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        There was a time when I didn’t think this book would see the light of day. For the last four years, I’ve been chipping away at it, hoping I’ve captured Lagos to the best of my ability. And now, here it is. Natasha and Laura are ready for you to go on their journey with them. But this book wouldn’t be anything had I not spent the last 18 years visiting Lagos at least once a year. The people, the place, the beauty…it all holds the most special place in my heart. Lagos has seen me through the highs and lows in life, the achievements and the grief. And through it all, it never wavers in its beauty.

         

        Nicola, Paul, and Sean – Thank you for making us feel a part of Lagos whenever we visit. Your friendship means the world to us. Mel and Kim forever!

        Carmel and Paul (greatly missed, big guy) – Thank you for stopping us that night we met. I will not, however, thank you for the hangover the following day! We should know by now that drinking with the Irish can only mean one thing. A sore head the next day! But out of it, we formed a friendship, and we feel honoured to have known Paul. What a guy!

        Ashleen – The pipes…just the pipes. Thanks for always serenading us during dinner and thank you for being another gorgeous friend out in Lagos.

        Luis and the team – Your restaurant and hospitality speaks for itself! Here’s to many more late nights over the coming years! Shout out to Nelson and his magic mushrooms!

        Rosie and Rick – My birthday twin and one of the friendliest couples we’ll see around Lagos. It’s always a pleasure to spend the evening in your bar, even though we never win the quiz! (It’s a fix!) Rick’s meme game is epic, though!

        And my wife – Lagos is where it all began for us. Just three months into our relationship, we flew out together and here we are, almost 18 years on, preparing for our second visit of the year. Lagos will always be ours. I love you.

         

        And finally, to Lagos.

         

        You will always have my heart.
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      Come on. Accept it.

      Laura sat at her desk, bouncing her knee up and down anxiously as she glared at Natasha. They’d spent weeks circling this client, negotiating every detail of the seven-million-pound mansion. It had to be today. It just had to be. You’d think luxury real estate would be easy with the endless pockets and lavish spending. But no. These clients treated money like oxygen, and they clung to every last breath. Maybe that’s why they have so much of it, Laura thought.

      “Brilliant. I’ll have Laura finalise everything.” Natasha turned to her with a playful wink while keeping her tone professional. The silence that followed once the call had ended wasn’t helping to calm Laura’s racing heart. God, she wished Natasha would say something. Laura needed her to say something—anything—to put her out of her misery.

      “I swear,” Laura warned with a knowing look. “If you don’t say something soon, I’m going to combust!”

      Natasha’s small smile finally broke into a grin. “It’s…a done deal. He accepted the buyer’s offer. Spot on.”

      Laura shot to her feet and practically launched herself towards Natasha, wrapping her up in a hug. The heat of her body lingered longer than it should have, her scent filling Laura’s senses—expensive yet subtle. A scent that never failed to undo her. She clung on, savouring the moment even as her heart reminded her that this hug meant far more to her than it ever would to Natasha. Still, she knew how to play it off. She’d been doing this a long time now. A friendly celebration, nothing more.

      “Amazing,” Laura said as she drew back and beamed a smile of her own. “I’m so proud of us.”

      “Me too.” Natasha’s brown eyes shone with excitement, and for a moment, Laura allowed herself to get lost in them. “And just in time for me to leave the country.”

      Ah, yes. Portugal. Laura sighed inwardly. Natasha’s villa by the coast was a luxurious escape that Laura dreaded each year. Two weeks without her laugh in the office. Two weeks without those moments where Natasha’s hand might rest on her shoulder just a second too long. But she always came back. Always.

      “That’s one less thing for you to worry about,” Laura managed to keep her voice neutral as she said that. “Your first stress-free holiday in a while.”

      “I won’t know what to do with myself.” Natasha flopped into her chair, her dark hair tumbling perfectly against her navy dress. Laura couldn’t look for too long; it hurt too much.

      “Maybe a few celebratory drinks tonight once we finish here?” Laura suggested, unsure if she wanted Natasha to agree or not.

      “Count me in.” Natasha glanced at her computer, but that gorgeous smile remained in Laura’s direction. “Why are you staring at me?”

      Shit. Laura jerked her gaze away. “You…always have a glow about you when you close a deal. I just enjoy seeing it.”

      She hoped that sounded casual. Safe, even. After seven years of working together, Laura had become an expert at masking her feelings. She’d fallen in love with Natasha long ago, but that love was locked away, buried beneath their amazing friendship. Natasha had divorced her husband four years ago, making her available, but the risk of losing her greatest and most cherished friendship simply wasn’t worth it to Laura.

