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      “Morning, Skye!”

      Annie. The receptionist at the Seasalter Hotel was the first person Skye saw when she entered the lobby. Today, she was the acid test. How far had the news spread? Did Annie know?

      Skye tried a smile, but it was half-baked. A little like the banana bread she’d attempted a few months back.

      “Morning!”

      She’d contemplated calling in sick, but decided that was simply putting off the inevitable. She’d have to face people eventually. Instead, she took a deep breath and decided to get it over with.

      “You look knackered.” Annie tamped down her curly hair, which was well ruffled by her usual seafront walk to work.

      She gave Skye a sympathetic smile.

      She knew.

      “I didn’t sleep well.” Not a surprise given yesterday’s news. Skye had found out just as she was dropping off to sleep, thanks to a text from her friend Justin that had lit up her phone.

      Whatever you do, DON’T look at your Facebook right now, he’d messaged just before midnight.

      So of course, Skye had to look.

      “I saw it this morning, gotta be rough.” Annie shook her head and pursed her lips. “I would offer to go out with you later to rip her to shreds over a glass of wine, but I’ve got a spin class.” Annie had priorities. Also, some dried toothpaste on the corner of her mouth. She leaned in, her cheeks sun-kissed from her recent bargain weekend to Valencia. “Just know, I’m on your side. Everyone is. What she did was not okay.”

      That was one way to put it.

      “Thanks.” Skye’s bum cheeks clenched. Her shoulders stiffened. Was this going to happen with everyone she met this morning? Maybe she should have stayed in bed.

      She gestured to Annie’s toothpaste, and her colleague grabbed her compact from her desk drawer and gave an embarrassed smile. Skye left Annie wiping her mouth, and slipped along the sleek hallway of the Seasalter Hotel, St Austin’s most upmarket place to stay. She breathed in the smell of fresh polish on the parquet floor, mingling with the fresh flowers on the hallway tables. At the end she turned right into the main office. She was the first one in, like always.

      Skye sank into her padded black office chair and spun around. She stopped mid-spin, and stared out her window, at the golden sands beyond, lapped by the crisp waves of the Atlantic that stretched as far as she could see. This view could normally be counted on to make her smile, but not today.

      Not after the fallout of the past year. Not after last night’s announcement.

      She spun around to her screen and turned on her laptop.

      She had 12 new emails overnight. One from the hotel owner, Mr Cooper, detailing a new wedding for the hotel diary. Eighty guests, platinum wedding package, hotel DJ to be included. And then at the bottom, a line in bold:

      50% discount to be applied for head chef, Amanda Cross.

      Skye’s stomach fell to the floor like an anchor. She narrowed her gaze. Hell to the fucking no. Not on her watch.

      She couldn’t stay here today. She checked the rotas. Amanda was due in at 3pm, and she couldn’t risk coming face to face with her entitled, smug face. Yes, Skye’s office view might be stunning, and yes, she’d loved her job until her personal life exploded all over it. But she was the hotel manager, so she could make the rules.

      There was a line, and Skye had just drawn hers.

      There was no way in hell she was playing any part in booking or organising a wedding for her cheating ex-wife, Amanda.
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      Skye contemplated going direct to Beer on the Beach after she got the news, but doing so would mean Amanda had won. She’d done enough of that over the past year since they split. Instead, Skye delayed it, went to the gym and took it out on a punch bag, then jumped on a bike and cycled until her legs shouted at her.

      Now it was 6pm, which was a respectable time for dinner and a glass of red. She licked a smudge of ketchup from her index finger as she finished her cheeseburger and chips, then took a sip of her shiraz. Behind the bar, Justin buffed up a champagne glass, but never took his eyes from her.

      “What are you going to do about the wedding? Refuse to do it?” He put the glass on the shelf behind him, patted his sandy hair in the mirror, then turned back, a hand on his hip. “Better yet, you could do it, but drop a vat of chili flakes in the prawn cocktails, then piss in the chicken fricassee.”

      “I’m not that obvious.” Skye hadn’t decided what she would do. But as the day wore on, she was coming to the conclusion she needed a new job. However, that brought her back to the same argument she’d been having with herself for the past year. She wasn’t the one who’d cheated and broken up a marriage, so why should she be the one to find a new job?

