was spinning, but one thought kept repeating in her head - Lydia. Could it be Lydia who had done all this? 
"Are you sure it was someone from work?" Elise asked, her voice a whisper.
Lisette shrugged, popping a strawberry into her mouth. "That's what the lovely nurse told me. You should call them, darling. Say thank you. This is... extraordinary."
Why would Lydia do this without letting Elise know?
Was this her way of trying to make up for everything?
Elise mentally smacked herself for the ingratitude of that thought. Her mother looked more relaxed and happy than she had in a long while.
“Lisette Meriweather?” A new voice chimed from the doorway, pulling Elise from her thoughts. It was a woman in a nurse’s uniform, but not the uniform of the hospital. She had a French accent. “My name is Lucie. I’ve been engaged to take care of you once you’re discharged from hospital. At your home. I was hoping to get to know you and discuss that with you.” She smiled. “I was also told you speak French?”
Lisette’s smile broadened as she greeted the nurse, seemingly delighted with all the surprise upgrades. She and Lucie were chatting away in French like old friends in no time. They actually shooed Elise away so that Lisette could take a shower in the ensuite bathroom attached to the room. 
“Go get yourself a coffee, darling,” said Lisette, contentedly. “Call your work. Give them my deepest appreciation.”
Elise wandered back out into the corridor in a daze – an overwhelming mix of gratitude and confusion.
If it was Lydia, why was she doing all this without saying a word?




Chapter 17
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By lunchtime, Elise had sent Lydia a hundred text messages.  
She’d stood out in the hospital corridor and called her, pacing back and forward listening to the call ring out. 
“You’ve reached the voicemail of Lydia Hart. Please leave a message…”
Elise could recite it by now.
It did suggest she contact Lydia’s PA, Nia, if the matter was urgent. She did a quick calculation. It was only seven in the morning in New York. No matter how helpful this Nia might be, she doubted she could help her now.
Elise ran her fingers through her tangled hair, anxiety gnawing at her. She tried to reach Lydia for the umpteenth time, only to be met with voicemail once again.  The bustle of the hospital seemed to echo her rising panic. 
For the first time, sitting at her mother’s bedside, Elise felt out of place. The room, though sterile and much the same as any other hospital room, was splashed with unexpected colour. Fresh flowers bloomed on the bedside table, and rather than the muted chatter of three other patients and the bustle of their nurses, it was just Elise and Lisette.
Lisette seemed rather thrilled with it.
An orderly stopped in the corridor, pushing a cart laden with meals. 
“Special order for our lovely Lisette,” said the orderly, a huge grin on her face. She walked in with a tray and placed it on her table. Lisette sat up and looked at it eagerly – which wasn’t like her at all when it came to food these days. “You got lucky, didn’t you, luv?”
The tray contained a small but delicious-looking meal with fresh food from all of the food groups – wild salmon cooked with lemon and herbs, a fresh salad, and a bright bowl of berries on the side. The sudden display of opulence made Elise's heart clench. 
Lisette actually ate it.
"Go find your Lydia, dear," Lisette said suddenly, her voice weary yet firm. "If she's done all this for us, then it’s time you two sorted all this out."
“I can’t leave you.”
“You can. I’m more than fine,” Lisette said. “Go and find her.”
The force behind her mother's words was enough. Elise rose abruptly, grabbing her coat. She pecked her mother's cheek and rushed out of the hospital, her heart hammering in her chest.


Lydia's flat in Chelsea was a stone's throw from the hospital. Elise raced there, the chill of the London air stinging her cheeks. She pressed the buzzer insistently, waited, and then tried again. No answer. Lydia wasn't home.
With a rising sense of urgency, Elise booked an uber – hang the expense, this was an emergency – and directed it to her own house. Maybe Lydia had gone there to find her. Maybe she’d left a message. Maybe…
There was no one sitting on her front steps waiting for her.
Elise glanced quickly around her street. Maybe she was sitting in her car to stay out of the cold.
There were no unfamiliar cars in her street.
Maybe…
Her heart sank. She’d run out of maybes. 
Maybe Lydia didn’t want to be found.
Elise walked slowly to her front door and pushed it open. As she did, it pushed rather a fat envelope aside – one that had been thrust through the letter-plate in the front door.
Her hands shook as she picked it up. It had Lydia’s handwriting on the front.
To Elise and Lisette.
It was heavy, filled with something more than just paper. She tore it open and cursed as something fell loudly to the floor, clattering on the wooden boards.
For a long moment, all she could do was stare, her mind struggling to understand what she was seeing.
It was a set of keys – three or four on a metal ring. All but one of them were modern, normal-looking keys. One was far larger, brass and brown with age, one end polished with nearly two-hundred years of touch from human hands. It was an antique thing and it fit a lock that had been set in a wooden door in the 1840s. Elise knew this because the key had hung in her kitchen all her life, except when they were turning it in the lock of a house in France.
She knew this key. 
It was the key to the cottage in Saint-Cézaire-sur-Siagne. The house they’d had to sell. The one they thought they’d never see again.
What was it doing on the floor of her hallway now?
Elise picked it up, a lump forming in her throat. She had the strangest feeling…
She dashed through to the kitchen and tore through the rest of the envelope.
On the top was a thick pile of papers secured at the corner with a loop of red string – legal stuff, she recognised. A quick glance showed most of it was in French. The address of the cottage stood out.
It was the deed to the house, in her name – Elise Meriweather. The beautiful, quaint French home that had been such an integral part of her family's history, was now hers. The words swam before her eyes as she struggled to comprehend what Lydia had done.
Next were a folded set of architectural drawings. They showed the kitchen restored and renovated, the bathroom updated with all kinds of accessibility additions, and the roof completely replaced and properly insulated. The rest of the house had been left untouched.
Beneath that was a glossy folder from a small regional French airline. Inside were details of a prepaid account with an astonishing amount of money. It was enough to cover countless trips to France for both her and Lisette, far more than they would ever need. The sheer amount left her breathless.
And at the very bottom of the pile was a single folded page. A letter in Lydia’s hand. 
She unfolded it, but her eyes couldn’t focus on the words. She had to blink away tears. She clutched it in her hand, her heart aching with longing for the woman who had done so much for her and her mother.