      “Then I hope you’re about to have the very same glow,” Natasha said with a grin.

      Laura frowned. “Huh?”

      “You’ve done the work on this one. The commission is yours.”

      Laura blinked. The commission on a seven-million-pound property was…a lot. “I thought we were listing it together?”

      “We did. But I always knew you could sell it on your own.” Natasha powered down her computer and stood. Her dress hugged her frame perfectly, causing Laura to swallow hard. “The only reason I jumped in was because Ryan can be difficult. I knew he’d respond better if he recognised the agent.”

      “Tasha, that’s not necessary. We should split the commission.”

      “Why? You took care of the dressing—which was flawless, by the way. You managed ninety percent of the calls. You deserve this. You’re one of my best agents.”

      Laura raised an eyebrow, playing with Natasha while she could get away with it. “One of?”

      “Fine.” Natasha grinned. “You are my best agent. Take the praise and the commission, and have a break while I’m away.”

      Laura sighed, running her hand down her face. The commission was huge. More than enough to fuel a shopping spree that her wardrobe didn’t need. “I’ll hold down the fort while you’re away.” Laura would be grateful for the distraction, if nothing else. “Let’s finish up so we can get out of here and make the most of our Wednesday afternoon.”

      Natasha’s hair bounced as she walked across the room, each step stirring something restless inside Laura. The longer this went on, the more painful it became. Right now, Portugal was a blessing for the first time since she’d started working here. The longing just became more intense as each week, month, and year passed. “Okay, but I’m serious about the commission. It’s yours.”

      “Okay. Fine. I'll accept it, but next time we split it.”

      “Deal.” Natasha extended her hand, and Laura took it reluctantly. Their fingers brushed, and that familiar warmth rushed up Laura’s arm like wildfire.

      “You good?” Natasha asked softly.

      Laura’s head shot up. “Y-yeah, of course. Why?”

      “Thought I’d lost you for a second.”

      You did. I was thinking about you. Laura desperately wanted to add. Instead, she cleared her throat. “Just deciding what to spend all that money on.” Laura joked as she turned for the door. “You won’t recognise me when you get back.”

      “Hey,” Natasha called out. Laura paused, her hand resting on the handle. “I’m so proud of you. You’re amazing.”

      Laura forced a smile, just as she always did when Natasha made a comment like that. “You always have to make it weird.”

      She stepped out before Natasha could see the blush creeping up her neck. God, this was torture. But at least for tonight, they would celebrate together. One more evening where Laura could pretend that this connection between them meant more than friendship. Even if it was all in her head.
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        * * *

      

      Turning for the table they’d snagged on arrival, Laura strode towards Natasha, aware that her hands were clammy. The sharp scent of perfume and wine lingered in the air, but Laura’s focus was on Natasha, who looked breathtaking. She’d gone above and beyond with her outfit tonight—a sleek black dress that hugged her curves perfectly, her hair cascading in soft waves down her back. It made sense; they had every reason to celebrate the sale they’d clinched today. Natasha had carried herself with such professionalism during the call that Laura couldn’t help but feel in awe. The woman was magnetic, and tonight, she shone brighter than ever.

      Laura had never imagined herself diving into luxury real estate, but with Natasha by her side, it had felt like a walk in the park. Natasha had taught her everything she knew, moulding her into the confident, capable agent she was today. For years, they’d been inseparable. A dream team, if you will. But then Cerys had come along, and gradually, Laura found herself spending less and less time with Natasha. Not because Natasha had done anything wrong. Far from it. Natasha was perfect in Laura’s eyes. It was just…easier that way. Safer. Still, on nights like this, she let herself indulge in Natasha’s company, knowing she’d pay for it later with fitful sleep and dreams she couldn’t control. Dreams about Natasha.

      “Did you see the guy at the bar looking over here at you?” Laura set their drinks down, cocking her head in his direction. “I thought he was going to start drooling at one point.”

      Natasha laughed. “Don’t be ridiculous! Nobody has drooled over me in a long time.”

      Oh, you have no idea, Laura thought, willing her facial features to remain neutral. “You are joking, right?”

      Natasha’s brows drew together. “I’m not. No.”

      “I have the hottest best friend in the world. Anyone would be lucky to have you.” Laura smiled, confident that Natasha would brush it off as nothing more than friendly encouragement. But the words carried a weight Laura could barely contain. It was one of her biggest fears that Natasha may one day suspect Laura wanted more. “I’m telling you now. He’s into you.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m not looking.” Natasha lifted her vodka and soda without so much as a glance in the guy’s direction. “I have enough on my plate without adding men to it.”

