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      India Contelli glanced around the third floor of Bloomsbury Set House, scanning the sparse crowd for her brother, Luca. He wasn’t here yet. She’d belonged to the private members’ club for years, but having been away for three months filming in New York, she hadn’t used it for a while.

      Now she was back, India hoped London would be more welcoming than when she’d left. She was determined to make it so. Even the wool-grey sky lingering outside the large square windows wasn’t putting her off. She pulled back her broad shoulders and straightened her spine.

      This was home, and this time, she was going nowhere. Nobody was going to drive her out of her own city again.

      A teaspoon clattering to the floor made her turn her head. A waiter bent to retrieve it, apologising to the couple two tables away. The space was only half full at midday in late January, business meetings and lazy coffee breaks taking place on plump, expensive sofas and marble-topped tables. The tall ceilings and ornate stonework lent a sense of grandeur and history to the space. India’s parents and grandparents had been members, too.  The smell of freshly ground coffee coated the air, along with hot buttered toast.

      She glanced out to the roof terrace, empty save for a solitary pigeon, its grey-and-white belly fat as it strutted across a tabletop. The terrace had the kind of views India wanted in her next pad: in the thick of it, looking at London from the top down. She’d love to move in here, but even she was on a budget.

      She sat down on a lush, red velvet couch, then draped her coat over its arm. A waiter appeared in seconds, took her order and delivered her glass of Chablis at speed.

      When India looked up, a figure heading her way caught her gaze. Tall, dark hair, aquamarine eyes. They were a carbon copy of each other, and both gay, too. Their parents had been baffled at first, but now, they just wanted grandchildren, and they weren’t fussy how it happened.

      When her brother reached her, she got up and they embraced. He took a seat beside her, his chiselled jaw prominent, his fake tan perfected. His teeth shone almost as bright as his Cartier watch. They’d grown up rich, and it showed.

      But now, India wanted to give something back.

      Luca flagged down a waiter and ordered a black coffee. He did it in the way Luca always did, which meant the waiter fluttered his dark eyelashes Luca’s way before he left. Her brother had that effect on men. India had the same effect on women. So far though, definitely not the right women.

      “You really should stop being such a shameless flirt.”

      Luca ran a hand through his shiny hair and gave her his charming grin. “A little harmless flirtation makes life more interesting. You should try it sometime.”

      “It normally ends in tears.” She didn’t want to get into that today. “You look gayer than when I last saw you. Is that possible?”

      “I wasn’t sure it was possible to squeeze any more gay out of me, but if you say so. You’re a lesbian icon, so I have to believe it.”

      India rolled her eyes. “Aren’t lesbian icons meant to have a stream of women knocking at their door?”

      “You need a permanent door for them to knock on.”

      He had a point. She sipped her Chablis.

      “Not doing dry January?” Luca inclined his head towards her wine.

      India raised a sardonic eyebrow. “January is hard enough, sweetheart.” She paused. “How’s Ricardo?”

      “So beautiful, I feel like I might get pregnant just looking at him.”

      “Mother will be pleased.”

      “We’re looking into it more seriously now.” Luca twisted the band of his wedding ring. “Surrogacy.”

      India put a hand on his knee. “A baby Luca or Ricardo will be gorgeous.”

      “I hope so.” He gave her a smile. “Anyway, enough about me, how was New York? Did the filming go well?”

      She nodded. “It did. The new series is wrapped, now we wait for it to hit the screens.”

      India was an accidental semi-TV star, doling out business advice to new shop owners in the UK and now the US in her show, Shop Wars. She looked good on camera, and her confidence shone through. When it came to business, India had her shit sorted. Their family biscuit and confectionery company, Stable Foods, was one of the best in the world, and she was its incoming head.

      “But now I’m back, I wanted to talk to you about a new project. One I might need your help with to persuade Dad.”

      Luca sat forward. “He pretty much trusts you now, doesn’t he? Isn’t he retiring this year?”

      He did trust her, to a point. “He’s still a little touchy when it comes to gay things.”

      “Aaaah.” Luca thanked the waiter who brought his coffee, added sugar, then stirred.