Dearest Elise,
By now, you will have found the deeds and keys for your home in France. It is yours entirely. No strings. I have overseen some works there – enough to make it safe and comfortable for Lisette and carried out from my best memories of your sketches. I’ve also provided a nurse for Lisette’s care – I hope you’ve met Lucie already – and enough to cover flights for all three of you into the future. That account will replenish itself should it ever run down.
I hope you don’t consider what I have done to be too forward. I found myself unable to bear the thought of you losing the France house to someone who wouldn’t treasure it as you do. I saw the happiness it brought you and Lisette, and I have simply done what I can so that you both might enjoy the peace, comfort and respite that place seemed to promise you.
Elise, I want to thank you – for the joy and richness you brought to my life during our time together. Your talent, enthusiasm, and unique perspective enriched not only our work but also my personal life. The weeks I spent with you were precious, filled with joy and tenderness, and I will always cherish them.
I understand and respect your decision to put distance between us. The last thing I want is to encroach on your freedom or your choices. I accept that our brief time together has come to an end, and I respect your right to move forward in the way that feels right to you.
Take care of your mother, of yourself, and live well. 
With all my heart, I wish you the very best that life has to offer. 
Yours always,
Lydia


Elise blinked back tears.
She held Lydia’s letter in her trembling hands and listened to the pounding of her own heart in her chest. Every line, every word, screamed Lydia's unspoken affection, a love so deep and so profound that it sent a jolt of realisation through Elise. Lydia loved her. Had always loved her and still did. Despite everything. Elise chastised herself for her misinterpretations and misconceptions. Her judgement had been clouded with worry and fear, and in the process, she had failed to see the truth of Lydia's actions and intentions.
"You idiot, Elise," she berated herself, pacing her small living room, her mind a whirlwind of regret and realisation. "You've been so stupid, so blind."
She could still hear Lydia’s soft, warm voice in her head, echoing with the love that had been spelled out in that letter. It was a love that had been patient, kind, sacrificing, and Elise had been oblivious to it. The taste of regret was bitter in her mouth, mixing with a newfound determination.
The emotions she had tried to push away as she ignored all of Lydia’s text messages for all those weeks came rushing back in a tidal wave, knocking the breath out of her. She had been running from the truth. She loved Lydia. The fact was as sure and as solid as the ground beneath her feet, as undeniable as the rhythm of her heart.
Life was fragile, unpredictable, Elise knew that now more than ever. Lisette's health was a glaring reminder of that. Time was slipping away like sand from a clenched fist, and it didn't care for regrets or second chances. No one could predict what life would throw at them, but they could choose how to react, how to live.
Elise prowled around her kitchen, seeing everything anew – the blue willow-tree pattern on Lisette’s favourite mug seemed brighter than ever before, the angle of the sun through the window reflected off the chrome of the sink and threw reflections around the room. They were bright with hope.
She had to find Lydia. She had to find her now.
She needed to tell Lydia everything, all the unspoken feelings, all the love that she had locked away. She needed to touch her, to hold her. She wanted to fall into her and never let her go.
Scanning through Lydia’s letter again, she searched for any clue, any hint of where Lydia could be. She called Lydia’s number again out of sheer desperation and was met with the same dull, automated message. Panic clutched at her, the icy grip of fear. For all she knew, Lydia was already on a plane heading back to New York.
A thought struck her. Oskar. He was the link, the bridge between her and Lydia. If anyone knew where Lydia was, it would be him. He had been kind. He had noticed their relationship and tried so gently to help them repair it. 
And Elise had been rude.
“Idiot,” she told herself again.
But she had to try. She had to find Lydia. And with that thought ringing in her mind, Elise took a deep breath and dialled Oskar's number. 