      As with every other time Natasha had said something like that, Laura felt confused. Natasha was so vibrant and so full of life. Why wouldn’t she want to share that with someone? Laura wished she would at least try. In the four years since her divorce, Natasha hadn’t dated once. “Was marriage with Kevin so bad that he’s put you off a relationship for life?”

      Natasha snorted. “Off men, yes.”

      “I wouldn’t bother coming over to my side. It’s not much better.” There had been a moment a few years ago when Natasha had asked Laura how she would know if she was bisexual, but it had never been spoken about again. Laura had put it down to the copious amounts of wine they’d consumed, aware that hoping for something to change would only end up hurting her down the line. And now here Natasha was again, making comments that could mean something…but could also be nothing more than banter. “I mean it.  Women can be brutal.”

      “Oh, I don’t know.” Natasha smirked, her dark eyes locking onto Laura’s. “You seem to enjoy yourself.”

      Laura groaned inwardly. How could she explain that her current relationship with Cerys felt like a prison or that her mind constantly wandered back to Natasha? “Trust me, I put this face on most of the time.”

      Natasha reached for Laura’s hand. “If you’re not happy, then make changes.”

      Laura swallowed. She wanted to. She wanted to leave Cerys and…well, she didn’t dare imagine what could happen next. “I can’t. I’m tied to her since I stupidly moved in with her.” Laura shook her head. “And to think I did that because I thought it would be good for us. I’m fucking stupid!”

      “You wanted to make your relationship work. That’s not stupid; it’s human.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s a mess. Relationships are just…a pain in the arse.”

      Natasha gave her a knowing look. “I’ll remember that the next time you’re on my back about being single.”

      “It’s entirely different.” Laura locked eyes with Natasha, her pulse racing. She wanted so badly to lean in and close the space between them. But she couldn’t. She wouldn’t. It would ruin everything. “You deserve someone who actually cares about you. Someone who wants to be with you. Not someone who enjoys playing golf with a load of old men who have skin like leather!”

      “I need you…in male form.” Natasha cocked her head and smiled as she searched Laura’s face. “You’d be the ideal partner. I know you would. You’re so lovely, and everyone adores you. Why can’t I find someone like you?”

      In male form. Laura forced a smile. If Natasha hadn’t said those three words, Laura may have risked it all. But she had. It was just further confirmation that Natasha’s comments around bisexuality were nothing more than drunken chat. “You’ll find someone. I know you will. Trust me.”

      Natasha shook her head. “I’ve just told you I’m not looking. If it happens, they’ll have to come looking for me. And when they do, they’d better try damn hard to make it worth my while.”

      Laura grinned, clinking her glass against Natasha’s. “I like that about you. You don’t roll over and just take people’s shit.”

      “Neither did you…once upon a time.”

      Natasha was right. Laura had once been strong. Independent. But since moving in with Cerys, she’d been bending over backwards to keep the peace, and she’d lost herself in the process. She wasn’t happy, not really. And yet, she clung to her failing relationship because it kept her distracted from what she truly wanted: Natasha.

      “Mm. Maybe. I don’t know.”

      “I know you’re not happy.” Natasha shifted closer, placing a hand on Laura’s thigh. As heat flared across Laura’s skin, she struggled to keep her gaze fixed on Natasha’s face.

      “I’m…figuring things out. That’s all I can give you right now.” Natasha nodded and drew her hand away. Only Laura took hold of it, squeezed, and looked deep into Natasha’s eyes. “I know you’re here for me. Don’t think I’m dismissing you. I just…I don’t know what’s going on right now.”

      “When you figure it out, you’ll come to me, yeah?”

      Laura nodded, forcing herself to ignore the longing bubbling beneath the surface. “I will.”

      Natasha leaned in and hugged Laura, holding onto her for longer than she usually would. “I’m going to miss you when I fly out to Portugal.”

      “Once you land and get to your place, you’ll forget I even exist!”

      Natasha drew back and lifted a brow. “You and I both know that’s not true.”

      These were the situations Laura had been avoiding lately. Natasha and alcohol. It was never a good combination. Because once they’d each had a few, Natasha seemed to get closer and a little handsy, and Laura…well, when that happened, it took everything within her not to drag Natasha into a desperately heated kiss. “You need the break. That’s all that matters.”
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      That view…

      Natasha stared straight ahead at the deep blue ocean. The salty air kissed her face while the faint cries of seagulls filled the silence, that familiar humidity reminding Natasha that this was her happy place. She couldn’t bring herself to look down—the jagged cliff edge was closer than she would have liked it to be—but if she didn’t sit in this exact spot, she wouldn’t get the best views of Ponta da Piedade. I wish she was here with me…

      The ocean sparkled beneath the golden sun, waves lazily rolling against the rugged coastline. If she focused on the body of water weaving between the honey-hued rock formations on her right, she could just about make out the tiny motorboats bobbing gently as they waited to take tourists out on cave tours. She’d done those a million times before, but being inside the caves with the calmness of the water enveloping her never ceased to amaze her. When Natasha needed peace and quiet, this was her sanctuary. Lagos had been a lifeline for her in recent years, and as she sat here right now, nothing could compare to the sheer beauty that stretched out before her. Lagos would always have her heart.