      “We had that whole campaign with the Chocolate Delight spread, and it was a smash hit with the LGBT+ community. This year, I want to get involved with London Pride and do something queer with the business. Make a statement.” India had hatched her latest idea on the plane back to the UK. “I want to produce a Pride biscuit. Something rainbow themed and fabulous.”

      “I’m here for anything fabulous. Let’s talk to Dad at our monthly family dinner in a few weeks. You are coming in February, seeing as you haven’t been to one since October when you left?”

      She nodded. “I am. The lone spinster will be there, among the loved-up couples of my family.”

      He leaned over and kissed her cheek. “A Pride biscuit is sure to bring all the girls to your yard.”

      “Thank you, Kelis.” India smiled. “Like you say, I need a yard, first. And a door.”

      “How’s that search going?” Luca asked.

      “I’m restarting in February. Or maybe March — I’m doing a lot of business travel next month.”

      “I thought you were back now?”

      “I am, but I’m just taking some weight off Dad and doing a few European trips.”

      “You are the model daughter.” Luca smiled. “Good job I’m giving them a baby, otherwise I’d be well down the pecking order.” He paused. “Why don’t you ask Dad for his estate agent’s number?”

      “Because I want to do this myself. I don’t want Dad’s agent involved. I want this place to be mine, something I find.”

      “I understand that.” Luca and Ricardo had done the same with their place in Surrey. Luca had gone one step further and left the family business to pursue his career as a photographer. It’s how he’d met the love of his life, Ricardo being a model.

      India was yet to meet hers.

      Working in the family business had its limitations.

      “If we can help in any way with the search, let me know. For what it’s worth, Dad will see the PR potential of the Pride biscuits. The Chocolate Delight campaign was a success, right?” They’d run their chocolate spread campaign last year with a lesbian slant, and it had received a terrific reception.

      She nodded. “Huge. But he still gets nervous when it comes to alienating any group of people. But I don’t see an issue with being the gay food company of choice.” She snagged his gaze. “If you could hurry up and get pregnant, it’d give him something else to focus on.”

      “If it helps you out, we’ll kick the process up a notch.” Luca leaned forward. “I missed you, by the way.”

      “You did not.”

      He drew a cross on his chest with his index finger. “I did! We did. Christmas wasn’t the same without you.”

      India shrugged. “After everything that happened with Andi, I needed to get away. The series came along at just the right time.”

      “I know. But we missed you. London missed you. Even Mum and Dad did. I could kill Andi for doing what she did.”

      India shook her head. She didn’t want to dwell. She’d done enough of that. “It was nice to do something different. I spent Christmas Day walking around Manhattan, and the evening in my hotel bar, sharing love wounds with a gorgeous gay barman. I needed some time.” It’d been healing going alone, too. Given her space to focus on what she really wanted.

      “Have you heard from her since you got back?”

      India shook her head. “Now I’m here, I’m going to focus on growing the business with Dad and making a real difference in the queer community. Give some money to projects, boost our profile.”

      Luca eyed her. “The lesbian Mother Teresa, is that the look you’re going for?”

      India smirked, glancing down at her jade-green Armani suit. “I think we can spin it a bit better than that, can’t we?”
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      Gina Gupta spun around in her office chair, grabbed her stress ball and threw it against the cream-coloured wall. There was a satisfying thud, then she caught it. She did it again. The wall had a grey mark from where she’d been throwing the ball a little too much over the past year. Gina saw it as evidence of keeping her mental health in check.

      Her ex, Sara, was certainly testing her boundaries.

      She couldn’t believe the last two emails she’d received. The first, from a client asking her to up the price of their property by 50k, when she’d told him it was overpriced and a buyer’s market. But no, this client knew best. She could hear the tone loud and clear in his email. Having been in the property business a few years, it was nothing new. Neither was the second email from her ex, Sara, despite the fact they’d been split up nearly a year.

      The email told Gina that Sara had cleared their joint account “because she had a cashflow issue”. Gina didn’t recall a time when Sara didn’t have a cashflow issue. She was a struggling artist, it was in her DNA. Sara’s creative side had been appealing when they’d first got together, but Gina soon learned it was a crutch Sara leaned on. It was one of the many reasons they’d split up. Gina would never see that £500 again, but it was a small price to pay. She’d just phoned the bank and shut down the account. She should have done it months ago.