Chapter 18
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Lydia stood in the private lounge of London City Airport and watched the world outside.  
The procedure for boarding a private flight was a smooth, hassle-free experience that was a world away from the hustle and bustle of commercial flights. A polite young woman had met her at her car and greeted her by name, then escorted her through the whole procedure. She was accompanied through an express, roped-off customs check and a discreet security check. No throngs of people, no queues, no noise. Just a serene calm that should have put her at ease.
Lydia was used to it, though it hadn’t been a luxury she’d grown up with. She’d worked for this privilege – taken huge risks with Oskar and the company they’d built together. She’d chosen the long, lonely hours over many years to come this far. 
Generally, Lydia didn’t mind revelling a little in the luxury her life choices had bought her. She would relax in the First Class lounge with its comfortable leather couches. She’d enjoy its well-stocked bar and five star meals. 
But now, she felt… empty.
An attentive staff member offered her an array of gourmet food and drinks, but her stomach churned at the thought. Outside, a hundred people scurried to ready her flight for her – ground crew, flight controllers, attendants, pilots – people she’d never know worked to ensure her comfort. The aircraft she’d be travelling in – alone – was taxied as close to the lounge as possible to minimise her inconvenience. A staff member would accompany her across the tarmac. If the weather broke, if it drizzled to even the slightest extent, a car would chauffeur her to its steps. 
It made everything feel unreal, like a movie she hadn't agreed to star in.
It made her feel alone.
Lydia accepted a glass of champagne from the hovering attendant. It seemed to make the woman feel better, even if the action was hollow for Lydia.
She sipped at the very expensive bubbles.
They tickled her nose and made her eyes water. She wasn’t crying. It was the champagne.
Her mind was dull with the finality of the letter she had written to Elise. It had seemed necessary, a way to protect them both from further pain, but now it felt like she had amputated a part of herself.
Her phone buzzed, pulling her from her thoughts. Oskar. 
"Hey, boss," he greeted cheerily, though something about his tone felt false. 
That was uncharitable of her. Oskar was the most good-natured soul she knew. It was her own misery that infected everything.
"Oskar, I'm about to board," she said, her voice sounding distant even to herself. 
But Oskar didn't seem to notice. He dove into a slew of questions about work. There was a note of forced nonchalance in his voice, an uncharacteristic hesitation that puzzled her. She answered in monosyllables, distracted by the thought of leaving London behind again, leaving Elise behind. 
He was still gabbling when she was gently informed that the jet was ready for her. She saw it, white and sleek on the tarmac, waiting for her. The final step towards a future without Elise.
“Got to go, Oskar.”
“Wait, wait, wait,” he said, suddenly. There was an odd noise in the background. Other voices, though it didn’t sound like the familiar chatter of the London office. “This is important. I really need your thoughts on— erm— Just don’t board yet, Lydia. Give me three seconds. Ah. Yeah. Just hold, will you?”
What the hell? 
Lydia shrugged at the attendant and gave an apologetic smile. “Ten minutes, please,” she said. 
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"Bloody hell, Oskar, where is she? I don’t even know where to start looking! What gate?" 
Elise’s voice cracked with panic as she sprinted through the polished halls of London City Airport. On the other end of the call, Oskar was talking to someone else, his tone urgent, his words rapid, though Elise could barely hear him over the general chaos of the bustling airport.
“Elise, keep calm. You're in the right place.” Oskar's soothing tones on the other end of the line did little to abate her growing panic. “She’s in the First Class Lounge.”
“How the hell would I know where the First Class Lounge is, Oskar?”
“On your left after you go through security.”
She swore roundly and swung through 180, barely avoiding a collision with a suited man staring at his phone as he walked.
“Shit. Sorry!”
"Elise, slow down,” said Oskar, in her ear. “I'm working on it! I've got Lydia on another line. She's still here, just get to the First Class Lounge. Damn it, Lydia, hold on!" Oskar’s voice faded as he presumably held his phone away to speak with Lydia.
Running a hand through her hair in frustration, Elise scanned the signs above her, her heart pounding in her chest. The thought of seeing Lydia again, of telling her everything that was thrumming through her heart, sent shivers of anticipation racing through her veins. 
But the glaring hurdle was the iron gate of the First Class Lounge, guarded by an impeccably dressed woman with a firm expression. Elise could see the foyer of the lounge through the glass, slow and peaceful compared to the rest of the complex outside. Its calmness was a blunt contrast to the whirlwind of emotions she was experiencing.
“Sorry, but you need a first class boarding pass to access this lounge.” The woman’s voice was polite, but firm.
Elise felt her stomach drop. “Please, I need to meet someone in there. It’s an emergency. Her name is Lydia Hart. She’s booked on a private flight to New York.”
The woman shook her head. “And I really can’t let you in without a pass.”
Elise stumbled back. That made total sense. Nobody just waltzed through airport security these days. That whole romantic bullshit about declaring your love at the departure gate or proposing before takeoff was just Hollywood nonsense. What was she even thinking?
“It’s no good, Oskar. They won’t let me in.”
“Let me talk to them.”
“What?” said Elise. She blinked. Is this how the world worked for rich people?
“Hand the phone over,” said Oskar. “Put whoever is at the gate on the phone. I’ll use my charm.”
“I don’t need charm, Oskar, I need a boarding pass and I don’t have one, so I guess I’ll just—”
“Elise, as your boss, I am ordering you. Hand. Over. The phone.”
Elise sighed, but the desperate part of her obeyed. 
“Here,” she said to the woman watching. “Please talk to my boss. His name is Oskar.” 
The woman looked startled but took the phone, her eyebrows furrowing as she listened. Elise watched as her stern expression softened, replaced by one of surprise. After a few moments, she handed the phone back to Elise and gestured towards the lounge.
“Go on, ma’am,” she said, a note of apology in her voice, and she stepped aside to wave Elise into the room. 
“Thanks,” Elise murmured. She took back her phone. “How did you do that?” she asked Oskar.
The world seemed to slow down as Elise stepped into the room. There, across the spacious lounge, illuminated by the muted light filtering in through the panoramic windows, was Lydia. She was standing alone, phone pressed to her ear, her back towards Elise. Lydia looked exquisite, even in her obvious distress. But it wasn't her beauty that held Elise rooted to the spot, it was the profound realisation that flooded through her.
She loved Lydia. It was as simple and as devastating as that.
Every cell in her body pulsed with the urgency of her feelings, the raw desperation of a love she had kept hidden for too long. She wanted to run and close the distance between them, to grasp this woman tight and tell her…
She ignored the exclusive hush of the lounge, the startled glances from other patrons, and sprinted across the room. She heard Oskar's voice in her ear, frantic and relieved, "Elise, tell her...”
"I'm here, Oskar," she gasped, stopping only when she was a few feet from Lydia. "I'm here, and I’m going to tell her everything."
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Lydia’s heart froze at the sound of that voice, a voice she'd yearned to hear, feared to hear. It was Elise’s voice, but it couldn’t be. She couldn't turn around. If she did and Elise wasn't there, the illusion would shatter, and she didn't think she could bear it.
“Lydia?” said two voices – one behind her, one in her ear.
She tipped her head forward and rested her forehead on the glass. She was losing her mind. 
That sweet voice behind her whispered. “She’s just standing there. Oskar, you said— You told me that she loved— Oh god, has this just been one big, embarrassing mistake?”
That was a fairly good description for her entire love life, Lydia thought, wryly. She didn’t move. 
"Lydia, please," came Oskar’s voice through the phone, "turn around. She’s right there."
"No, Oskar, it's too late. I pushed her away. I said goodbye. I told her it was over. Why would she be here?" Lydia said, keeping her voice steady, her eyes trained on the tarmac outside the window. Yet her heart pounded against her ribs, and she could feel the hot prick of tears threatening to spill.
"Damn it, Lydia, stop being so stubbornly and deliberately stupid. Do you think the woman would have just run all the way across London to be there with you if she didn’t love you? Turn around and talk to her," Oskar ordered, his tone brooking no argument. Lydia closed her eyes and took a deep breath.
Slowly, she turned around, her heart pounding in her chest. 
And there she was. 
Elise, her Elise, standing just a few feet away, breathless and flushed, her eyes wide and full of… what was that? Fear? Longing? Hope?
"Elise..." Lydia breathed, stepping forward, an uncontrollable smile tugging at her lips even as her eyes welled with tears. This was Elise, real and in front of her, not an illusion. The guarded part of her mind urged caution, but the sight of Elise, so beautiful, so open, and so incredibly there, thawed her doubts. Lydia was caught in her gaze, held by the earnest look in her eyes.
"Elise, what… what are you doing here?" Lydia managed to say, her voice barely more than a whisper. The words hung in the air, heavy with the unsaid 'why'.
Elise opened her mouth, then closed it, struggling with her own words. Lydia saw a flicker of something cross her face – uncertainty, but also a fierce determination.
"I had to see you," Elise finally said. Her voice was soft, tremulous, but resolute. "I couldn't let you leave without… without telling you…"
"Without telling me what?" Lydia leaned in, her heart thumping in her chest. Her throat was tight, her palms were sweaty. She felt a thrill of fear, a sliver of hope. She couldn't let herself believe… couldn't let herself hope, but...
"I’m… I’m sorry," Elise blurted out. "I'm so sorry, Lydia. I was wrong… so wrong about everything."
Something clenched in Lydia's heart. Wrong about what? About them? About her feelings? She waited, barely breathing, for Elise to continue.
"I was the one who pushed you away, Lydia – when you won the New York job. You should have been so proud, but instead I just confused things. Just me being part of your life messed it up. You had to go to New York. You had such a wonderful, exciting future to build. And I had to stay here with my mother. You didn’t need my misery weighing you down. So, I decided to let you go.”
Her voice caught for a moment and she ducked her chin. The sound of it brought Lydia’s own tears closer and she took a half step forward.
Elise held up her hand. “I know how much I hurt you then. I’m so sorry.”
“I thought you really didn’t want me,” murmured Lydia. 
“It wasn’t easy for me either,” Elise said. “It stung watching you simply prepare for New York as if what we’d nearly had didn’t matter.”
That twisted in Lydia’s gut like a knife.
“Oh Elise. I never wanted to hurt you.”
“So I ignored your messages,” Elise ploughed on. “I… I thought the worst of you when I heard about Tori, and I convinced myself that you didn't really care, that what we had was just a fling for you," Elise confessed, the words rushing out in a tumble. "But your letter, what you did for my mum… You wouldn't do all that if you didn't… if you didn't..."
"Love you," Lydia finished for her softly. The words hung in the air between them, a confession, a revelation, a truth they had both known and yet had refused to acknowledge. Elise's eyes widened in surprise, but she nodded, tears spilling down her cheeks.
"Yes," she breathed. "You love me. And I… I love you too, Lydia. I do."
Lydia felt the ground beneath her shift. She stared at Elise, hardly daring to believe what she was hearing. Elise loved her. After everything, after all the pain and misunderstanding, Elise loved her. And Lydia knew she had never stopped loving Elise. Maybe, just maybe, there was a chance for them, a future they could build together.
It was a messy kiss at first. 
Lydia’s breath hitched as their lips met, slightly askew, all teeth and urgent gasps. It was awkward and hurried, but the softness of Elise’s mouth melted against her own and there was an honesty that made Lydia’s heart flutter. 
They pulled apart and, for a moment, they simply stood, their foreheads touching, weak but happy giggles tripping into the silence.
Elise was so beautiful. Lydia could see heaven dancing on the tips of her eyelashes and in the corner of her smile. Lydia’s heart was teetering on the edge of something profound. She reached up carefully to cup Elise’s face – gently, so, so gently – her fingers tracing the impossibly lovely curve of her cheeks.
Lydia leaned in once more – this time with intention, her lips meeting Elise's in a slow, languid kiss. She felt Elise's gasp against her mouth, the surprise quickly melting into acceptance as they moved together. It was a dance as old as time, a silent language they were learning together. Lydia savoured the feel of Elise's lips against hers, the sweetness of her taste, the slight catch in her breath. 
And it was the simplest thing in the world to slip her arm around the woman’s perfect waist and pull her even closer, her tongue seeking Elise's in a dance of desire and shared yearning. Time stretched and warped, every second filled with the glorious softness of Elise's lips against hers. The kiss was everything Lydia had ever wanted, everything she’d never been brave enough to wish for. It was a promise, a claim, and a whisper of the love that was blossoming between them. It was the two of them, Elise and Lydia, finally together in the way they were meant to be.


