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 Old flames die
hard in these tales of a second chance at love with the ex you’re
still not over. Stories by award winning authors Jenny Frame,
Carsen Taite, and Ali Vali.
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tragedy tore their family apart, Brayden and Faith’s marriage ended
in divorce. Four years later, they’re thrown together on a cruise
by their friends. Can the spark that refused to die reignite the
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mate?

 


In On the Rocks by Ali Vali, whiskey distiller
Preston Maxwell still has no idea why her college sweetheart,
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isn’t letting her get away a second time.
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 Chapter One

The morning was
dark, wet, and gray, typical for an early Scottish morning, and it
suited Braydon Murphy’s mood. After a long night shift working as a
maintenance electrician at a local bus depot, all she wanted was
her bed and the oblivion of sleep, before the whole work cycle
started again.

She leaned her head against the window of the bus
and tried hard not to fall asleep. The bus edged along slowly
through the heavy Glasgow traffic. Braydon looked at her watch. It
was half past seven already, and if she didn’t get back home by
eight, she wouldn’t get enough sleep before her day job started,
but what was new?

Braydon sighed and watched the busy pedestrians walk
along the pavements and cross at the lights in front of the bus.
There was a time when she wouldn’t have gotten out of bed for what
she currently earned in a day from both her jobs, but now was very
different.

As the bus crawled through traffic and time marched
ever closer to eight o’clock, she knew she wasn’t going to get
enough sleep, but Braydon saw this as her purgatory. Punishment for
her crimes that she would forever pay for.

Finally, she got to the bus stop near her rented
flat and jumped off with her bag of tools over her shoulder. When
she turned into her street, she saw a white Audi sports car sitting
outside her building. It was her friend Kristen Alexander. They’d
been friends since she was sixteen and played football together for
the same team. They had gone to their first gay pub together,
chased women together, until they both were persuaded by love to
settle down, but that was a long time ago.

Kris had gone on to own a successful building
company and had asked her more times than she could remember to
work for her. Life would be easier if she did, but she had her
pride, and after everything that she had lost, pride was about the
only thing she had left.

As she approached the block of flats, Kris got out
of the car.

“Mornin’—you look tired, mate,” Kris said as she
took Braydon’s hand and gave her a hug.

“Yeah, it was a long night.” Braydon didn’t think
that there was a time of day when she didn’t look tired. “In you
come.”

Braydon buzzed herself in with the keys and led Kris
into the building. She was on the first floor so before too long
they were inside her flat. It was a small flat—one bedroom, a small
living room, and an even smaller kitchen—but it was all Braydon
needed.

She dropped her bag of tools and said, “How’s Jan
and Dani?”

“Good, keeping me on my toes. She’s really into her
football now and coming along with me to my games.”

As lifelong Glasgow Celtic supporters, she and Kris
had gone to matches together for years, but that had become too
expensive a hobby for Bray since the divorce. She had dreamed of
taking her own child to watch the games with her, but sadly, that
would never be.

“Cuppa tea?”

“No, I don’t want to keep you up, Bray.”

“Don’t worry, I’m having one anyway,” Bray said.

“Okay, then.”

Bray ignored the dishes piled up in the sink and
made the tea. She was hopeless at keeping up with the housework,
but since it was just her, living alone, she didn’t care. It wasn’t
a home—she’d had a home and lost it. This was just a base to sleep
before heading back out to work.

She brought through the tea and a packet of
biscuits. When she put down the cups, she headed over to her
computer and lifted an envelope with money. She hesitated before
handing it over to Kris.

“This is the last one,” Bray said.

Kris gave her a sad smile. “Yeah, I suppose it
is.”

Bray sat down and took her mug of tea in her hands.
She tried to let the heat of the cup seep into her body, but it
wasn’t working. She didn’t know how she would feel today, but now
that it was here, she was honestly scared and felt her stomach
churn with anxiety.

This debt, which she had been faithfully paying for
four years, was the last tether holding her and her ex-wife
together, and now she was being cut loose.

“An end of an era,” Kris said. “Maybe you can work
less now, start a new life.”

Bray shook her head. “I had a life, a perfect one. I
don’t deserve another.”

Kris sighed. “That was such a long time ago. Stop
being hard on yourself. You’ve done your time, paid your
debts.”