      “Maybe you should be. If Marion did that to me, I’m not sure my revenge would be a dish served cold.”

      Skye pushed away her plate and Justin cleared it from the bar. She stretched out her arms and glanced around the space. Two groups of friends sat by the large windows overlooking the ocean, but other than that, the bar was empty. Give it a couple of months and that would all change. However, it was still only the final week of February, so the tourists hadn’t arrived.

      Outside, a brunette in a black trench coat paused at the glass front door and peered in. After a few seconds hesitation, she walked in. Her shiny black heels caught Skye’s attention, mainly because she was always impressed by women who just casually walked in heels like it was no big deal. It always had been for her. The woman took off her coat and hung it on the hook under the bar, along with her expensive-looking handbag. She hopped onto the bar stool two down from Skye, then gave her a hesitant smile.

      She looked like the type who baked banana bread with ease. Someone who not only liked yoga, but probably had a favourite type. Perhaps hatha. Or the hot one. Or was hatha the hot one?

      Justin approached her, and the woman wriggled on her stool, then dialled up her smile. She ordered a bottle, “give me something local, ale or beer, your choice”, then pulled down the cuffs of her sharp black shirt, creases still intact, that told Skye it was fresh out of the packet. What had brought her into this bar tonight? The woman’s floral perfume wafted along the bar and settled in Skye’s nose.

      Justin delivered the woman’s beer, then sauntered back to Skye.

      “When did my life get so complicated?” Skye swung her attention back to her friend. “Was it when she told me she really wanted a goatskin rug for the lounge, and I told her no?”

      Justin raised an eyebrow. “A goatskin rug? That’s a thing?”

      “A smelly thing,” the new woman added, then took a swig of her beer.

      Skye had expected the woman to ask for a glass, but no. She was drinking it straight from the bottle.

      The woman held up a well-manicured hand. “Sorry for butting in, but I couldn’t help overhearing. My cousin got a goatskin rug, and it was the singular most anti-social thing he ever did.”

      Skye threw up both hands. “You see, I knew I was right to stand my ground.” She smiled at the woman. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” The woman leaned towards her. “I promise, I won’t interrupt anymore.”

      “Please do,” Skye replied. “We’re all friends here.”

      “Careful, I take people at their word.” The woman shifted her drink and herself to the adjacent bar stool, then held out a hand. “I’m Gemma.”

      Skye shook it, thrilled to have someone else to focus on tonight. Especially someone with such smooth, strong hands.

      “Skye,” she replied. “And this is Justin, barman extraordinaire.”

      She took in the woman’s high cheekbones, and her deep green eyes. Something about her pinged Skye’s gaydar, but then, Skye’s gaydar was legendary for being faulty. Tonight, it was probably all sorts of wrong, because she was hardly in the best place herself, was she?

      If she had to describe herself in a dating profile - she’d set up a profile after her friend Lauren bullied her into it, but it was still totally blank - it would say something like ‘divorced, morose, prone to spiralling’. She needed to work on her wording.

      Gemma did not look like she spiralled ever. If Skye had to guess, she’d say yoga lady was having a drink to unwind before heading home to have dinner with her wife or husband. She’d probably have sushi delivered on a motorbike, because there was no way she was cooking. Maybe she lived in one of the larger towns in the area. Perhaps Newquay. Maybe she’d come to Cornwall in search of a simpler, more idyllic life, just as Skye had. It hadn’t turned out that way.

      Justin gave Gemma a salute. “I’m here to serve the beer and sort out your life problems. Consider me not only a bar owner, but also a life coach.”

      “All the best bar staff are.” Gemma grabbed a beer mat from the stack on the bar, then put her bottle on it. She turned to Skye.

      “Stop me if I’m completely out of line, but who wanted the goatskin rug?”

      Skye stared at this stranger asking personal questions. Did she really want to open up to someone she didn’t know at all? Then again, she’d just been talking to Justin about it. Maybe a stranger would be the perfect person. Someone who didn’t know Skye, Amanda, or anyone connected to either of them. Someone who’d never set foot inside the Seasalter Hotel.

      “My ex-wife, Amanda. Who cheated on me with her sous chef, broke up our marriage, and is just about to get married again.” When she said it out loud, it sounded just as bad as it was.