      Of course, she would prefer to have someone beside her to visit the caves with, someone to sit here above Ponta da Piedade with her. For the last four years…she’d done it alone. Even when she was married to Kevin, she still took in this stunning view alone. He had preferred the lively bars and his golfing friends over sharing this serenity with her. But she couldn’t complain. Sitting here, gazing out at the turquoise ocean, was one of the most beautiful experiences Natasha had ever granted herself. Alone or not, she was one lucky woman.

      She lifted her phone from the blanket beside her and unlocked it. She snapped a few shots, capturing the perfect image of Sagres in the distance. With a sigh, she locked her phone again. Her gaze lingered on the screen. The background was just as beautiful as the vision in front of her. A selfie with Laura. Her best friend, employee…and the potential love of her life. Actually, there was no ‘potential’ about it. Natasha had been in love with Laura since before her divorce. She had questioned her attraction, her sexuality, but ultimately…she had questioned what would happen if Laura knew about it.

      Laura had been her rock. She had given up her evenings and weekends to look after Natasha in the lonely, soul-crushing months after her divorce. But that wasn’t what Natasha’s feelings boiled down to. It wasn’t obligation; it was…everything. In Natasha’s eyes, Laura was exceptional. Her laugh, so bright and contagious, was a melody Natasha never got tired of hearing. Her blue eyes shone brighter than the Atlantic below the rocks, and her kindness seemed endless. Whenever they were alone together, Natasha felt like she was home.

      But Laura was involved. She always had been, from the moment they’d met. I hope she leaves Cerys and sees her worth, Natasha silently pleaded. For some unfathomable reason, Laura seemed to be discarded by women time and time again. None of them had been remotely good enough for her— Natasha would always stand by that—yet Laura never let it defeat her. Even after heartbreak, Laura still believed in love. She still believed in a happy ending.

      If only I was that happy ending…

      Natasha sighed, squinting as the bright sun warmed her face. She had accepted a couple of years ago that she would never find love again. There had been a moment—a painfully hopeful moment—when Natasha had planned to confess everything. She had sat alone one evening, rehearsing her words, determined to face either the benefits or the consequences. But then Laura had come bursting into her office the next morning, her eyes bright with excitement, claiming she had met the love of her life.

      Cerys.

      A woman Natasha couldn’t understand. A woman Natasha couldn’t believe deserved Laura.

      And so, for two years, Natasha had sat quietly, listening to everything Laura adored about Cerys. She’d smiled through stories of romantic dates, weekend getaways, and heartfelt surprises, all while swallowing her own feelings with a practiced ease. Natasha had always been there, cheering Laura on when they argued, or stepping in when Laura needed an evening off to surprise Cerys with a spontaneous trip. And all the while, Natasha had silently sacrificed her happiness for Laura’s.

      But lately, things had shifted. Laura no longer gushed about Cerys the way she once had. When her girlfriend’s name came up, it was often laced with frustration or sadness. Sometimes, Natasha even found herself steering the conversation back to their relationship, desperate for clues about what was happening behind closed doors. Twice in the last few weeks, Natasha had caught Laura crying at her desk. Each time, Laura had wiped her tears away and plastered on a smile, unwilling to talk. Natasha hadn’t pushed. She knew her best friend well enough to see the cracks forming. The day Laura needed her, she’d be there. Always.

      Her phone vibrated in her hand. Natasha didn’t need to check the screen. It would be Laura. Somehow, she always knew when she was on Natasha’s mind.

      Can you talk? x

      A rush of love flooded her as she stared at the screen, like a teenager clutching her phone and hoping for something that would never happen. She shouldn’t feel this way, not at forty-four. But Laura unknowingly and effortlessly made Natasha’s heart race. It was intoxicating, yet painful at the same time. Natasha had everything else in life: the thriving business, the fast cars, the luxurious home. But love? Real love and the kind she felt when Laura walked into a room? That felt impossibly out of reach.

      Instead of replying, she called.