Bray said nothing. She was never going to forgive
herself. She still had nightmares about the night she was in a
casino and Faith had called her in hysterics.

I should have been there.

“You know there’s always a job for you with
Alexander Building Services,” Kris said.

Bray nodded. “You know I can’t.”

“Bray, you’re my best friend. Stop being so proud—my
company would be grateful to get someone like you on board.”

Bray rubbed her face with her hands. She’d had her
own thriving electrical business, often working alongside Kris’s on
big projects, doing well, making good money, giving her and her
wife Faith a comfortable quality of life—then she’d fucked it up.
She couldn’t go and work alongside some of the guys who she’d had
working under her on projects. Plus it would put her just too close
to Faith.

Kris’s wife Jan was Faith’s best friend. Too close,
too painful. Bray couldn’t bear to hear about Faith’s new life, new
lovers—the thought made her feel sick. There had been no one for
her since Faith. Faith was her angel—her forever girl, Bray used to
call her, the only woman she’d ever loved—and because of Bray’s
weakness, she was no longer hers.

“How is Faith?” Bray asked. She couldn’t not ask.
After their divorce Faith had retrained as a nursery school
teacher. She loved children and it was the perfect job for such a
caring person. And you destroyed everything you had
together. Guilt was a way of life for Bray, and she embraced
that guilt, bathed in it in fact, because she felt she should be
punished.

Kris took a drink of tea. “She’s fine and not seeing
anyone.”

“I never asked if she was,” Bray said.

“I can see the question in your eyes every time I
see you. Why can’t you move on?”

Bray stayed silent and stared into her teacup. She
didn’t want to answer that question out loud, but Faith was the
first person she thought of in the morning and the last one at
night. That and the guilt and pain of what she had lost.

When Bray didn’t reply Kris said, “I’ve got some
good news for you.”

“Oh,” Bray said, “what’s that?”

“You know it’s my fortieth next month?”

Bray nodded. It was her own fortieth in December
this year. She was dreading it—not because she was worried about
her age, but because of what she had expected to have by the time
she was forty.

“Well, and this was Jan’s idea, we’re going to take
a two week cruise to the Caribbean, and we’re inviting all our
friends. The cruise line has its own LGBTQ coordinator who’s going
to take care of our party. It’s going to be amazing.”

That was the kind of holiday she and Faith used to
take when they had plenty of money. They had seen some amazing
places, romantic places.

“I hope you have a great time,” Bray said.

“You’re invited too, Bray.”

“You know I can’t afford to go on a holiday like
that.” She was annoyed Kris had even suggested it. Did she want to
make her feel worse?

“No, I mean, Jan and I will pay for your
tickets.”

“No way, Kris. I’m not taking charity.”

Kris held up her hands. “Hey, hey, calm down. It’s
not charity—it’s the simple fact that I want my best friend there
to celebrate my birthday, like she always is. Do you remember my
twenty-first?”

“Barely. You, me, Faith, and Jan went to that club
called…Mandy’s?”

“Yeah, I got absolutely hammered. I don’t know how I
managed to pull such a classy lady like Jan, convince her to put up
with me—in fact, I’m still wondering. We hadn’t been together
long.”

That was how she’d felt about Faith from the moment
she met her. Bray was so punching above her weight, and it turned
out that Faith had been too good for her.

“Go on your cruise. Have a good time. You can spend
one birthday without me.”

“Too late.” Kris pulled a wallet out of her jacket.
“The air ticket to Fort Lauderdale and your cruise ticket are
already bought, so if you don’t want to waste my money, then you’ll
come.”

“What?” Bray stood up angrily. “You just paid for
everything without consulting me?”

“Yes, because I knew you’d say no, and I want my
best friend with me.”

Bray started to pace anxiously. “I can’t believe you
did that.”

She felt trapped. She didn’t want to go on a holiday
and pretend to be happy. How could she? Then a thought occurred to
her.

“Faith isn’t going, is she?”

Kris hesitated. “Eh, no. She can’t get the time off,
no one to cover her at the nursery. So what do you say? I know you
have plenty of holiday time up your sleeve because you never take
any. Food, drinks, they’re all included, so all you need is some
spending money. Please, come. It would mean a lot to me, mate.”