      She bounced the ball again and caught it. Sara wasn’t going to throw her off track again. Gina was so over it. She ran a hand through her short, dark hair.

      When they’d first split up, Sara had continually shown up at her office, asking Gina to reconsider. Her business partner, Bernie, had been a saviour, gently coaxing Sara out the door, often taking her back to whoever’s sofa she was temporarily staying on.

      Gina’s life was just getting back on an even keel nine months later, and she was grateful. Sara had been harder to shake than Gina had expected.

      She put the ball back into her top drawer, then sat forward and surfed to the Pride in London website. She clicked on the ‘Volunteer’ tab. They were still looking for people. Should she put herself forward? She might meet some new friends, and she could use some of those, especially queer ones. Plus, she loved the theme of this year’s Pride event: ‘It’s Never Too Late’. It could be the theme of her life.

      Gina had been a late bloomer, not coming out until her early 30s. Her late blooming applied to her career, too. The same decade had seen her switch from being an accountant to a successful upmarket estate agent. She’d turned 40 last year, and celebrated by splitting up with Sara. Now she wanted to shake things up. Start a new chapter. Maybe volunteering for Pride was the way forward?

      “Good morning!” Her business partner Bernie bustled in, larger than life. She gave Gina a wink as she sank into her pillar-box-red office chair, her phone skittering across her wide oak desk. She patted Connie the cheese plant behind her, Bernie’s pride and joy. Although, lately, Gina had been watering Connie because Bernie had been AWOL. It was Wednesday, and this was the first day she’d been in this week. Gina wanted to say something, but she wasn’t quite sure what.

      “Ask me how much commission I just earned this morning, showing a client around the Tower Bridge apartment?”

      Gina glanced right. Okay, maybe her talk wasn’t needed if Bernie had actually been working today. “You sold it?”

      “On the cusp.” Bernie swivelled left, then right, stretching out her long legs. At nearly six feet tall, she had a lot of limbs to contend with. “He’s got to consult with his business partner, so he took loads of photos.” She shook her head. “I never understand that. We photographed the whole damn flat with fabulous lighting, just show them the website.”

      “People don’t trust websites, you know that. They think it’s all smoke and mirrors.”

      Bernie shook her head. “Look at this face.” She cupped her chin with her thumb and index fingers, her close-cropped dark hair not moving an inch. “Is this a face that would lie to you?”

      “You did once tell me you were related to Victoria Beckham.”

      “Yes, but I wouldn’t try to sell you a fake flat.” Bernie waved a hand. “My mum went to school with Victoria’s mum, so it wasn’t a lie. I’ve been in the same car with her when we were kids. She was a sullen child, too.”

      “She’s probably lovely. Don’t believe everything you read in the press.”

      “I know, fake news!” Bernie got up and walked to the back of the office, grabbing a mug and inserting a pod into the coffee machine. “Do you need a refill?”

      Gina shook her head. “I’ve already had two.”

      Bernie pressed the button and the coffee machine whirred to life. “It’s only 9.45.”

      “It’s been a long morning already.”

      “Let me guess.” She sat on the edge of Gina’s desk. The noise of the coffee machine drilled the air. “Shad Thames or Mayfair?”

      Gina gave her a smile. She’d been trying to sell the Shad Thames property the whole of January, to no avail. It was gorgeous, but the problem was, it didn’t have a direct river view. Rather, it looked out over London rooftops. Gina thought it had a charm, and she was just waiting for the right buyer to appreciate it. But that wasn’t her issue today. “Mayfair this morning. He wants to up the price. Can you believe the cheek of the man?”

      “There’s a reason why these people are rich, always remember that.” Bernie pushed herself up and walked over to collect her coffee as the familiar buzzing stopped. “I hope you pushed back?”

      Gina nodded. “Of course. He liked it when I did that last time, told me it showed I knew what I was doing. Conversely, Shad Thames man told me to drop the price for the right client today. He’s far better to deal with.”

      “Not all clients are bad.”

      “They’re not,” Gina agreed. Even though she was the one who dealt with most of them lately. “Apart from Mayfair man, who’s an idiot. As is my ex-girlfriend.”

      Bernie sat back down in her chair with a groan. She swung one way, then the other. When she was in her chair, Bernie often treated it like a fairground ride. Gina always knew Bernie was focused when she stayed still for longer than five seconds. Today was not that day.