      Justin rested an elbow on the bar in front of them. “And now said ex-wife has booked the hotel that Skye works at for her wedding and reception, and Skye’s boss is demanding Skye organise it.”

      Gemma let out a low, slow whistle.

      Skye had never been able to do that. Impressed didn’t cover it.

      “Holy wedding catastrophe!” Gemma shook her head. “There was me thinking small seaside towns looked relaxing to live in.”

      “Lies, all lies.” Justin rolled his eyes.

      Gemma raised a single eyebrow. “Seeing as we’re all friends, let me buy you a drink to let you know that not all women are bad. Also, to tell you, you were so right on the goatskin rug. You had a lucky escape. The rug would have ruined your life. It sounds like your ex already did a good job of that herself.”
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      It was 9pm. She’d missed her train. Gemma got out her phone and looked up when the last one left. She winced. 10.50pm, and it would get her in around 5am. Not ideal, but she could sleep on the train. She’d done it before, and she couldn’t leave now. She was invested. Also, a little tipsy. Okay, a lot tipsy. One drink had turned into four, and all on an empty stomach.

      Not, however, as tipsy as Skye, the dimpled, blonde, hot mess next to her. Which, as Gemma’s sister would tell you, was exactly her type. Particularly cute hot messes. Gemma couldn’t help feel for Skye. No matter what heartache had befallen Gemma, her ex had never dumped her and then forced her to plan her next wedding. That was next-level evil. It almost made Juliette appear human.

      Almost.

      Having got up to speed with the full back story, Gemma and Justin had spent the past hour trying to convince Skye to hand in her notice and get a new job. Gemma understood Skye’s argument, though. That she didn’t want to be run out of town by her ex. That she’d built a life here, with friends and a job she liked. The only downside was it involved dealing with her ex-wife all the time.

      “I really think you should consider it. You work in hospitality. You live by the coast. It’s not like there aren’t other jobs out there, is it?” Gemma asked.

      Skye didn’t look convinced. “I know that. But it still comes back to me having to change my life through no fault of my own.”

      “But you’re cutting off your nose to spite your face.” Justin gave her a stern look, then walked down the bar to serve somebody else.

      Gemma sympathised. She understood more than most the trouble ex-girlfriends could cause by simply breathing. She reached out and put a hand on Skye’s arm.

      Skye jolted, then stared.

      Had she overstepped? Gemma gave her a hesitant smile, then removed it. She was the tactile type and it had got her into trouble before. Clearly, a couple of hours was too soon to touch Skye.

      “I know how you’re feeling.” She paused. Gemma didn’t normally come out so soon after meeting someone, but this situation was anything but the norm. Sitting at a bar talking about how terrible women were took her back to her early twenties, when she used to do it most weeks with her friends. Now she was nearly 40, those days were gone. She hardly ever went out. She had a vineyard to run. Customers to charm. Frost to thaw. But this trip down memory lane was fun in a weird, nostalgic way.

      “I was with someone not so long ago who turned out to be not who I expected, too. She wanted something I couldn’t give, and she only saw the world from her perspective.”

      Surprise registered on Skye’s face, followed by the glimmer of a smile.

      It was always nice to meet someone who understood exactly where you were coming from. Somebody who knew that when women dated other women, the whole idea of a sisterhood went out the window. Nobody could break your heart like a woman.

      “I just don’t get it. Weirdly, I am mostly over it, despite what this looks like.” Skye waved a hand in front of her face. “It’s just, these past 24 hours have been a head fuck. I knew they were together, but now they’re engaged.” Skye threw up her arms. “We were together for five years. She asked me to marry her after two, and things were great then, truly.” Skye’s eyes misted over for a moment. Then she shook herself. “We had a big wedding - at the same hotel would you believe? - and when I said my vows, I meant them. For better, for worse. In sickness and in health. I don’t recall there being a vow that said, ‘until the next young thing comes along, and I get a better offer’.” She slumped forward and rested her forehead on her forearm.

      Gemma put a hand on Skye’s back.

      This time, Skye didn’t flinch. She simply raised her head and gave Gemma a crooked smile. One that showed off her dimple to full effect.