What choice did she have? Kris was her best friend,
and if Faith wasn’t going to be there maybe she could handle it.
She couldn’t have coped with seeing Faith for two whole weeks. The
heartbreak and the pain would be too much. People had always told
her that time would ease the heartbreaking pain, but it never had.
It got worse, in fact.

She sighed and said, “Fine, okay, but I’m going to
pay you back for this. No matter what you say, Kris.”

Kris jumped up and punched her softly on the arm.
“This is going to be your holiday of a lifetime. Believe me.”

 



* * *

 


“This is the last one.” Jan handed Bray’s envelope
to Faith as they sat at her kitchen table enjoying a cuppa.

The tired kitchen of Faith’s old house wasn’t much,
but more than she could have hoped for after the divorce. She’d
managed to get on her feet, with some help from her parents, who
bought this old detached sandstone house at auction for her and
refurbished one part to house her private nursery school. The rest
of the house was waiting on more money and time to do
renovations.

Faith took the envelope and felt a deep sadness.
This was the last thing tying her to Bray, and now it was being
taken away from her.

“Thanks, I’ll give it to my dad.”

“She’s kept her word, hasn’t she?” Jan said. “I
mean, paid off her debts and never misses her meetings, so Kris
tells me.”

“So she’s doing all right, with her meetings and
handling her addiction?” Faith asked.

Bray was a gambling addict and had brought down
their thriving business by borrowing money for her gambling debts
and not paying the business’s bills. They’d lost everything—their
home, their business, their life together. But when the large
family home they’d shared was sold to satisfy some of the debts,
Faith’s dad stepped in and paid the rest. Bray had vowed to Faith
she would pay off every penny, and she had.

When Bray broke down and told her about her gambling
problem, Faith was panicked, then angry, but then understanding.
She would have helped Bray through her addiction and rebuilt what
they had piece by piece, if Bray had told her everything, but she’d
looked her in the eye and lied to her. That was something she’d
never expected of Bray and found hard to forgive. Bray knew how
important truth was to her after her disastrous first relationship,
as a young woman. Bray understood—and still, she lied.

Jan continued, “She’s still working her two jobs and
keeping on top of her problems, I think, but doesn’t do much else.
Kris says she won’t move on.”

Faith’s instinct was to wrap Bray in her arms and
tell her it was all right, but there was too much pain. Too much
history wrapped up in their failed relationship. Faith touched the
gold locket she always wore around her neck.

“I’m glad she’s okay,” Faith said.

Then out of the blue Jan said, “Karen asked if I
thought she should ask you out again.”

Faith took a drink of coffee. “I don’t think
so.”

“Why?” asked Jan. “You know she’s had a thing for
you since uni. She has a good job, nice looking, what’s wrong with
her?”

Inside, Faith knew the answer. No one would ever be
Bray, but she and Bray would never be again. “I’m just not
interested anymore. I have the nursery to run. It’s my life now.”
When their family business was brought down by Bray’s debts, Faith
had retrained as a nursery teacher. Since the divorce, her nursery
was thriving, and she now had her own staff of five.

“You have plenty of time for the odd date. Or maybe
you’re still in love with Bray?” Jan said.

Faith looked up sharply. “Of course I’m not. I’ve
been divorced four years.”

“Then why do you still wear your wedding ring and
keep your married name?”

Faith looked down at her engagement ring and
remembered the day they walked around the nicest jewelry shops in
Glasgow looking for a ring, then going for lunch together
afterward. It had been such a special day. She could still see the
look of pride on Bray’s face as they held hands in the restaurant,
gazing at her new engagement ring.

Then came her wedding ring, the thing that made her
finally fit in the world. She felt secure, more confident, all
because of Bray’s love, but she couldn’t take it off.

“It’s just so I don’t get unwanted attention. I’m
not interested in any romantic entanglements, and if people think
I’m married, then they don’t try.”

Jan narrowed her eyes. Faith could tell she didn’t
quite believe her. “Hmm…well, you’ll have the chance to spend some
quality time with Karen on Kris’s birthday cruise, so who knows,
romance might be in the air.”

“I doubt it,” Faith replied. “You’re sure Bray isn’t
coming?”

“We asked, of course, but she can’t afford a cruise
like that, and she wouldn’t let Kris pay, would she?”

“No, she’s too proud.”