“But I have to go,” Lydia said, eventually, finally pulling away as gently as she could. “That plane right there. It’s waiting for me. I have to go back to New York.”
She didn’t want to, but they had this now. Now that she knew Elise loved her, they could make anything work. 
“I know,” Elise said, sadly.
“But I’ll fly home every weekend to be with you,” promised Lydia. “Whatever it takes. I can meet you and Lisette in France, if you don’t mind me being there, of course—”
There was a strange, muted shouting noise. 
They looked at their phones, tossed to the couch when they had fallen into each other’s arms. Neither of them had ended their calls. Oskar was bellowing at them, though he sounded like some cartoon character shrunk to miniscule size.
“Will one of you idiots please pick up your phone!”
Their eyes met. Something extremely mischievous danced behind Elise’s eyes. It was the same playfulness that had made Lydia fall in love with her in the first place. 
They put their foreheads together again and giggled.
“For crying out loud,” yelled Oskar.
Lydia took pity on him and bent to grab their phones. She handed Elise hers and they both, rather sheepishly, put them to their ears.
“Hi Oskar,” Elise said.
“Hey Solberg,” grinned Lydia.
“Finally!” cried Oskar. “I just had to listen to that unbelievable idiocy in stereo, thank you very much. I have a phone on either side of my head. Do you realise how completely ridiculous I look right now? You two are utterly useless, you know that?”
“You could have hung up,” Lydia pointed out, mildly. “Given us some privacy.”
Oskar blew a raspberry. “And miss the fun?” he said. “But I’m glad you’ve sorted yourselves out. You know what you have to do now, don’t you, Lydia?”
She couldn’t take her eyes off Elise. She watched as the woman bit her lip.
“New York,” Lydia mumbled.
“No.”
“What?” 
Lydia frowned. So did Elise.
“Tell me the last time you had a holiday, partner,” Oskar said.
Lydia ran a hand up through her hair. “I can’t take a holiday in the middle of a project like this.”
“Yes you can and yes you will,” Oskar said. “Take that plane and that beautiful woman standing opposite you and go to France. I hear there’s rather a sweet little cottage Elise has the keys for.”
“But my mum—” started Elise.
“Is in a stable condition in the very best of care,” finished Oskar. “Tell me that she wouldn’t insist you go too.”
It was a fair point, Lydia thought, hope beginning to dawn as she watched Elise process the thought. Lisette was ill but she wasn’t at death’s door quite yet. And according to Lucie, who had checked in with Lydia as she accepted the position, she was doing fine now. Transfusions made all the difference. With any luck, Lucie was of the opinion Lisette could be spending time at the French house within the week.
“I guess…” said Elise.
A slow, half smile was gathering in the corner of her mouth. Lydia wanted to kiss it, but she wanted Elise to arrive at this decision without feeling pressured.
“I should probably check that the house is ready for Mum,” Elise said, shyly, her eyes dancing at Lydia’s.
“And I should definitely inspect the final works,” added Lydia, her own smile just as cheeky.
This was really going to happen!
“Well, hallelujah!” Oskar said. “Thought I was going to have to come down there and toss you both on the plane myself. I’m hanging up now. I’ll rearrange your flight plan for you. You’ll be flying into Nice, right?”
“Thanks Oskar,” Lydia said.
She pocketed her phone.
Elise was still looking dazed. Lydia reached for her again, pulled her in by the hips and brushed a finger down her cheek.
“We can be back tomorrow morning, if you like, to check on Lisette,” she whispered. “Whatever you need, darling Elise. What do you say? Shall we go to France? Please say yes.”
“Yes,” breathed Elise, and it sounded like the answer to a whole bunch of questions that danced on the tip of Lydia’s tongue. “Yes. A hundred times yes.”
They kissed again and Lydia revelled in the softness of it, the perfect way Elise leaned into her body, the helpless little moan she made into her mouth. Her lips tasted like the sweet, sweet promise of a second chance, a chance to rewrite their story, a chance to make things right. Elise's fingers tangled in Lydia's hair, a gentle tug that sent a shiver down Lydia's spine. Their breaths mingled, their hearts echoed each other's frantic beat. Holding Elise like this was intoxicating, a heady mix of longing and love that Lydia could never get enough of.
Why had they wasted so much time?
When Lydia finally pulled back, her gaze met Elise’s. There was a vulnerability in Elise’s eyes, a raw openness that mirrored Lydia’s own feelings. Lydia gave her a small smile, her thumb stroking Elise's cheek in a gentle caress. 
"We need to get out of here," she whispered, a quiet urgency in her voice.
"France?" Elise asked, a soft laugh escaping her lips.
"Anywhere," Lydia replied, her eyes twinkling. "As long as it's with you."