      “Hey.” Laura’s voice wrapped around her with a warmth she didn’t need right now but would happily accept. Natasha closed her eyes, wanting to savour it. She didn’t know why, though. Laura’s voice often played on a loop in her mind.

      “You doing okay? Missing me yet?”

      “You know I always miss you.” Laura’s playful tone faltered slightly, and Natasha caught it. Something was wrong. “How’s your glorious holiday going? Met any Portuguese hunks yet?”

      If only Laura knew the truth. If only she knew how far from straight Natasha was, or how many nights she’d lain awake imagining what it might be like to hold her. Natasha cleared her throat and shook her head. “I’m here to recuperate, not date.”

      “Well, I probably should have joined you after all. We could have recuperated together.”

      Laura’s tone shifted. This time it seemed heavy.

      “Cerys has just called.” Laura sighed. “She told me she’s not in love with me anymore.”

      Natasha’s heart ached. Relief settled deep inside her—a selfish, shameful relief—but her overwhelming instinct was to comfort her friend. “W-what happened?” Natasha asked, trying to steady her voice. Because no matter how much she wanted to be happy about the news, right now, Laura’s heartache was all that mattered.

      “That’s not important right now.” Laura sounded tired, but Natasha noted the sound of typing in the background. Sharp and incessant. Natasha’s brow furrowed. “I just wanted to let you know I closed on the three point seven on Bark Lane about forty minutes ago, so now I’m going home to drown my sorrows.”

      “First of all, that’s amazing. But…why are you at the office? I’m sure the paperwork could have waited.”

      “Because I have nothing better to do with my life.”

      Natasha sighed, resting her chin on her knees. “I wish you were here with me. I can’t look after you all the way over there.” She had lost count of how many times she’d invited Laura to stay at the villa. Something always got in the way—or Cerys did. Natasha could still hear Cerys’ possessive and dismissive voice in her mind. “You’d love it here.”

      “Maybe next time. I’ve told you I’ll visit with you one day, and that promise still stands.”

      Natasha closed her eyes and chewed her lip as she focused on Laura’s voice. God, it was a good job she wasn’t in England right now. If she was, Natasha knew she wouldn’t be able to resist falling apart in those gentle blue eyes the moment Laura looked her way.

      “Tasha, you still there?”

      “I’m still here.” A tear escaped down her cheek. She wiped it away quickly. This wasn’t healthy. She couldn’t keep doing this. She couldn’t keep pining for someone who saw her as nothing more than a friend. Or a boss, Natasha thought bitterly. Not that she felt like Laura’s boss anymore. They were practically partners now, equals in every way that mattered. “I’m sorry it turned to shit with Cerys.”

      “Look, you’ve told me on multiple occasions that she wasn’t right for me. Maybe I should have listened to you.”

      Natasha smiled weakly. “That doesn’t mean I wanted to be right.”

      But she had been right. She’d known it the moment Laura mentioned moving in with Cerys. Laura’s beautiful cottage in the countryside had been left behind in favour of a sterile apartment in the city. It was just like Cerys to steer things her way when she couldn’t match Laura’s success. Natasha had seen it a mile off, but she’d kept her thoughts to herself to avoid driving a wedge between them. Losing Laura over someone like Cerys would have broken her.

      “Look at it this way. You get to be stuck with me again.”

      “Ah. So you only want me when Cerys isn’t around? Is that what you’re saying?” Natasha tried to sound playful, but her voice betrayed her slightly. If she had things her way, she’d spend every waking moment with Laura, but their time together over the last year or so had become less frequent, and Natasha hated it.

      “N-no. Of course not. But I do realise how that sounded.” Laura sighed. “You know I love having dinner with you and stuff. And I know I’ve been pretty distant since things got serious with Cerys, but I hope you can forgive me. I should have been a better friend.”

      Forgive her? Laura could do no wrong in Natasha’s eyes. “You’re my best friend. There is nothing to forgive.”

      “Still.”

      “Still nothing. You know I only want you to be happy.”

      Laura groaned. “Why do you have to be in another country? I could really do with a takeout and wine night tonight.”

      Natasha hesitated, biting her tongue before the words spilled out. She couldn’t keep inviting Laura to visit, yet the thought of her sitting alone, miserable and heartbroken, was unbearable. “You could always book the next flight out here and have a holiday with me.”

      “God, I wish. But I told you I’d hold down the fort here so people didn’t bother you while you’re away.”

      “Please? I’d love to spend some time with you.”

      “Tasha—”

      “Unless you have other things to do, I want you to turn on your out-of-office and live a little. You deserve a break away from it all, too. More so now that you’re dealing with Cerys. Pack your suitcase and join me.” God, she hoped she didn’t sound desperate.