“There you go, then. I think this break is going to
do you the world of good.”

“You think?”

Jan grinned. “Oh, I’m certain of it.”

After Jan left, she walked back into her living room
and stood in front of the mirror above the fireplace. She opened
the locket around her neck. In it was a picture of a smiling, proud
Bray holding her in her arms.

How could she ever get over this?


Chapter Two

“Excuse me, sir…uh,
sorry, ma’am, could you say that again?”

Bray was getting frustrated. Not because she was
misgendered, she was used to that. She was tall, well-built, and
had a masculine look. But this was the fourth time she’d tried to
give her American taxi driver her destination, and her broad
Glaswegian accent was outfoxing him.

She tried to say it again really slowly. “I need to
get to Port Everglades departures as quickly as possible.”

The taxi driver put her last case in the boot of his
car. “Port Everglades?”

Thank the Lord. “Yes, as quickly as you can. I’m
really late.”

The journey from Glasgow had been a nightmare. She’d
traveled a day later than the rest of Kris’s party guests because
of her work schedule. Her manager was shocked when she’d asked for
time off. Bray never took holidays, and she would have never taken
this time if Kris hadn’t guilt-tripped her into coming.

The flight from Glasgow had been delayed, and she’d
arrived at her hotel in Fort Lauderdale in the middle of last
night. She’d slept in and missed the cruise transport from the
hotel. Now she had very little time to get to the departure
building and get on board.

She got into the taxi, and they were driving at
last. Her mobile beeped with a text. It was Kris, asking where she
was now. They had already checked in.

“Shit, I’m so late.” She said to the driver, “Can we
go as quickly as we can, please?”

“Sorry?”

“Jesus Christ. Quickly?”

“Quickly, yes.” He finally got it. “Are you
French, ma’am?”

Bray had to laugh. Her accent was clearly so thick
that she didn’t even register as a native English speaker over
here.

“Yeah, I’m French.”

It wasn’t long until they were in line to enter the
vast dock departure area. When the large cruise ship came into
view, she said, “Bloody hell. It’s like a city on the water.”

She’d never seen anything like it. It reminded her
of the scene in Faith’s favorite film, Titanic. All the
hustle and bustle of the passengers arriving at the dock, little
knowing what was in store for them.

Let’s hope we have a better voyage.

When they were together, Faith made them watch
Titanic all the time. Bray pretended to protest at watching
the sappy movie again but secretly enjoyed holding Faith in her
arms as she cried at the ending. No matter how many times Faith
watched that film, she always cried, as she did at most sappy,
romantic things. Faith was an emotional woman, and she loved that
about her.

She secretly wished Faith had been able to come on
this trip. It would have been awkward, but just to see her ex-wife
and hear her voice would be amazing. Amazingly painful.

But that wasn’t to be. It was going to be strange
enough seeing some of the old crowd they used to hang around with.
Since the divorce she’d cut herself off from the friends they had
as a couple, except for Kris and Jan. It seemed easier that way.
She didn’t want to have any awkwardness, and Faith deserved to keep
their friends. She didn’t.

Bray finally arrived at the drop-off area of what
resembled an airport terminal. She got out and paid the driver.
“Thanks, mate.”

She looked at her watch. Time was running out. She
slung one bag over her shoulder and carried her suitcase. She
hurried inside and tried to find her check-in quickly. The staff
were eager to get her on board on time, so she was quickly put
through all the relevant passport and ticket checks and finally
walked over the enclosed bridge to the colossal ship.

She stopped as she stepped off the bridge into the
main reception area of the ship and looked around in awe at the
large opulent room. “This must have cost Kris a fortune for my
ticket. I’m going to kill her.”

High above hung crystal chandeliers, and the floor
was highly polished marble. On either side of the room were four
glass elevators. It reminded Bray of a very high-end shopping mall.
All around her passengers chatted excitedly and staff pointed them
in the direction of their rooms. This was a far cry from the wet
and stormy streets of Glasgow.

She heard a voice beside her say, “Can I help you
find your room, sir?”

She turned to face the young staff member, whose
eyes went wide as he realized his mistake. “Sorry, I’m so sorry,
ma’am.”

Bray had to laugh to herself. Just wait till she
opened her mouth, and the poor guy found out she was French
too.