Chapter 19
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The flight from London to Nice barely lasted an hour, but they made the very most of it. 
The jet contained a double bed in a small cabin at the rear of the plane. It had been made up for Lydia for what had been her flight to New York. Elise squeaked when she saw it and, as soon as they were airborne, pulled Lydia into it.
“This flight is way too short for all the things I want to do to you,” Lydia breathed into her neck as they collapsed on the bed. Her roving hands told another story.
Elise didn’t want to stop her. “I can’t wait until we get to Nice,” she replied. 
Lydia blinked.
“No, I mean, I really, really can’t wait. Not physically possible,” Elise panted. “Please don’t stop.”
Lydia grinned with relief. She knelt up on the bed and carefully removed her jacket. Elise rolled onto her back and watched her. Lydia rolled her sleeves, folding each one meticulously until they were at her elbows. Her eyes weighed heavily on Elise’s the whole time.
“Ever joined the Mile High Club before?” she asked, with a tweak of one eyebrow.
Elise blew a raspberry at her. “Me? What do you think?” She loved this confident, cocky version of Lydia, secure now in the knowledge that Elise loved her too. This was the same woman she’d fallen for dancing in that club in London back when they first met. This was the caring, considerate woman who’d arranged a perfect date in a hot air balloon. This was also the hot boss who’d looked her up and down as she’d brought her coffee in the office. 
This was a million times better than the sad, hopelessly defeated Lydia who’d tried to hide her true feelings in New York. Elise didn’t ever want to see Lydia sad again.
“Come here,” Elise said, opening her arms and her legs and letting Lydia crawl over her. She carded her fingers into Lydia’s hair and pulled her down for a deep, hard kiss.
Lydia moaned into her mouth.
The sound shot straight to a tight, urgent spot right between Elise’s legs. 
She needed to feel Lydia’s hands on her skin. 
“Wait,” she said.
Lydia wasn’t going to move. “No chance,” she murmured against Elise’s mouth. 
“Then help me get my clothes off.”
The confident, poised woman was gone in a second. Lydia sat back on her heels with all the eagerness of a kid in a candy shop. Her hands reached for the buttons on Elise’s blouse and then she clenched them back to her own chest, suddenly unsure.
“May I? Beautiful girl, may I touch you? May I undress you? May I kiss every part of you and take you to heaven with me and love you forever?”
Oh, she was adorable like this, Elise thought. She sat up, her own legs wide around Lydia’s knees and kissed her softly. 
“You’ll kill me if you don’t, Lydia,” she told her. She reached for her own buttons, but Lydia waved her hands away. 
“Please let that be my pleasure.”
Lydia loosened each button carefully, tipping the fabric back off Elise’s shoulders and planting a gentle kiss on one collarbone. Her fingers reached around her back and cleverly unclipped her bra, smiling when Elise shimmied the straps down her arms. Lydia looked at her bare skin like she was the most incredible thing she had ever seen.
“You’re beautiful, Elise,” she whispered, reverently. She said it with a need that made Elise's heart thump. Hard.
Elise reached for Lydia’s shirt.
“No, darling,” Lydia said. “I’m going to look after you now. When we get to Saint-Cézaire-sur-Siagne then we’ll have all the time in the world.”
Lydia touched her then with hands that turned out to be very skillful. She traced her skin, all her curves with those talented fingers that Elise had admired for so long. She was gentle, but her touch slowly loaded with intent, a pressure that tipped Elise onto her back and wound her tighter with every swirl of her fingers. Lydia finally lowered her head and kissed her collarbone again –  in the exact same spot – and the warmth of her lips set Elise’s entire body shivering with goosebumps. 
Lydia raised her eyes to Elise’s with a knowing smile, but she didn’t slow her kisses. She showed every sign of needing to acquaint herself with every millimetre of Elise’s breasts. Within moments, her tongue was swirling around one of Elise’s nipples causing her to arch into her mouth, chasing the pressure of her lips.
“Oh, god, Lydia,” Elise moaned, tangling her fingers in her hair as she kissed a line across her sternum to her other breast. “Please. Just like that.”
Lydia’s mouth left a hot trail all over Elise’s chest until she was a panting mess beneath her. Then she headed lower, her eyes locked on Elise’s as she went. She had to stop at Elise’s naval, hooking her finger into the waist of Elise’s jeans and giving her an utterly unholy look.
“These need to come off. Now,” she growled.
They managed the job between them – Elise almost in a daze, wriggling the jeans and her underwear down her legs and tossing them aside. She was in a private plane, flying to France, naked with Lydia Hart looking down on her with a need that was turning to the most divine tenderness with every passing moment.
When she lay back down, Lydia knelt between her legs and ran a delicate touch up each thigh before looming over her with another kiss. Elise nearly bit her lip when Lydia’s hand trailed down her stomach and found its perfect place in the damp, wet heat between her legs.
“Fuck,” breathed Elise.
“Is this okay, darling?” whispered Lydia.
“It’s perfect,” Elise told her. “Please don’t stop.”
“You feel so good.” 
Lydia was just as clever there too. Her thumb found Elise’s clit and shot sparks all through her body while Lydia’s eyes gazed into hers without blinking. A deliberate pressure almost made Elise blank out and when she opened her eyes again, Lydia was chuckling and kissing that delicious path down her body again.
The first swipe of a firm, skilled tongue between her legs nearly had Elise spiralling, but Lydia held her in a beautiful, slow, deep pattern of pleasure, her own eyes closed with devotion. Elise watched her, the quick sight of her tongue so erotic it was almost enough to tip her over the edge. Lydia’s eyes fluttered open and gazed at Elise with love and care, and then mischief as she closed her lips over Elise’s clit and sucked. 
That was all it took. Elise’s heels drilled into the bed and her back arched and Lydia followed her up, lovingly leading her through her ecstasy, coaxing more from her until Elise shouted her release with a cry that astonished them both. She was breathless, she was flying – literally and in her very soul – and she was with Lydia.
Everything was going to be—
She suddenly realised she was crying.
“Oh darling, oh my beautiful Elise,” Lydia whispered. She wiped her lips and then covered Elise with her body, grounding her and loving her as gently as she could. She kissed away tears and dropped delicate, butterfly light brushes of her lips all over Elise’s cheeks. “I know, sweetheart. I know. And it’s okay.”
She tucked Elise’s head beneath her chin and held her close.