      “I don’t know if I can even get a flight.”

      “My flight out yesterday was only half full. At least check. Please?”

      “Okay. I’ll check.”

      Natasha’s chest suddenly tightened before relaxing with a rush of hope. She had dreamed of being alone at the villa with Laura for so long. Even if it didn’t mean what she wished it would, there was something incredibly satisfying about being Laura Ross’ centre of attention.

      “I would really love to have you here. You’re my best friend, and you’ve never even been in my pool! That’s not acceptable. I may even fire you for it.”

      “Let me see what I can do. How soon do you want me there?”

      “The sooner the better.” Natasha’s lips curled into a smile. Suddenly, the remainder of her time here didn’t feel so empty anymore.

      “I’ll call you this evening and let you know if I was able to get anything at such short notice.”

      “Perfect! I can’t wait to show you some of my favourite places.” And have you all to myself, Natasha thought. “Speak to you tonight.”

      “Bye, Tash.”
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        * * *

      

      Natasha lay back on a lounger, the evening air still warm against her skin, while the smoky aroma of grilled fish from a nearby villa had her stomach rumbling. A glass of red wine sat warming on the tiles beside her, but she couldn’t be bothered to lift it. The sky had turned a dusky violet, which she would usually admire but barely noticed. Her mind was spinning too fast.

      She could have gone out to eat tonight—perhaps met with some of the friends she’d gathered over the years in Lagos—but the thought of conversation, of smiling and pretending to be fine, exhausted her. Tonight, she needed space. Time to breathe. Because Laura still hadn’t called back, and now, panic had set in and was clawing at her chest.

      She’d built her hopes up again. When would she learn? Maybe Laura didn’t want to be here. Maybe she’d never wanted to. That realisation ate away at Natasha; it was a bitter pill she may potentially have to swallow.

      Natasha replayed the past couple of years in her mind, flipping through memories like pages in a book. At first, she hadn’t noticed anything unusual. Laura had been busy, yes, but Natasha knew her better than anyone. Laura wasn’t the type to vanish when life got hectic. Yet somehow, without warning, their weekends together had faded into fleeting texts and half-hearted promises to ‘catch up soon.’

      And then it hit her. What if Laura had noticed? What if she’d seen the way Natasha’s gaze lingered too long, or how Natasha’s voice softened whenever Laura laughed? What if that was why she’d started pulling away? Because she thought Natasha may…cross a line.

      That thought stripped the air from her lungs. God, she couldn’t lose her. If Laura felt uncomfortable, if she’d misread Natasha’s feelings…No. Misreading Natasha’s feelings would require Natasha to not be attracted to Laura. There was no misreading, but Natasha could set all of that aside. She just wanted her friend. She needed her.

      The shrill sound of her phone broke the silence, and Natasha snatched it up from the floor. A FaceTime call. Laura’s name showed on the screen. Natasha raked her fingers through her hair, smoothing it down with trembling hands before pressing to connect.

      The moment Laura’s face appeared, Natasha’s heart somersaulted in her chest. She looked beautiful, a little flushed and frazzled, but still Laura.

      “Hi,” Natasha breathed, her voice chipper despite her nerves.

      “So, I’m frantically packing because I managed to get a flight out at seven in the morning.”

      Natasha’s eyes widened. Thank God Laura couldn’t see her wildly thumping heart. “That soon?”

      “You told me to get there when I could. Is it too soon for you, though?”

      “No. Absolutely not,” Natasha said, barely containing her smile. “You just didn’t sound so eager on the phone before, so I’m surprised you’ll be here tomorrow.”

      “Of course I want to be there.” Laura lowered her eyes. “And Cerys wants me out of the apartment by the end of the night, so I thought I’d pack what I could and then stay at a hotel until my flight in the morning. I’ll arrange to have my things collected when I get back.”

      That fucking bitch. She’d seen this coming the moment Cerys moved Laura in with her. “She’s kicking you out? Seriously? Tell her you need time to find a place to live!”

      Laura laughed, but there was no humour in it. “I was hoping that when we get back from Portugal…maybe I could stay with you while I look for a place of my own.”

      Natasha froze, her wine glass forgotten on the tiles. Laura…would be staying with her? Not just here in Portugal, but back home too? That thought sent a wild thrill racing through her veins. “I’d love it if you stayed with me,” Natasha said, trying to sound casual.

      “Really? I don’t want to get under your feet. I know we were joined at the hip at one time, but you like your own space.”

      “I have plenty of space,” Natasha said quickly. “Too much space. Please come and take all of my space!”