      Gemma was a sucker for a dimple. Especially one attached to a face like Skye’s. Maybe in another life, where Skye wasn’t still hung up on her ex, where they lived within a hundred miles of each other, this might have been the start of something. But Gemma knew this was a time-limited, soon-to-end evening. She was determined to wring the last drops out of it.

      “Why are women so terrible, though?” Skye mumbled as she sat up again. “Is it me, do you think? You’re a professional queer, right?”

      “A paid-up member of the union.”

      “So in your opinion, am I giving off signs that say, ‘welcome, please use me and abuse me’?”

      Gemma shook her head. “You are not.”

      “Yet when I look back at my marriage, and at the two other long-term relationships I was in before that, they were all disasters. All three of them left me for other people. The fact is, women don’t stick around. There’s never been a happy ending for me. Why don’t I deserve that?”

      “You do deserve that,” Gemma replied, trying to keep Skye upbeat. “You’ve got so much going for you. You’re young, good-looking, intelligent, and you’ve got a great job.”

      Skye nodded along with every point Gemma made.

      “Plus, you’ve made a new friend who thinks this Amanda woman is clearly mad to have left you.”

      Skye gave her a shy grin. “Thank you. I’m glad we met tonight. You’ve really cheered me up.” She slugged back her wine and sighed. “I just feel like I’ve missed out on certain things, you know? I’ve never laid on a blanket with someone under the stars. I’ve never danced naked in the rain. I’ve never had sex on a beach.”

      “That last one is way overrated. Far too sandy. Or painful if you’re in Brighton: all those pebbles.”

      Skye flipped her head to stare at the ceiling, then back to Gemma. “You see! You’ve done these things. You’ve at least experienced life and love.” Skye stared at Gemma. “You’ve been in love?”

      Gemma’s stomach rolled. She gave Skye a slow nod. “Yes, I’ve been in love.”

      She was lying.

      “I’ve also had my heart trampled on.” Gemma had no great desire to do that again.

      “I bet you’ve sat on a blanket with someone under the stars, too.”

      Gemma knew she should stay silent on that one.

      Skye ordered more wine, and drank half the glass in one go. “Do you think life is passing me by? Because sometimes, I do. I go to work, and it’s like Groundhog Day. The same thing, over and over. Customers complain. Toilets get blocked. Amanda serves delicious meals, everyone thinks she’s a bloody genius, but only I know that it took her six months to give me an orgasm. She’s the most clumsy, selfish lover I’ve ever had.” Skye clamped a hand over her mouth and her eyes went wide.

      “But I thought she was the love of your life?” Gemma frowned.

      “She was my wife. She was a great chef. I thought the rest would come in time. And we were happy enough. Until we weren’t.”

      Gemma stared at Skye, confusion dancing in her eyes. Was she upset at losing her wife? Or simply upset at how it happened? Maybe a bit of both. “I know it doesn’t seem like it now, but it sounds like you’re better off without her. Better she cheated sooner rather than later. Now you have a chance to find someone who can give you the happy ending you deserve. Someone you can lie with under the stars.”

      “On a blanket.” Skye waved a finger at Gemma. “There has to be a blanket.”

      Gemma sipped her beer and glanced at the clock. 9.45. She should get going soon. She didn’t want to miss this train.

      “Nobody’s ever found my G-Spot either.”

      Gemma spat out a little beer. She hadn’t been expecting that one.

      “You know what else?” Skye snagged her gaze and brought her hand up to Gemma’s face.

      Gemma should have moved away, but she got stuck in Skye’s orbit. Her eyebrows were immaculate, and her eyelashes some of the longest Gemma had ever seen.

      She had a train to catch. Her brain told her to leave.

      Instead, she moved her head closer to Skye. “What?”

      Skye pressed her fingertip into Gemma’s right cheek. “I’ve never met a stranger in a bar, told her she was one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen, and then kissed her.” She paused. “You, by the way, are one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever met.”

      Gemma’s libido lifted its head off the pillow. Okay, she hadn’t expected that. But why not? She was in a bar miles from home, with a cute woman she’d never see again.

      A gorgeous, sad, dimpled woman who could use some cheering up. Maybe kissing Skye might be just the tonic Gemma needed, too.

      Before she could talk herself out of it, she leaned forward and laid a kiss on Skye’s full, pink lips. A delicate whisper of a kiss.