      “What’s Sara done this time?” She stilled as she asked.

      “Cleared out our joint bank account, claiming cashflow issues.” Gina clicked her mouse. The Pride website appeared again. She was going to do it. Put herself out there. She might meet a new friend, or perhaps more. It would restore her faith in women. Prove that not all of them were out to bleed her dry.

      “She did?” Bernie frowned, her cheeks flushing the colour of her chair. “I thought you’d cut all contact?”

      Gina shrugged like it meant nothing. “I had, but I forgot to shut our joint account. That was our last remaining link. But it’s done now.”

      “She’s got some nerve. Stealing money from you after everything you did for her.”

      “I know, right?” Gina waved a hand. “But she’s in the past. Shad Thames is in my future, as is Mayfair. I’m going to sell one of those soon if it kills me.”
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      India walked into the Sea Containers restaurant and saw Frankie right away. Being tall, sharply dressed and deliciously butch, she was easy to spot.

      “Just the woman I need to see on this cold, miserable February lunchtime!” Frankie Stark gave India a firm hug.

      India hugged her right back. “Good to see you, too,” she replied over Frankie’s shoulder, breathing in her aftershave. Always aftershave. Frankie was old school. They parted and settled into their seats.

      India hadn’t been lying — it really was good to see her old friend. It represented some kind of normality seeping back into her life. Frankie and India were an unlikely pairing, but they’d hit it off as soon as they met. Frankie was a club promoter famous in the queer London scene. India was a business powerhouse turned semi-famous lesbian. They both enjoyed making deals and charming people. Their relationship had started off as a mutually convenient one, but soon blossomed into a full-on lesmance.

      When they’d first met, Frankie had been far more brash. She’d needed to be, working in such a male environment. Years in the spotlight had smoothed her rough edges, but her attitude and energy were still punchy, her Yorkshire accent as strong as ever. It was a badge of honour with Frankie. She always told India the day she lost her northern accent was the day she should pack up and leave London.

      “Good to have you back in the land of the living after scuttling off to America.”

      India pressed her thumb into the palm of her opposite hand. “I didn’t scuttle anywhere.”

      Frankie tilted her head. “Nobody would blame you. Andi was a total bitch.”

      “Ancient history.” India didn’t want to dwell. She glanced around the restaurant at the bottom of the modern hotel, overlooking the river. The grey of the day was offset by the restaurant’s strong lighting, a yellow haze all around the room. “Although did we have to meet on Valentine’s Day? Should I have brought you a cuddly toy?”

      “I’d have clonked you over the head with it if you had.” Frankie gave her a grin. “Are you back for good, now?”

      India rolled her head left, then right. “Yes and no. I have a lot of European visits with work, so I’m in and out of the country for the next few weeks. But I’m still based here. No more filming. No more New York.” India paused. “How are the Pride preparations going?” Frankie was co-chair of London Pride this year, her third time in a row.

      She rolled her eyes. “You know how it is. Same shit, different year.”

      “I also happen to know you love being in charge, whatever you say. Give you a loudspeaker and you’re a hopeless case.”

      “What can I say? I was born to be a professional shouter.”

      They ordered the set menu and a bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon, India giving the restaurant the once-over. Nobody appeared to be noticing her, which she was pleased about. It was only over the past three years, when she’d become a minor TV celebrity, that she’d shot to fame. Suddenly, she’d gone from being mentioned in business pages and the occasional feature in women’s magazines, to being papped coming out of a nightclub with a woman on her arm. It’d been quite the adjustment, and one her parents were still coming to terms with. It had also played havoc with her relationships.

      “Now that I am back in London, I want to make a splash. Show that the Chocolate Delight campaign wasn’t just a one-off to swoop in and take the pink pound for a ride. This year, I want to do a Pride biscuit.”

      “A Pride biscuit?” Frankie sat forward. “That Chocolate Delight campaign is still causing ripples throughout the lesbian community. The pressure to smear chocolate spread on your lover’s lady garden was out of control for a while there.”

      India snorted. “Lady garden? How is Phyllis and her lady garden, by the way?” Frankie had been with her wife Phyllis for years.

      “Good as gold.” Frankie glanced over India’s shoulder, and her face dropped. “Oh, shit.”