Lydia didn’t let her go.
She helped her dress on the flight and wiped her tears. She held her hand as they disembarked and all through customs. A car was waiting for them at Nice and Lydia handed her carefully into the backseat and immediately pulled her close again. It felt lovely – to be cared for and protected like that. It felt perfect that it was Lydia.
Elise pulled herself together as the car arrived in Saint-Cézaire-sur-Siagne. Childhood memories flooded through her and nearly threatened the tears again, but there was nothing to cry about now. This place was hers, and always would be, and now she had Lydia to share it with.
“Keys,” Elise murmured, common sense finally finding its way through the turmoil in her heart and mind and raising its sensible head. “I left the keys on my kitchen table. And I have no clothes.”
Lydia squeezed her hand. “I left a safety with your neighbour,” she said, gently. Elise felt silly for worrying. “And you’re not going to need clothes.”
Elise blinked at her. Lydia’s smile wasn’t shy but it was kind – and very eager. Elise felt a laugh building inside her. She finally smiled, Lydia grinned back, and suddenly they were giggling like school kids.
“I’m sorry,” Elise said. “I didn’t mean to get all emotional on you. It was just—”
“Shh,” Lydia told her. “You have nothing to apologise for.”
When they arrived at the house, Elise was astonished at the work Lydia had put into it. The refurbished rooms were finished to the very highest standard but still maintained their original character. The modifications also looked very similar to her own sketches.
“Did you—?” she started, but Lydia took her hand and led her through the house.
“I tried my best to adhere to your design intent and I only altered the essentials,” Lydia explained. “Necessary upgrades to structure and insulation, and improvements to all the services of course, but just enough to keep Lisette comfortable. The rest I have left for you.” Her eyes shone at Elise. “It’s your house, my love. You do the designs. Whatever you desire. I’ll make it happen.”
Elise was swallowing back a lump in her throat again. Everything in the house was perfect. Lydia had captured the feel of the place, protected it and conserved it. Even the furniture and knick knacks were still in place. 
It felt like home.
Lydia led her to the bedroom.
“You’ve been so strong for so long,” Lydia said. “It’s time to let someone else care for you. Please let that someone be me.”
Elise nodded.
“It’s not going to be easy,” she said. “We have so much to sort out. Lisette… New York…”
“I know. But we’ll do it together. It was foolish of us to think that we couldn’t,” Lydia said. “I love you, Elise Meriweather, and love is the strongest force of all. Let’s trust it, trust our hearts and make it work.”
Elise smiled. She pulled Lydia down onto the bed, cupped her hands around her face and kissed her.
“Thank you,” she whispered. 
“For what?”
“For everything.”
Lydia smiled against her lips. “Thank you,” she said, “for being my one. For seeing me and loving me. For—”
Elise stopped her with another kiss. She slipped her hands between them and finally began undoing the buttons of Lydia’s shirt. 
“You said we had all the time in the world,” Elise said.
“We do.”
“So, get in the bed, Lydia Hart. I’ve been waiting for this for so long…”