      Just to make something go right for Skye today. Nothing else.

      Only, Skye’s soft lips made her linger. When Gemma took hers away, she wasn’t ready.

      It turned out, neither was Skye.

      The hustle and bustle of the bar faded into the background as Skye shuffled her stool forward, stared into Gemma’s eyes and leaned in. This time, she took Gemma’s face in both of her warm hands, held her gaze with her intense azure stare, and pressed her lips to Gemma’s with such tender confidence, Gemma wobbled on her bar stool. Desire and surprise held her in place.

      Until they didn’t.

      Skye slipped her tongue into Gemma’s mouth, and Gemma slipped left.

      Her stool tipped slightly.

      Her heart lunged in her chest.

      Gemma flung out a hand to hold on to Skye’s waist, but only grabbed a piece of her T-shirt.

      She let out a startled cry as her lips pulled away from Skye.

      Skye’s eyes went wide.

      It all happened as if in slow motion, as Gemma’s bar stool tipped onto two legs, then past the point of no return. In desperation, she tried to grip onto whatever she could. That was Skye. As she fell sideways, her hand took Skye and both bar stools with her, and all four landed with a thump on the wooden floor.

      Gemma’s shoulder took the impact, as well as her pride.

      She lay on the ground, noticing an errant Smartie under the bar, before she raised her gaze to meet Skye’s.

      She wanted to laugh, and she also wanted to cry. She mouthed the word ‘sorry’ to Skye, and then Justin’s face appeared between them, concern stamped across his features.

      “What the hell just happened? I turn away for a moment, then I look up and see the two of you falling to the floor.”

      Skye reacted first. She untangled her legs from the stool and pushed it away. She sat up, then stood, before offering Gemma a hand.

      Gemma took it, then winced as she cupped her shoulder.

      “Nothing broken? Are you going to sue me for faulty bar stools?” Justin picked the stools up and checked the legs, then patted the seats as he put them back.

      “More likely, it was faulty operators,” Skye replied, a sly grin threatening her face.

      From feeling tipsy, Gemma was now way more sober. She rolled her shoulder. “I might nip to the loo.”

      “I’ll come with you.”

      They walked together, Gemma rubbing her arm and the side of her face, the clack of her heels strong on the wooden floor.

      Skye pushed open the door and held it for Gemma.

      She smiled as she walked past, breathing Skye in.

      When they got to the sinks, Gemma checked her face in the mirror. Still intact. No blood. She took a deep breath, washed her hands, dried them with white paper towels, then walked over to the metal bin and threw the used towels away. Then she walked to the far wall, and pressed her back against the cooling white tiles. She glanced at the three cubicle doors reflected in the sink mirrors. All empty.

      Skye washed her hands, then turned to her.

      The electricity that had been in the bar hadn’t left. If anything, now they were alone, someone had turned up the dial.

      Gemma swallowed hard as Skye approached her, then stopped.

      “Sorry about spoiling your happy ending.”

      Skye smiled. “It’s not over yet. Besides, I liked the beginning. Every ending needs a strong beginning too, right?”

      Gemma nodded.

      Skye stepped closer.

      “The middle was wobbly, but I think we can work on the ending. Especially now we’re on solid ground.”

      Desire fizzed through her. Gemma’s bones melted. Skye closed the gap between them, then her expert lips fixed Gemma to the spot, to this red-hot moment of pleasure she couldn’t turn away from.

      They’d only just met, but already, Skye’s lips were the only place Gemma wanted to be. She pulled her close, a hand lingering on Skye’s shapely bum. Like this was what she did every day.

      It wasn’t.

      Gemma’s heart boomed. She’d expected to be on a cold train platform right now. She hadn’t factored in being roasted by Skye’s pitch-perfect lips. Being caressed by Skye’s firm fingers. Where the hell had she come from? And why the hell couldn’t Gemma take her with her?

      Skye kissed like the world might end tomorrow. Like Gemma’s lips were gold, and Skye was going to protect them at all costs. She hadn’t expected that either. Amanda’s cast-off was Gemma’s gain. Whatever else she took from tonight, she’d leave with the knowledge she was eminently kissable. That women like Skye existed. That kisses like these were not just the stuff of folklore.

      When they broke apart, Skye blinked, then stared. Her chest heaved.