 



* * *

 


Faith hung her last dress in the wardrobe. Kris and
Jan had asked her to come up on deck to watch the boat leaving the
pier, but she just wanted to get settled in and unpack. There would
be plenty of time to stroll along the decks. Besides, it was a
madhouse out there, with all the passengers trying to find their
cabins and acquaint themselves with the ship.

She was happy to have a quiet, calm start to their
trip. Faith walked to the bed and sat on the corner. This was a
nice room. When Jan had asked her what kind of room she wanted,
Faith decided to go for one of the nicer staterooms. It was larger
than the standard, had a lovely bathroom, a large super-king bed, a
sitting room area with a couch and TV, plus an absolutely gorgeous
balcony.

Faith walked over to the balcony doors and watched
as the ship pulled away from the pier. The balcony held a small
table and chairs, and it would be wonderful to sit out there with a
good book on her iPad and a glass of wine.

She intended to do a lot of that. Reading and
relaxing. She was one of only a few of their party not in a couple
and didn’t want to play gooseberry, and so for the times she
couldn’t be around the pool topping up her tan, she wanted a roomy
cabin and nice balcony to make her way through her long reading
list.

It had been so long since Faith had a holiday, and
she wouldn’t have gone on this one if it hadn’t been a special
birthday for Kris, so she was going to make the most of it. Her
nursery business was going well, after years of hard work, and she
intended to relax.

“Yes, this is going to be perfect.”

She went back to her suitcase and picked up the
swimsuits she had brought. She was a bit nervous about wearing them
as she hadn’t worn a swimsuit in years. In fact, the last time
would have been her last holiday abroad.

She and Bray had gone to Hawaii, and one of her best
memories was sitting on the beach at the end of their holiday.
Faith had snuggled up in Bray’s arms and asked Bray how she’d feel
about trying for a baby.

Typically loving and enthusiastic, Bray showered her
with kisses and love. Strange to think that decision, which they’d
made at their most loving, was the beginning of the end of their
relationship.

“Enough. I need a change of scene.”

Faith grabbed her handbag and phone and walked out
her cabin door. She checked the cabin door was locked and put her
key card in her bag. As she made sure her purse and everything she
would need was in there, she heard a Scottish accent getting closer
to her.

The voice made her heart stop beating for a
millisecond. No, it can’t be.

Faith was almost too frightened to look up, but she
forced herself. This time her heart and everything stopped. It was
Bray.

 



* * *

 


“Here we are, ma’am. This is your suite.”

Suite? This better not be an expensive room,
Kris. She had already vowed to herself to pay Kris back. This
ship and the trip were way too expensive for her to take from a
friend. “Uh, thanks.” Bray fished around in her pocket for a
tip.

“Thanks, ma’am. My name’s Tim. Anything you need,
just let me know. There’s a button in the room to call for
service.”

“Cheers, Tim.”

Bray fumbled trying to get her key card into the
lock when she felt someone staring at her. She looked up slowly and
her stomach flipped. “Jesus Christ.” It was her ex-wife, Faith.
“Faith—you’re not supposed to be here.”

“Neither are you.” Faith looked equally shocked as
her.

“I…Kris said you couldn’t come on the trip,” Bray
said.

Faith grasped at the locket she wore. She looked
really stressed at her presence. “Jan said you couldn’t come. I
wouldn’t have—I’m sorry, I need to get something in my room.”

Faith went back into her room and shut the door
quickly.

Bray finally managed to unlock the door and walked
inside. She pulled off her jacket and threw it on the bed in
frustration. “Fuck me. Kris, I’m going to kill you.”

She started to pace up and down. This felt like a
set-up. Otherwise what were the chances she’d be given a room right
next door to her ex-wife’s?

Faith had looked horrified when she saw her. She had
to make things right. She had to make sure the next two weeks
weren’t going to be as awkward as that meeting.

She was going to have to talk to Faith. “Shit.”

Faith looked beautiful. They’d been apart a long
time, but seeing her just now, all the years melted away.

Bray slid her wallet from her pocket and pulled out
the picture that never left her side. It was Faith and her,
together. Bray was holding her from behind, her hands resting on
Faith’s baby bump. She had never seen anything more beautiful and
never would. Faith pregnant with their son.