      India twisted and followed Frankie’s gaze until it landed on precisely the person she least wanted to see today. Or any day, for that matter. Andi. Alone at a table on the far side of the restaurant.

      India sank down in her chair, a chill working its way through her.

      Frankie reached out a hand and put it on her arm. “If she comes over, I can deal with her, okay?”

      India winced. “You don’t have to, I can cope. But I doubt she’s going to come over.” She stared out the window in the opposite direction. The Thames sat stony and grey in her eyeline. A river taxi swished by. It was a normal day and they were out for a normal lunch. India could totally handle this.

      At the table next to them, a man and a woman sat down, the man presenting the woman with a bouquet of red roses. She kissed him on the lips as she accepted his gift.

      India pursed her lips. Ugh, Valentine’s Day. If Andi was here with a new woman, India might not be able to hold down her lunch. She was not going to look.

      “I don’t think she’s seen us.” Frankie eyed India. “Anyway, let’s ignore Andi and pretend she’s not here.” If Frankie was wondering whether Andi’s date was going to show up, she was glossing over it like a pro. “I wanted to speak to you today because you said you wanted to do more than donate to Pride this year. We’ve had a project drop into our laps that I’d love you to be involved in. Would you be up for it?”

      Something to focus on other than Andi. India nodded. “Sounds intriguing.”

      “It is.” Frankie reached into her bag and pulled out a large white envelope, handing it over to India as their wine arrived. The waiter went to pour, but Frankie told him she’d do it. He nodded and left.

      “Put those in your bag and read them later. Keep them safe. I’ll give you the backstory.” Frankie poured the wine. “A woman sent us some love letters she found stuffed down the back of an old-fashioned drinks cabinet. They were written by a woman called Eunice back in 1960, and they tell a story of thwarted lesbian love.”

      India’s stomach tightened. Her latest thwarted love affair was sitting mere feet away. “Preaching to the choir,” she replied.

      Frankie gave her a sad nod before she continued. “The woman who found the letters is called Petra, and she set up an Instagram page to find Eunice. It turns out Eunice is still alive, she lives in Birmingham, and she’s just come out, thanks to this.”

      Frankie drew her hand through the air. “I mean, it’s huge. She’s got four kids, nine grandchildren and three great grandchildren. But back in the 1950s, before she got married to a man, she fell in love with a woman she worked with. In the letters, she just calls the woman ‘H’. She won’t give her name. But she’s agreed to be interviewed about it and then it’s up to the woman to come forward if she sees it. Eunice is coming to Pride as our guest of honour. The theme for Pride this year is ‘It’s Never Too Late’, and Eunice is the perfect example of that.” Frankie inclined her head. “Eunice found the one, but then they couldn’t be together because of expectations. Quite some story, isn’t it?”

      “You can say that again.” India had only been going out with Andi for six months, but it had been a whirlwind, and she’d briefly thought Andi could be the one. It had been short-lived. However, India couldn’t imagine finding the actual one, but then not being able to be with that person because society didn’t approve.

      “What does her husband think?”

      “He’s long gone.”

      “Leaving Eunice free to spread her wings.” India paused. “How do you want me to be involved?” The letters were hot in her hands. She couldn’t wait to read them. A piece of living history. India put them in her bag.

      “I want you to be the one to interview her. You’re used to the camera and good with people. Plus, you’re famous, so it will garner more attention if you do it. I’ve put our head of special events onto the project, and she’s happy to make all the arrangements and go with you to do the interview. You know how to bring out the best in people and make them shine.”

      Their food arrived and they tucked in. India still hadn’t glanced over. “It sounds impossibly romantic and tragic, all rolled into one. Can’t we persuade Eunice to say who ‘H’ is? What if H is still alive and carrying a torch for Eunice?”

      “Obviously, I’m secretly hoping you can wheedle that out of Eunice using your special famous-person charms.” Frankie’s eyes flickered as she peered over India’s shoulder. “Just to let you know, Andi is dining with a man. You can look now if you’re quick.”

      India did just that. It wasn’t anyone she recognised. Relief swept through her. After such a public fallout from their relationship, at least Andi wasn’t here with a date.

      Someone approached Andi and asked for a selfie. She agreed right away, posing with her killer smile. She was a much-loved Radio Two DJ. A national treasure. If only they knew.