      Gemma lifted her index finger and traced a line through Skye’s dimple, and onto her lips. She did it without thinking. Like it was the most natural thing in the world.

      In return, Skye kissed Gemma’s fingertip.

      Wicked sensation skittered across her skin.

      It was one of the most erotic things to ever happen to Gemma. She’d love to take it further. See where else Skye’s lips could leave their mark on her.

      But she had to leave. She had a train to catch. Yet at this moment, she didn’t want to move. She wanted to build a life in this bar, with Skye at her side. Available to kiss her whenever she needed it. Skye’s golden lips on tap. But real life didn’t work like that.

      A customer entered the loo.

      Just like that, their bubble popped.

      Gemma flinched.

      Skye stepped back, and blinked as if she was trying to process what just happened.

      The woman hesitantly smiled at them, then closed her cubicle door.

      Without a word, Skye took Gemma’s hand and pulled her back into the bar, and back to their bar stools. Back to where it all started.

      Only, it wasn’t the same as when they left. The music was louder, the air was thicker. Next to her, a man asked for a large glass of house white. How dare he intrude on their short time together. Only, this moment wasn’t just theirs, was it? It belonged to the bar. To tonight. To Cornwall. Gemma couldn’t pack it into her bag and whisk it back to Surrey no matter how much that appealed. She dropped her gaze to Skye’s lips once more. She wanted to throw herself on them.

      “I’m not sure what just happened.” Skye’s blue eyes shimmered under the lights.

      Gemma wasn’t, either. She traced the tip of her tongue along the back of her top teeth, and shook her head. She couldn’t find the words, so what was the point of trying? Instead, her eyes dropped to Skye’s denim-clad thighs, her scuffed Nikes. Yep, she was just Gemma’s type, damn her.

      Skye gulped. “I never asked, but do you live local?”

      Disappointment sat heavy in Gemma’s gut as she shook her head.

      “I don’t. I live in Surrey. I came down today to visit a vineyard.”

      Skye glanced at her bottle. “But you’re drinking beer.”

      Gemma shrugged. “I’ve been tasting wine all day long. I fancied something a little different. Something to refresh my palate. Something I wouldn’t normally have at home.” Gemma could equally have been talking about the beer or Skye.

      “Did you find it?” Skye matched the words with an intense stare.

      “I think I did.” Gemma balled her fist so she didn’t raise her fingers to Skye’s face again. It was just one kiss. She could keep herself under control. She’d done it before, and she could do it again. She glanced at her watch. She really should go. But all she truly wanted to do was kiss Skye again.

      Damn it.

      “But now, with really bad timing, I have to catch a train. It’s the last one of the night, and if I don’t get it, I’ll be sleeping on the beach. While that sounds romantic during the summer, in February, I fear I might freeze to death.”

      Skye frowned. “The trains back to Surrey are going to be a nightmare now.”

      “You’re not wrong, but I can sleep on the train.” Gemma winced. “I had a seat booked on the earlier train, but I didn’t want to leave. I was enjoying chatting to you.” The anonymity had been freeing. In St Austin, she was a stranger. It was the opposite of her neck of the woods, where everybody knew every facet of her life. “It’s fine. I’m a big girl. I’ll get home.”

      “Why don’t you come back to mine?” Skye licked her lips. “I have a sofabed. You could at least get a bit of sleep, and then get the early train in the morning.”

      Gemma ground her teeth together. It was tempting. Only, she knew very well she wouldn’t be on a sofabed. She’d be in Skye’s bed. Naked as the day she was born.

      Her skin flared hot. All of which made the offer doubly tempting.

      However, she had to get back for work in the morning. She had meetings to attend, events to organise. She couldn’t spend the night with a random stranger in Cornwall.

      “That’s very kind, but I think it’s best if I get my train. Plus, I think we both know I wouldn’t get much sleep.”

      Skye stared, her rich blue eyes flecked with honey and gold. Skye had almost illegal lips and eyes. Gemma wasn’t going to allow herself to ponder what the rest of her might be like.

      “I promise I’ll let you sleep.”

      Gemma’s stomach lurched, but she shook her head. “Thank you, but no.” She reached out and took Skye’s fingers in hers. A shiver of delight danced up her spine. What was she saying no to? Something special, she had no doubt. Even if it was just for one night. But maybe cutting her losses now was the best thing all around. She hoped she’d helped Skye in some way.