As much as it hurt to look at that picture, she
gazed at it every morning, every break time at work, and every
night before she went to bed. It reminded her of what she had lost,
and every time she passed a betting shop or watched a betting
advert on the TV, she remembered that picture and what those things
had cost her.

Now her wife—ex-wife—was next door, and the past was
catching up with her. Bray scrubbed her face with her hands. She
knew she had to be the one to go and talk to Faith.

Faith hated confrontation. Always had, and Bray had
always been her voice when any issues came up. She always felt good
being that person for Faith, and when she wasn’t anymore, it
hurt.

She sighed. “Kris, I was going to kill you before,
but now I’m going to do it slowly.”

She took a breath and walked to Faith’s door. She
hesitated before knocking, but when she did Faith opened it
slowly.

“Faith? Could I talk to you, just for a few
minutes?”

Faith nodded and opened the door up for her.

“Thanks, Faith.”

One weird aspect about no longer being her ex-wife’s
partner was using first names. She’d never called her wife
Faith unless it was to outsiders. She always called her
darlin’, and using her real name now felt strange.

Faith’s room was virtually identical to hers, except
Faith had a balcony. She could tell Faith had been crying. Her eyes
were puffy and red, and her usual feelings of guilt just got a
whole lot worse.

“Um…I just wanted to clear the air, before we go any
further. I would never have said yes to Kris and made you feel
uncomfortable if I’d known you were coming. In fact I didn’t want
to come anyway, but Kris bought the tickets before asking me and
said I’d just be wasting her money if I didn’t come.”

“I understand,” Faith said. “I wouldn’t have come
either. Looks like Kris and Jan decided for us.”

“Yeah, looks like it. Well look, we’re here now, and
I don’t want things to be awkward. We’ve got two weeks ahead of us.
I promise I won’t cause you any problems. I won’t come to sit with
the group at dinner or anything. I’ll just keep myself to
myself.”

“You can’t do that. It’s your holiday too. You must
come to all the group events. We’re adults—I’m sure we can be civil
to each other.”

“Of course we can. I would never want to
intentionally do anything to upset you, Faith. If me being at any
of the group things is too much for you, just say, and I’ll go,
okay?”

“Thank you,” Faith said.

Why did Bray have to be so accommodating? It was
hard enough to see her again, without her being so accommodating
and kind, but then she always was. That had never changed since
they met. Only her truthfulness had.

There was a long silence, as if neither of them knew
what to say.

A bit like their final days together before
officially separating, Faith thought. Nothing about this wasn’t
strange, and it was going to be a really difficult holiday.

“I better head back and unpack,” Bray said.

“Yes, I’m supposed to go upstairs and meet up with
the others. I’ll see you up there.”

Bray smiled at her, but it was a sad smile, hardly
surprising since there had been nothing but sadness in their life
for years now.

Bray began to walk out the door, but stopped when
Faith said, “How are you? Really?”

Bray looked back over her shoulder and said, “I’m
fine. See you.”

Faith could tell Bray was not fine. Bray looked
tired. Their four years apart had taken their toll on Bray, as they
had done her. She supposed both of them would never really be
fine ever again. All they could do was to find ways of
coping from one day to the next.


Chapter Three

 “Not in the
face. If you’re going to punch me, take it out on my ribs. Jan
loves my good looks too much.”

Kris had been sent down to hurry Bray up to join the
group, and Bray was showing her displeasure. She was towering
menacingly over Kris, who held her hands up in surrender.

“I can’t believe you would do this to me, Kris.
We’ve been friends since school.”

“Jan and I were fed up from never having you both at
birthdays, Christmas, you name the celebration. We wanted both our
friends with us. We still love you both the same even if you two
don’t, and we thought enough time would have passed for you, after
everything bad that happened.”

“There will never be enough time passing from Faith
losing our child,” Bray said angrily.

“I didn’t mean about the baby. Shit.” Kris realized
her mistake. “I know you’ll never get over losing your baby, I mean
you and Faith. But you can both be civil, and both spend time with
us. We were never apart before you got divorced. Jan and I lost you
both, it felt like.”

Bray turned away and sat down on the corner of her
bed and stared down at the floor. “Yeah, we can be civil. Faith is
so gracious and polite that she would never cause a problem, but
just being around her makes everything so painful.”