      India blinked then turned back to Frankie, giving her friend her full attention. “I’d love to help, consider me booked,” India told her. “Plus, put us down for a float with my Pride biscuits. Do you think Eunice would like to ride on it, too?”

      “Depends if you throw in free biscuits for life.”

      “That’s not a bad PR angle.” India shook her head. “I can’t wait to read the letters and meet the woman behind them. How old is she now?”

      “Seventy-nine. But she’s fit, able and looks amazing.”

      India blew out a breath. “I hope I’m amazing at 79.”

      Frankie reached over and squeezed India’s hand. “You’re amazing now.”

      India patted Frankie’s hand. “Sweet of you to say.” She paused. “I’d be even sweeter if I could find a new place to live. Somewhere of my own. I was just saying to Luca when I saw him recently. Do you know any good estate agents in central London?”

      “This is your lucky day,” Frankie told her. “I’ve got a great estate agent. She’s got some cracking properties, sorted me and Phyllis out with our place.” Frankie picked up her phone and scrolled. “I’ll ping you her number. Call her and arrange a meeting. Her name’s Gina. Tell her I sent you.”
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      Frankie had to run to her next meeting right after lunch. She kissed India on the cheek as she left.

      Andi was nowhere to be seen, so India relaxed for the first time since she’d arrived, her shoulders falling. She stopped to use the loo, applied more bronze-red lipstick and puckered her lips in the mirror. Maybe Frankie was right. She looked good on the outside. She just had to work on her inside, too.

      She could do this.

      Fuck Andi.

      India ran a brush through her dark, wavy hair just as the bathroom door opened. When she looked up, her stomach sucked itself in like a vortex had just been created in her soul.

      “India.” Andi walked up beside her, until their reflections were standing side by side in the bathroom mirrors. “Good to see you.”

      “I wish I could say the same.”

      The comment pinged off Andi as if it had never been said. “Your hair looks beautiful, by the way, just like always.”

      Where India was dark-haired, professional and all about business, Andi was blond, calculating and all about making a good impression. Her tapered jeans and fitted blazer with satin lapels screamed for attention. Her long, red fingernails left people guessing. Her laser-beam green eyes drew you in. India knew all about them.

      The song on the hotel speaker changed to a tune India had once considered ‘theirs’. Now, every time it came on the radio, she switched it off. In fact, she hadn’t been listening to the radio a whole lot of late. Not when there was a chance Andi would be on it.

      Andi glanced up to the speaker. “They’re playing our song.”

      India’s muscles stiffened. Even saying words to Andi took a monumental effort. “There’s not an us anymore, so the song isn’t ours.”

      Andi moved her head back. “There will always be an us. We didn’t work out, but you can’t just erase us from your history. That’s not how it works.”

      India narrowed her gaze. “I decide how things work in my world.”

      Andi was doing it again, wasn’t she? Twisting things, making herself sound reasonable. How did she do it with such ease? India had defended her when they were together, but she knew how Andi operated now. On her own terms, and hers alone.

      “I saw you out there with Frankie. Is she still running Pride?” Andi brushed her lapel. “I need to see if I can get on a parade bus this year. I’m guessing I’m not welcome on the Stable Foods double decker?”

      “I think you know the answer to that.” India crossed her arms, concentrating hard on staying in control and not getting emotional. She didn’t want to give Andi the satisfaction.

      “It’s a shame. Can’t we still be friends? We’re going to see each other around. We’re successful, famous lesbians. People expect us to play nicely.”

      “I don’t want to play nicely, Andi. Nothing about you is nice or playful.” India shook her head. Andi had put a severe dent in India’s self-esteem, one she wasn’t yet fully recovered from. One day they’d been together, the next, nothing. It was too soon to be in the same room as her. Too soon to look into Andi’s face, because India could still recall all the lies Andi had told her. The ‘I love you’ notes scattered around her flat.

      Andi put a hand to her chest. “Ouch. I’ve got feelings, too.”

      “You sure?” After the callous way Andi had dumped her, India often questioned whether Andi had a heart. It’s something she’d only noticed towards the end. Everything about Andi was too perfect. People had flaws, it was what made them interesting. India had realised too late Andi had no layers at all.