Epilogue
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Three Years Later



"Sometimes I forget how lovely it is here," Elise mused, snuggling closer to Lydia. “So much nicer than London.”
They were in Saint-Cézaire-sur-Siagne, in the town’s small graveyard at the top of the hill. A blanket was spread beside a simple grave covered in wildflowers. A delicate cup of tea sat on the headstone. A bunch of lavender rested at its base. Two women sat beside it and sipped their own tea, shoulder to shoulder, their gaze drifting lazily over the serene French landscape. The air smelled like lavender and freshly cut hay, a scent so inherently French that it never failed to stir a sense of comfort in Elise’s heart.
"And our home," she added, pointing towards the house nestled comfortably at the edge of the village. "It's a sight for sore eyes, isn't it?" Their French house, with its stone walls, slate tile roof, and a garden that bloomed with colours all year round, was a beacon of their love and dreams. It was a place where they had weathered storms and basked in the sun, hand in hand.
"Mmm," Lydia agreed, wrapping an arm around Elise's shoulders. "Home sweet home."
Elise nudged her. “Cheesy,” she whispered.
“You started it,” Lydia smiled.
Home had been a bunch of places over the last few years. Wherever they’d been together, that was home. They’d spent a lot of time in Saint-Cézaire-sur-Siagne but after Lisette had passed, there had been a lot of time spent in Chelsea and Manhattan too. But this place was special. 
They’d arrived last night, flying into Nice from London almost as soon as Lydia had touched down from New York. They had two glorious weeks ahead of them in the south of France before they had to return to work.
Elise intended to make the most of them.
Her gaze tracked down the main street of the small town. It was market day and down in the square the grands-mères had gathered already, their laughter echoing up the hill and making them both smile. 
In the middle of the town, a narrow shop facing the square was being renovated – in fact, the whole building was, with its home above and its rooftop garden. The work seemed to be almost complete now and the result was charming, to say the least.
"I wonder who owns that one now," Elise said, pointing to it.
Lydia was still smiling. "Someone who loves this place as much as we do, I bet."
They sat in silence for a moment, simply enjoying the peacefulness of the scenery. Then, Elise turned to the new oak tree by Lisette's grave. It had grown tall and sturdy in the year and a half since it had been planted, almost as if it took its lifeforce from Lisette's enduring spirit.
"She would have been pleased to see someone breathing life into this place," Elise murmured. “The village is beginning to thrive again, isn’t it?”
Lydia squeezed Elise's shoulder, a silent show of support. "She did love this place. And she’d be so proud of you right now."
A small, teary smile pulled at Elise's lips. "Yeah,” she breathed. She squeezed Lydia back. “She loved you too."
It was true. Lisette had taken to Lydia like a duck to water. Despite the hardship and pain of her illness, the eighteen months she had spent here in the house with Lydia visiting as often as she could had been filled with joy. Lisette had told them daily they had been some of the best times of her life. Lydia and Elise had made sure of it.
Lydia reached out to place a small, pretty pebble on Lisette's grave. 
The memories of those challenging times were difficult, but they were treasures too. They had faced it all together, and they had come out on the other side stronger, more committed, and more in love than ever before. As they stood by Lisette's grave, the weight of their shared past, their trials and triumphs, their love and losses, hung heavy between them, but it was a weight they were glad to bear.
"I miss her, Lydia," Elise admitted, her voice barely more than a whisper.
"I know, sweetheart. I miss her too," Lydia said, pulling Elise into a warm embrace. There wasn’t much else to say but in the silent comfort of their shared grief and shared love, they knew they could face whatever the future held. 
Together.
"Speaking of thriving,” said Lydia, “you've been quite the superstar yourself, Ms Fully Qualified Architect. Nice work winning that award too." She leaned in to kiss her. “Show off,” she whispered.
Elise's cheeks heated at the praise, but she didn't shy away from it. "I couldn't have done it without you,” she said.
Lydia kissed her again. Quick, this time. And she reached around to squeeze her ribs.
“Absolute nonsense. You won that one all on your own. Your talent. Your hard work. I’m proud of you.”
“And I could never have done it without your mentorship, and your and Oskar’s support. I was prepared to throw it all away to look after Mum, but you two insisted,” said Elise.
“I recognise brilliance when I see it, what can I say?”
Elise nudged her with her shoulder. “Idiot,” she smiled, affectionately.
They watched the view for a little longer.
"And the New York project?" Elise asked, eventually. 
"Finished," Lydia said, a tone of finality in her voice. The project that had taken her away from Elise more often than they liked was finally wrapped up, leaving her free to fully immerse herself in their shared life. 
Elise knew what that meant. Lydia would return full-time to head the London office. Oskar was taking his family on a New York adventure, running the office there and the myriad of additional projects the branch had taken on since Lydia broke into the market there. Now that Elise had graduated with her Masters, she was a fully fledged member of the London team now, taking on her own projects. She and Lydia would live in the Chelsea house during the week and escape to Saint-Cézaire-sur-Siagne on weekends. It was the start of an exciting new chapter of their lives.
Elise glanced once more at the renovated house in the middle of the village. "Do you think we'll  meet the owners?"
Lydia's smile deepened, but her eyes danced. 
"I’m sure we will, love."


The village was only twenty minutes from the coast, so they spent the day by the sea. 
Elise in a bikini was Lydia’s very favouritest thing, but the end of the summer season brought a chill to the air and they strolled the pebbled beach for a while before eating ice cream, feeding hot chips to the seagulls and heading home again. 
In the afternoon, they wandered, hand in hand, down to the village square.
Lydia pulled her suddenly to a stop.
“Close your eyes,” she said.
They were on the edge of the square. The market stalls were beginning to pack away as the afternoon drew on. Why on earth would Lydia want her to shut her eyes? But there was a smile in Lydia’s voice, and something mischievous too – the old, playful Lydia from when they first met. Before New York.
Elise grinned. 
“What are you up to?” she asked.
Lydia tried to look imperious and demanding. “How about you just do as you’re told, sweetheart?”
She was far too excited for her own good and her attempt at sexy possessiveness failed completely. Her cheeks were pink and she couldn’t keep the smile off her face.
Elise’s grin widened. “Maybe, if you ask me again, just like that, when we’re in bed, I’ll do whatever you say.”
The effect on Lydia’s face was almost comical. She stopped dead, blushed bright red and then reached for Elise with an absolute insatiable greed.
“I’ll ensure that you do,” she said, her lips on Elise’s ear.
A million goosebumps flooded Elise’s body. 
Okay, that was new. She couldn’t wait to explore it.
But Lydia clearly couldn’t wait for whatever else it was she had planned right now. The domineering smirk dissolved and the eagerness returned. She looked like an excited kid on Christmas morning.
“Close your eyes,” Lydia begged again, almost jiggling up and down on the spot. Her other hand reached for Elise’s and pulled her close. She smiled down at her. She was so completely adorable Elise did as she was told.
Lydia guided her through the gentle hum of the market square, her voice in Elise’s ear as she whispered encouraging remarks.
“Nearly there. Oops. Stay close, sweetheart.”
Her laughter echoed through the cobblestone streets, a note of pure joy in the cacophony of sounds around them. They were in the centre of the square now. Elise could tell from the vendors hawking their wares and the tantalising aroma of freshly baked bread. 
They stopped and Lydia’s hands positioned Elise’s shoulders so she was facing the right way.
"Okay, you can look now." 
Elise blinked, her gaze landing on the newly renovated shop front they had been talking about earlier in the day.
The building, with its quaint little home on the floors above, was a beautiful blend of the town's rich history and the contemporary touches of modern architecture. The facade was lovingly restored, its fresh paint and new windows standing out amongst the more rustic buildings. 
There was a red velvet bow tied around the door.
"It’s yours," Lydia said, her voice barely above a whisper, as if fearing she might shatter the moment. "A design studio. Your studio."
Elise was stunned. 
“What?”
“Somewhere for you to work when we’re here. I know how much you care about this village, about all the small towns around here with their abandoned buildings. I thought perhaps this might be something you would like – a way of returning first class services to the rural towns.”
Lydia squeezed her hand.
“Do you like it?” she asked.
Elise kissed her. “I love it. You did this for me?” She wanted to kiss this woman forever. “Can we go inside?”
Lydia cracked a massive grin, relief in every muscle of her body. She pulled Elise forward excitedly. 
Inside was beautiful. Polished wood finishes, lush pot plants, natural light and a wide art table with comfortable stools tucked around it.
“So many people are looking for lifestyle changes and buying abandoned houses in France, in Italy, in Spain. They will need someone like you to guide them through the redesign process. Someone who has the local knowledge and the commitment to building community,” said Lydia. “As soon as they know there’s an award-winning architect working out of Saint-Cézaire-sur-Siagne, they’ll be beating down the door—”
Elise stopped her with another kiss. 
“I love you too,” she told her. “I love that you did this for me.”
Lydia looked down at her. “I’d do anything for you,” she whispered.
As if on cue, there was a knock on the open door. The familiar faces of some of the market vendors and fellow shop owners in the square smiled at them. They held bottles of wine and plates of food. 
"It's market day," Lydia said, a twinkle in her eye. "And the town wanted to welcome its newest entrepreneur."
Before Elise could react, she was enveloped in a tide of well-wishers. Warm congratulations and heartfelt blessings were showered on her. On both of them. Some of the elders who remembered Lisette, and her mother before her, bustled in with gifts and warm hugs. Soon enough, there were hand-sewn cushions on each of those stools around the art table and the comfortable noise of friendly chatter turned the whole thing into a party. It spilled back out into the square, with musicians on the accordion, guitar and violin playing traditional folk tunes. 
“I’m still not a very good dancer,” Lydia protested when Elise grabbed her hand.
“All you have to do is hold me,” Elise said. 
That was easy enough. In fact, Lydia never wanted to stop holding her. She slung her arms low around Elise’s waist and let out a sigh from the depths of her being when Elise laid her head on Lydia’s shoulder. She could feel her heart beating through her chest as they swayed gently, the softness of Elise’s breasts pressed warm against her own. She wanted to take her home, take her to bed and fall into her forever – but she knew she had time enough for that. Their love had been proven – through distance and loss and heartache – and on days like this, it simply shone all the brighter because of it. 
With any luck, she had the rest of her life with Elise.
“I love you,” she whispered into Elise’s hair.
“Mmm,” Elise murmured into her neck, lazy with happiness. Lydia squeezed her teasingly and Elise chuckled.
“I was thinking,” Elise began. She didn’t bother to raise her head, she just nuzzled closer into Lydia’s neck, trustingly, lovingly. Lydia waited but Elise seemed content just swaying to the music.
“Mmm?” encouraged Lydia, eventually.
“I think I should marry you,” Elise said, softly. 
It stopped Lydia’s heart, blew up to ten times its normal size and exploded it in her chest. But it made her laugh too.
“Are you proposing? That’s your proposal? Aren’t you supposed to ask?”
Elise was still snug against Lydia’s neck. She knew Lydia’s mock-outrage was all for show. Lydia was actually a little surprised she hadn’t thought of it herself. Today, with the surprise of the studio, would have been the perfect time for a proposal.
“I got tired of waiting for you to do it, my love,” Elise said. “But you’re probably right.” She lifted her head and looked Lydia very deeply in the eyes. “Lydia Hart, love of my heart, will you marry me?”
Lydia felt the earth spin on its axis. She seized Elise around the waist, lifted her off the ground and spun her in circles. Their friends from the town watched and laughed.
“Wooooo!” Lydia couldn’t hold in her joy.
Elise slapped at her arms. “Put me down, you beautiful idiot. Is that a yes?”
Lydia spun her around again. “Of course, it’s a yes.”
This girl in her arms, this beautiful life she had been welcomed into made Lydia the luckiest woman alive. She tilted Elise’s face up to her own for another sweet, sweet kiss.
Elise smiled at her.
“Good,” said Elise. “Because I love you too.”