      Laura barked a laugh, a sound that had the hairs on Natasha’s arms standing to attention. “Okay, calm down. Anyone would think you wanted me to move in and pay the mortgage with you like some married couple.”

      Natasha forced her smile to stay in place. She wouldn’t touch that comment with a ten-foot pole. “It’ll be perfect. And then you don’t have to rush into finding anything. We can travel to work together. It’ll be like the old days when you used to fall asleep on my couch.”

      Laura’s smile and eyes softened. “I used to love those days.”

      “Me, too,” Natasha murmured.

      For a moment, neither of them spoke. Natasha shifted, feeling her pulse thump behind her ribs. Something was in the air between them. She just didn’t know what. Well, she did when it came to her feelings, but Laura…she couldn’t figure out. “And I want no talk of work while you’re here. You’re entitled to a break, and I want you to take full advantage of that.”

      “Oh, that’s fine by me.” Laura relaxed back in her seat. “I’m looking forward to some sun. It’s not the same here.”

      “I can’t wait to see you. I’ve missed you.”

      Laura’s brow creased. “You’ve only been gone for a couple of days.”

      “I know.” Natasha lifted her wine and sipped it, then exhaled a slow breath. “I just…feel like we need some time together to relax. To explore and have fun.”

      “I’d love to explore with you.”

      “We’re okay, right?” The words spilled out before Natasha could stop them. “It’s just that I’ve had it in my head for a while now that you’ve been avoiding me. Avoiding…coming here.”

      “Um, why would I avoid coming to Portugal?” Laura leaned closer to the screen. “And you. Why would I avoid you?”

      Natasha hesitated. Not tonight. Not now. This conversation needed time, not a rushed confession through a screen. “I don’t know. It was just how I felt. But you’re coming here and that’s the main thing.”

      “I’m sorry you’ve felt that way. I guess things have just been different.”

      “Different, yes.” Natasha could live with different. What she couldn’t live with was losing Laura.

      “Anyway, you should get off the phone and finish packing. If you can’t get a hotel close to the airport, you have a spare key for my place. Stay there for the night.” Natasha’s pulse quickened at the thought. “Or pack all your stuff up and drop it off tonight. It makes sense, and you don’t know what Cerys will do with it while you’re away.”

      "Good idea. And since she’s just gone out, slamming the door as she went, I could take care of it all now, and then I don’t have to see her again.”

      “It’s really over?” Natasha offered a sympathetic smile. “No chance of reconciling?”

      “No. But we can talk about it when I get there. Maybe a night in with food and wine?”

      God, yes. Natasha groaned with relief. “That sounds perfect.”

      “Unless you had some kind of schedule in the works for your time there?”

      “No. No schedule. A night in sounds perfect. I’ll take care of that tomorrow morning before you land. You know, get everything we need in and just relax.” Natasha almost sighed with contentment. “Send me your flight details, and I’ll arrange for someone to pick you up. It can all go on the company expenses.”

      Laura lifted a brow. That move always did something to Natasha. “You’re sure?”

      “Absolutely. Think of it as a business trip. I did.”
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      Laura stepped through the arrivals doors at Faro Airport, inhaling deeply as the sun and humidity hit her with quite some force. The heat clung to her skin, her clothes too, that scent of tarmac and salt air filling her senses. Laura had needed this break more than she’d been willing to admit. Two years without a proper getaway had left her drained, and now she felt that ever-present tension begin to slip from her shoulders. But it wouldn’t last. Something always brought that tension back.

      Natasha had invited her on countless trips before, but Laura had always found a reason—an excuse—to avoid spending time with her boss and best friend in a bikini. That woman…God, she was breathtaking. And that was the problem.

      It wasn’t just the fact that Natasha was easy on the eye, strolling around all bronzed skin and confident curves, it was the way Laura’s heart stuttered whenever she smiled. The way her voice seemed to lurk in Laura’s mind long after a conversation had ended. Laura had become so used to shoving down those feelings that she barely registered the ache deep inside her anymore. Suppressing it had become second nature. Actually, lying to herself had become the easiest thing in the world.

      It had been manageable when Natasha was married to arsehole Kevin. But since the divorce, Laura had tried to date anyone she could just to keep herself from tripping over headfirst into the feelings she knew would consume her. Natasha Ainsworth wasn’t an option.

      Dragging her suitcase behind her, Laura felt a hint of doubt. Had she packed enough for two weeks in Portugal? Was one suitcase enough? She glanced around the crowd before spotting the driver holding up her name on an iPad.

      Laura regarded him with a bright smile. “Hi.”

      “Miss Ross?” The driver asked, already reaching for her suitcase.