“It’s one holiday, mate. Forgive us. We just wanted
our two oldest friends here with us,” Kris said.

Bray let out a long breath. “Why next door to each
other?”

“That must have been the cruise company. Same last
name or something. Must have thought you were family.”

Bray didn’t quite believe that, but she couldn’t
hide in here for two weeks, and she couldn’t stay mad at her best
friend. “I still say you’re a fucking arsehole.”

“Absolutely,” Kris said. “Complete arsehole, that’s
me. Will you come upstairs now?”

“Okay, you win.” Bray stood up. “So, who’s in the
group?”

“There’s Cath and Lucy, Beth and Jamie—”

“Jamie finally got Beth to go out with her?” Bray
said.

Kris laughed. “Yeah, the longest crush in history,
but Jamie finally got the nerve to tell Beth she had been in love
with her since university. Beth gave her the hardest time and
wouldn’t go out with her for ages.”

“Why?”

“Beth had a thing for her too but didn’t think Jamie
was interested. They could have had a lot fewer relationships with
the wrong people if Jamie had been honest with her, but all’s well
that ends well. They’re getting married next year. Then there’s
Dougie, Findlay, and Karen.”

Bray snorted. “Talking of huge crushes, I can’t
believe Karen hasn’t made her move for Faith in the four years
we’ve been divorced. She did enough mooching around Faith when we
were married.”

“I won’t say she hasn’t tried, but Faith’s never
been ready for another relationship.”

Bray didn’t like the sound of that statement.
“Meaning she is now?”

“Who knows? Now can we get upstairs to the
lounge?”

Bray nodded and grabbed her wallet. She closed her
eyes and looked back to the day her divorce was finalized. She
remembered thinking that now she had given Karen the chance she
always wanted.

Karen was in Faith’s university course and, with a
well-off mummy and daddy, looked down at Bray and Kris because of
their broad Glaswegian accents and the council housing estates they
came from. But Karen was friends with the rest of the gang, so
Bray’d had to learn to get along with her.

They walked out of the cabin and Bray said, “I don’t
think Karen has ever forgiven me for marrying Faith.”

“Yeah, probably. Jan says that Karen invited Faith
along to watch her play footie, the day you met,” Kris said.

They came to a lift at the end of the corridor and
got in. Bray pressed the floor number and it set off. The day she
met Faith, her football team were drawn in a Scottish cup game
against Faith’s university team.

“Do you remember that day? You met Jan and I met
Faith?” Bray said.

“I’ll never forget it,” Kris said. “I often wonder
what life would have been like if our team hadn’t played Glasgow
Uni. I don’t think either of us would’ve mixed in those circles. I
don’t think we would have met our wives. Sorry, ex-wife for
you.”

“No, you were right the first time. Faith will
always be my wife—in here.” Bray put her fist to her chest.

 



* * *

 


Faith and the rest of the group were gathered in the
bar on the upper deck. There were blue skies and the sun was hot,
scorching hot for someone coming from Scotland.

Faith was on edge and nervous. She was constantly
looking around, waiting for Kris to arrive with Bray. It had been
such a shock to see Bray.

Talking to her face-to-face had opened up a
Pandora’s box of emotions, so much so that she didn’t know how she
felt. If it was up to her, she’d go back to Scotland and hide in
her home, so she didn’t have to face the mix of memories and
emotions that came with Bray.

She felt a presence beside her. It was Karen.

“It’s beautiful isn’t it? And a long way from
Glasgow, thank goodness.”

Faith turned to face her. “It is very nice, a nice
break from routine, but I’ll still be glad to go home to
Glasgow.”

Karen was a few inches taller than her own five foot
three, had shoulder-length blond hair, and wore brightly colored
shorts with a brightly colored T-shirt. Karen was more androgynous
than butch. And since they’d arrived in Florida early yesterday
morning, Karen had stuck closely to her.

“Glasgow has its merits, I suppose, but I’d go mad
if I didn’t get away to sunnier climes at least three times a
year.”

Karen Whitburn could be such a show-off, a generally
decent person but a show-off. The problem was Karen had always
thought this was the right way to impress Faith, which couldn’t be
further from the truth. Karen was heir to the long-established
Whitburn Biscuits and Cakes. Their brand was sold all over the
UK.