      Plus, they’d always have that kiss.

      “I think we should leave it here. A small slice of heaven in a seaside bar. The perfect kiss. A happy ending for us both.” She ran her thumb over the top of Skye’s knuckles.

      Skye let out a shallow breath and her eyelids fluttered briefly shut. When she opened them again, she gave Gemma a slow nod.

      “I think we nailed the happy ending.” She gave her a crooked smile.

      Gemma took a deep breath, then gathered herself, her hand still warm from Skye’s touch. When she glanced up, Skye stared at her own hand, too. Gemma shrugged on her coat and grabbed her handbag from its hook. When she’d hung it earlier, it had seemed like a different lifetime. In a few hours, her world had changed. This wasn’t how she expected her night to end. With feelings of want, and of regret.

      But she couldn’t go back to Skye’s place.

      It wasn’t what Gemma did. Her life was ordered.

      “It was really lovely meeting you.”

      Skye held her gaze. “Let me walk you out.”

      Gemma sucked on her top lip. Her blood roared, her heart thumped. How to end it? She should just say, “be seeing you.” But when she snagged Skye’s stare a final time, it drew her back in. Just one more kiss. What could it hurt? They both deserved it.

      Gemma stepped forward and pressed her lips to Skye’s for a final time. They were even better than she remembered. When she slipped her tongue into Gemma’s mouth, the world swayed, and electricity sparked inside.

      She felt the tremble of Skye’s body, the pull of her touch.

      Seconds later, with supreme regret, Gemma wrenched herself away.

      “Good luck with everything. And promise me you won’t organise her wedding.”

      Skye smiled. “I promise.” She paused. “One final question. Do you like yoga?”

      “Jeez, no,” Gemma replied. “You have to be far too bendy and balanced. My sister Martha loves it. I, on the other hand, fall over and off things all the time. As I think we just saw.” She grinned. “Why do you ask?”

      Skye shook her head. “No reason.”

      Gemma squeezed Skye’s fingers, let go, then turned and walked towards the door. Past the two blokes playing pool on the left. Past the couple sharing a plate of chicken wings. Past the woman pouring two glasses of white wine.

      She put her fingers on the door handle, and only then did she turn. She lifted her gaze and connected instantly with Skye.

      The intensity, even from so far away, rooted Gemma to the spot. She wanted to run back into Skye’s arms. To go back to hers and pretend her real life didn’t exist. Just for one day.

      But she’d made her decision. She was going home.

      Skye gave her a small wave.

      Gemma returned it.

      Then, before she changed her mind, she wrenched open the door and walked away.
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      “We’re going to need about 15 tables. We think there’s going to be a fair bit of interest, but 150 guests should be the max we get judging by past years. Can your space fit that okay?”

      Brandon Tyler loosened his navy tie as he spoke. He was an insurance salesperson by trade, whose first love was cricket. Skye had once sung a terrible karaoke version of “Don’t Go Breaking My Heart” with him at the Dog & Duck. Neither of them had been able to hit the high notes.

      A little like Skye today. Brandon’s lips were moving, but she couldn’t quite pin down what they were saying. She ran them through her brain again. 150 guests. 15 tables.

      But then a different image landed at the front of her brain. Gemma’s hot lips on hers. Pleasure endorphins whizzed around her body. Her cheeks warmed. The hairs on the back of her neck prickled.

      Skye drew in a breath. She had to focus. But today was not going well. She’d spent the first part of the morning staring at the sea from her office window. Now she was talking to a client about a cricket awards dinner, but her mind was still in the bar last night. Back on that bar stool. Plus, her lips were definitely still on Gemma’s. To top it all, she had the mother of all hangovers. Both physical and emotional.

      “Are you okay? You seem a little spaced out today.” At least she wasn’t in danger of losing this job. Brandon knew her. They’d sung together. He’d cut her some slack.

      She shook her head. “Just got a bit of a headache. But yes, 15 round tables are no problem. Did you want buffet or served?”

      “Served,” he replied. “I want it to be upmarket. Three courses, coffee, wine, champagne for the toast. I want people to feel like they’re getting their money’s worth.”