      “That’s me.” Laura handed over her luggage and followed him to a parking bay. Once she was inside the air-conditioned Mercedes, she exhaled a slow breath. For a brief moment, she could pretend this wasn’t real. That she wasn’t heading straight into Natasha’s world…alone. The villa. The private terrace with its sprawling ocean views. Laura had only ever seen those views in photos, but they had been etched into her mind for years now. If she bypassed her feelings for Natasha, Laura was excited to see the place her best friend spoke so highly of.

      “Okay, just relax,” She whispered to herself as she ran her palms down her thighs. “This is fine. It always is. Now is no different.”

      For seven years, Laura had watched Natasha from her desk, admiration simmering just beneath the surface. For four years, she’d been by her side, helping Natasha pick up the pieces after her marriage crumbled. And for two years, she’d tried to love Cerys. But that hadn’t worked either. The truth was, Laura had never been all in with Cerys because her heart had already been taken.

      Natasha didn’t know that. Natasha could never know. As far as her best friend was aware, Laura and Cerys had been happy…until they weren’t. God, she’d even stayed long enough for Cerys to end the relationship, when in reality, Laura should have walked at least a year ago. The relationship had been doomed from the start. Cerys had never really known what Laura was searching for, just like Laura had no idea where her feelings for Natasha would take her.

      This trip was nothing more than Natasha’s way of saying thank you for the endless support during her divorce. That’s what friends did, after all. Laura had been there when Natasha’s world fell apart, and now Natasha was repaying her in kind, while helping Laura through her own breakup. Another breakup.

      But her biggest fear wasn’t the trip itself. It was the compliments. The inevitable words Natasha would say. That she was beautiful. That she deserved someone amazing. Those moments had a way of throwing Laura into a spiral of hope and heartbreak because they always sent her hurtling back towards the truth. She was in love with Natasha. And Natasha could never love her back.

      Her phone buzzed in her hand. Laura looked down at the screen, smiling when a photo of Natasha and that bright smile stared back at her. Laura’s chest constricted, a familiar ache settling in the pit of her stomach. God, she needed to pull herself together. This was becoming ridiculous.

      “Hi. I’m just in the transfer from the airport now.” Laura’s voice was much calmer than she felt inside.

      “Perfect. It’ll take you about an hour to get here, depending on the traffic.” Natasha’s voice practically purred down the line, sending the hairs on Laura’s arms upright.

      “Then I’ll sit back and watch the world go by.”

      Natasha sighed. “I knew you’d come away eventually. You need a break. You work too hard.”

      “Well, my boss, who is supposed to be my best friend, has me working that hard. Maybe you should take it up with yourself.”

      “I’m sorry.” Natasha’s genuine apology filtered down the line. “But I promise to make it up to you on this holiday, okay? I’m going to make sure you have the time of your life.”

      Laura smiled, but her heart ached with a longing Natasha would never see. If only those words meant what she wanted them to mean. “Oh?”

      “Just…trust me.”

      “I trust you with my life. You know that.” Laura really did. Natasha was the only person who had truly been there for her. If it wasn’t for Natasha, Laura wouldn’t be living the high life in a job that filled her account with excellent pay. Without Natasha, she didn’t know where she’d be. Probably stuck in some soul-destroying job with people she barely tolerated.

      But Natasha? Natasha was different. She was solid ground and the kind of friend you could lean on without hesitation. The kind of woman Laura desperately wanted.

      Stop now. You’re only torturing yourself.

      Once this holiday was over, Laura had promised herself she would change things. She was done pushing Natasha away. What she wanted would never happen, and it was time to focus on what they did have. A bond that had carried them through several years of highs and lows. Natasha was her safety, her comfort. Her…everything.

      “Are you still there?” The faint sound of an ice dispenser emptying in the background caught Laura’s attention. “Laura?”

      Laura cleared her throat. “I’m here.”

      “Lost you for a moment just then.”

      “I was just…admiring,” Laura paused. “T-the view.”

      “It’s a good view.” Laura could hear the smile in Natasha’s voice.

      “The most beautiful view,” Laura added quietly before dragging herself away from the edge of those dangerous thoughts. She cracked the window, letting the humid breeze rush over her face. “So, I’ll see you in about an hour, okay?”

      “I’ll be waiting out by the pool. I’ll leave the gate open.”

      “R-right, yeah. The pool. Sounds amazing.” Laura’s heart pounded furiously. The thought of Natasha stretched out on a lounger in her bikini made her stomach knot. “I’ll…see you soon.”

      “Bye, Laura.”

      Laura let her head fall back against the seat
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