Faith hadn’t been aware of Karen’s romantic interest
in her until she started dating Bray, and Jan pointed out that
Karen was acting badly toward her new girlfriend. In truth, she was
never good at noticing flirting or interest because she didn’t
expect it. Then Bray came along and everything changed.

Karen cleared her throat nervously. “I asked Jan if
she would pass on that I’d like to take you out—”

Bray and Kris arrived to join the group and Faith
flinched, though she was grateful for the interruption. But then
Karen slipped her arm around her waist and said, “Don’t worry. I’m
here.”

“I’m not frightened of her, Karen. It’s just
hard—”

“Okay, okay. I just want you to know I’m here for
you.”

All conversation ground to a halt and Faith saw the
whole gang look anxiously between her and Bray. She supposed that
they were worried about picking sides. But Faith realized she
wasn’t worried at all.

Kris and Jan were right about asking Bray to come on
the cruise. It wasn’t fair that Bray had been cut off from these
social occasions because of her. It wasn’t fair, and Faith would
just have to learn to cope with being in Bray’s company again. In
fact, maybe it would give her some closure—maybe it would give her
a chance to lay some ghosts to rest and move on with her life.

“Hey, everyone,” Kris said, “Bray is here.”

Bray felt nervous. She could feel the awkwardness
amongst her old friends at her arrival. Her gaze zeroed in on
Karen’s arm around Faith’s waist, and she felt a dagger stab into
her gut. But she supposed this was her punishment—she’d hurt Faith
so badly and failed to protect her family. Now she just had to suck
it up and take it.

Jamie was the first one to approach her and shake
her hand, followed by her girlfriend Beth.

“Good to have you back with us,” Jamie said.

“Thanks, I hear you two are getting married.”

“Yes, and about time too.” Beth gave her partner
Jamie a soft dig to the ribs.

Next Dougie and Findlay walked over. Findlay gave
her a big hug. “We missed you, Butch.”

Findlay used his old nickname for her. He’d always
joked she was the embodiment of a butch lesbian.

“Good to see you too.”

Bray looked over his shoulder and saw Faith looking
right at them. She wished she could tell what Faith was thinking,
but Faith dropped her gaze when she saw Bray looking back.

Finally, Cath and Lucy greeted her. They both
identified as femme, she knew, but Cath was very much an alpha
female, with Lucy the softer, quieter of the two.

Cath gave her a strong handshake. “Good to see you,
Bray. I—”

Just as she was about to speak, a member of the
cruise staff walked into their little group. He was immaculately
dressed, with short blond hair, and camp to the max.

“Good evening, everyone. I am Thomas, and I’m the
LGBT representative of the cruise line. I and my assistant are here
to help all the LGBT passengers on the ship, but primarily I’ll be
looking after your group and making sure everyone is safe and
looked after, but most of all to make sure Kris has a very happy
birthday.”

Waiters appeared with trays of champagne and handed
them around. “So welcome to the cruise of a lifetime, and raise a
glass to Kris to wish her a happy birthday!”

 



* * *

 


Bray hadn’t had to dress so formally for years. She
was a jeans and T-shirt kind of person, but for formal social
occasions, she had to look a little smarter. Those kind of
occasions didn’t often happen to her any more, but dinner on the
cruise would be formal most nights.

She gazed at herself in the mirror. “Will this do?”
She had decided on smart blue trousers and an open-neck shirt with
a smart suit jacket. “I look like a pretentious wanker.”

She pulled off the jacket and threw it on the bed.
“They’ll just have to like it or lump it. This is as formal as I
want to get these days.”

Bray heard a knock on the door. It was probably one
of the steward staff. They were certainly attentive, popping in and
out to see if she had everything she needed.

“Coming,” Bray shouted.

She opened the door and her heart thudded loudly. It
was Faith, and she looked absolutely beautiful, wearing a blue
floral print cocktail dress.

“Faith—”

“Can I come in?” Faith asked.

“Aye, come in.” Bray was pleasantly surprised but
panicked at the state of her room. She hurriedly picked up wet
towels and discarded clothes from the floor. “Sorry about the mess.
I wasn’t expecting anyone.”

Faith smiled. “You always were messy.”

“Yeah, um…you look beautiful, by the way,” Bray
said.

Faith looked to the floor and said nothing. Four
years hadn’t changed her much—she
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