      Skye nodded. “Got it. 150 people on a Thursday night. I’ll check the calendar, but I’m pretty sure it’ll be fine. I’ll do some sums and send you an email this afternoon?”

      “Sounds perfect, thanks Skye. The best deal you can do, please.”

      “Of course.”

      Skye saw him out to reception, smiled at Annie who was on the phone, then glanced down the corridor and stopped in her tracks.

      Amanda. In full chef whites. Just the sight incensed her.

      Skye really didn’t need to see her this morning. Not after last night. Not when the jury was still out on whether or not Skye was going to vomit. However, even though Skye’s feet had paused, Amanda’s had not. Wasn’t that just typical? Amanda didn’t stop for anyone. She bulldozed her way through life, and didn’t care who she might hurt in the process. So long as she got what she wanted.

      Amanda came to a stop a few feet away, and gave Skye a half-smile.

      “I was just coming to see you.”

      She was? At least this way, Skye had seen her coming. She should be grateful for small mercies. Skye said nothing, just tried to keep her face in neutral. It took all her powers.

      “I wanted to tell you about something before it became public knowledge, but I think I might be a bit late. I came by yesterday, but Annie told me you’d left for the day. Very unlike you. Were you sick?” She peered closer. “You do look a little grey around the gills.”

      How very Amanda. Come to share her good news, and also to pick holes in Skye’s appearance. Whenever Skye felt bad about their break-up, she should always remember the reality.

      “I’m fine.” Skye bristled. “And yes, you’re a little late with your news.”

      Amanda’s face twisted. “I really did mean to tell you first.”

      “You don’t owe me anything.”

      “I feel like I do. Also, I didn’t plan to have the wedding here, but it just makes sense financially. I hope you understand.”

      Skye’s head began to pound a little more. In the past year since their break-up, she’d never come out of a meeting with her ex feeling better than when it started. Today was going to be no exception.

      “You do what you need to. Don’t start worrying about me and change the habit of a lifetime.”

      Skye closed her eyes. She hadn’t meant to snap, but it was what Amanda did to her. Turned her into someone she wasn’t. Made her brittle, snide. She didn’t like who she was with Amanda. On the contrary, she’d very much liked who she became with Gemma. Perhaps it really was time to cut Amanda out of her life. Skye had the feeling her ex enjoyed meetings like these.

      “Don’t be like that, Blue.”

      Skye’s face twitched. She’d never liked Amanda’s nickname for her. “Blue Skye, no clouds at all, just like you!” She liked it even less today.

      “You’re getting married to your new wife in the exact same spot you married me a handful of years ago. How do you expect me to be? But like you said, it makes financial sense.” She shrugged. She wanted this meeting over as soon as humanly possible. “Is there anything else?”

      Amanda stared at Skye, trying to read her. She’d always been bad at it. She opened her mouth, and then closed it.

      Probably her wisest move yet.

      “No, I just wanted to come and check you were okay.”

      Skye pushed down her automatic response. She wasn’t going to be drawn into anything else today. Amanda’s goading days were over.

      “I’m fine.”

      Amanda nodded, then went to walk away.

      “And Amanda?”

      Her ex turned.

      “Whatever you do, don’t include me on the guest list.”

      Skye walked into her office, sank into her chair and tipped her head to the ceiling.

      Her mind flashed a snapshot of that kiss with Gemma, and her body relaxed in an instant.

      She needed a break. Most of all, she needed another kiss from Gemma, but she didn’t even know her last name. All she knew: great kisser, wears heels like a boss, likes wine and beer.

      Skye tapped in ‘Gemma, Surrey’ into Google. A hairdresser, an events manager, a professor at Surrey university who specialises in mixed research methods. Plus, Emma & Gemma, a wedding band duo. The last one made Skye smile. None of them were Gemma.

      Her Gemma.

      She spun around to face the sea. She had to face facts. She was never going to see her again. Gemma had been ‘her Gemma’ for a few short hours.

      But something inside Skye told her they weren’t done. That if she went to Surrey, they’d meet again.

      She had no facts to back up her conviction. It was illogical, it was stupid, but it already made far more sense than her marriage to Amanda ever had.

    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/custard-books-logo.jpg
custard
books





OEBPS/images/iswak-final-cover.jpg