~ The End ~
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More sweet romance by Isabella Eden coming later in 2023.


The Sapphic Sweet Series


Sweet is Her Kiss
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Sometimes home isn't a place. It's a person.
Captain Jax Vesteren commands the flagship of her family’s luxury cruise line company, and she navigates the glittering Mediterranean – and her love life – with a guarded heart.
Clara Sutton, a gifted chef with dreams that have been swept out with the tide, finds herself with a three month contract working on Jax’s floating paradise, seeking solace and a fresh start. When their paths cross, they discover a connection as powerful as the sea itself.
The cruise takes them through mesmerisingly beautiful locations and their relationship evolves from tentative friendship to a love that surprises them both. 
As their lives become inextricably entwined, Jax and Clara must make choices that will change the course of their lives forever. Will they choose the safety of the shores they know or follow the compass of their hearts?
Available now on Amazon and KU
.



Sweet is Her Love
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In the glamorous world of the circus, love takes centre stage. 
Avriel lives for the thrill of the show. She’s the creative director of a modern, international circus, but with the troupe's success has come the inevitable call of corporate expansion. It’s either the nomadic life under the Big Top that she adores or a job designing new shows at the company’s headquarters. 
For Lucee, a former ballerina who has dreamed of ballet’s lead roles since she was kid, an injury has forced her to trade her pointe shoes for the silks of an aerialist, and her grace and skill attract Avriel from the start. Avriel’s grandmother, a meddling and mischievous old circus hand, reads their tea leaves, their cards and their palms – according to her, Avriel and Lucee’s love was foretold.
But when a second chance at her old life threatens to pull Lucee away from the vibrant world of the circus – and from Avriel – the two women find themselves navigating the tightrope of ambition and love, and the choices that will shape their lives.
Avriel and Lucee must decide whether to risk it all in a world where the spotlight burns brightly, where the heart soars as high as the trapeze, and where love is the most exhilarating act of all.
Coming October 2023


The Sapphic Tender Series

Coming 2024
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Want more sweet sapphic romance?
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Sign up to my newsletter and be the first to know about new releases and upcoming books — and I'll send you Catch Me If You Can, a short, sweet freebie just for you.
Visit www.isabellaeden.com to grab your copy now!

Catch Me If You Can is a 7,000 word short story set, well, all around the world. 
Flight Captain Tilda Wright hooked up with the gorgeous flight attendant Minh Dao a few weeks ago during a layover in Johannesburg. A few drinks at the bar led to Tilda's hotel room, which led to the most intense night Tilda had ever had. It changed everything — for her and for Minh. 
Only problem is, when the roster isn't on their side, the two women have to travel the entire globe to get another night together. Join Tilda and Minh on a jetsetting journey to love.

Grab your free copy of this sweet Sapphic romance at www.isabellaeden.com







About the Author

[image: image-placeholder]

[image: image-placeholder]
Isabella Eden writes sweet sapphic romance novels about formidable, relatable women who love wholeheartedly. She wouldn’t say no to a piña colada, though it never rains where she lives. Home for Isabella is a cottage in the country with three chickens, an overweight cat, and a glasshouse full of carnivorous plants and hydroponic strawberries.  
Isabella Eden is a pen name, and the woman behind it is shy and rarely persuaded onto social media for anything other than to let you know about a new book. Though, if you'd like to get in touch, Isabella would be very happy to hear from you. You can reach her on Instagram @isabella.eden.author, or via email at hello@isabellaeden.com.
Dive into an Isabella Eden book and set sail on a journey that will move you, charm you, and leave you longing for more. 
Find out more at www.isabellaeden.com
Instagram: @isabella.eden.author
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