      Andi put a hand on India’s arm. “Are you being too sensitive again? Remember we talked about that, it’s an issue of yours.”

      India saw red, flicking her ex’s hand away. “Being sensitive is not a bad thing.” Thunder coiled in her stomach.

      Andi put on her faux-concerned face. “You need to sort out your anger issues.” She paused. “But it’s good we ran into each other, because I’ve got something to tell you.”

      “I’m not interested in anything you have to say.” India picked up her handbag and turned to Andi for a final time. “I hope whoever you’re stringing along right now understands what she’s getting into.”

      Andi’s face as India left the toilets was a picture. She wasn’t to know that India’s heart was hammering in her chest, and beneath her perfect makeup, every nerve ending she had was tingling and red raw.
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      Bernie was on the phone to a client, swinging left to right in her red chair. It was her first time in again this week, and it was starting to grate. Gina was thinking about saying something after Bernie got off the phone, and was composing the script in her head.

      “You don’t seem to have the same enthusiasm for the business as you once did. We’re nearly at the end of February, and I can count on my hands the number of times you’ve been in the office.” The only problem was, if Bernie withdrew her money, Gina would have to come up with the shortfall. It would involve going to a bank and that was never fun. Perhaps she could ask her family?

      Her stomach turned. She dismissed that idea.

      Gina chewed on the inside of her cheek. Perhaps it could wait.

      Their buzzer went, breaking Gina’s thoughts. She glanced over at the intercom. They weren’t expecting anybody this afternoon, and they didn’t get many walk-ins off the street because their offices were on the first floor, with no signs in eye-level windows. Most of their clients were appointment-only, word-of-mouth references. The glut of online estate agents hadn’t made a dent in their portfolio. Their company, Hot London Properties, dealt in high-end gems that didn’t go to the mainstream sites. Customers who came to them wanted something a little different, and usually had bigger budgets to spend. Bigger budgets meant bigger commissions, so it was a win-win for everyone.

      Gina pressed the intercom. “If you’re looking for SpecStars, it’s the next building along.” They often got lost customers for the wholesale opticians next door.

      “No, it’s Hot London Properties I’m looking for. Am I in the right place?”

      “You are. Come on up.” Gina pressed the buzzer and stood by the door, waiting for the woman with the plush accent to appear.

      When she did, Gina had to concentrate on keeping a calm face. Whoever she was, money and class oozed off her. When this woman smiled, flashbulbs went off. She was beautiful, confident and comfortable in her own skin. Gina could tell that within seconds.

      She was the kind of woman who made Gina’s mother click her tongue on the roof of her mouth.

      She was also the kind of woman who made Gina’s heart beat that little bit faster. Just like it was now.

      Beads the size of gobstoppers hung around her neck with gold, orange and yellow streaked through them. They sat atop a crisp pink shirt, which was matched with a navy-blue suit, tailor-made if Gina had to guess.

      When she looked into the woman’s eyes, she was struck by their intensity, as well as their colour, a rich, swirling blue.

      “India Contelli.” She held out a hand, an easy smile gracing her lips. India’s fingers were long and slim, adorned with more bling than Gina had seen in a while.

      Gina shook it.

      India’s grip was sure, like she’d never doubted it in her life.

      “Gina Gupta, pleased to meet you.” Gina held India’s hand, a flicker of something in her chest, before ushering her to the sofa area opposite. “Can I get you a coffee?”

      India shook her head. “No thanks. I’m here because Frankie Stark recommended you. She gave me your details a couple of weeks ago actually, but I’ve been busy.” India glanced over at Bernie, then back at Gina. “Do you have time for a quick chat?”

      Gina settled beside India. “Sure. Any friend of Frankie’s is a friend of mine.” Gina’s brain processed this new information, trying to make sense of it. A friend of Frankie’s. Did that mean India was gay? That put a whole new spin on India Contelli. Her face rang a bell, but that was probably because Gina would have seen her at one of the myriad of gay women’s networking events she attended. Gina turned up at them religiously, as they were good for seeking out potential clients. Plus, she lived in hope she might meet someone interesting, someone who got her. She’d met Sara at one such event on the South Bank, but that hadn’t panned out quite as she’d hoped.

      “Are you looking to buy a property?”

      “Yes. I want—”

      “India Contelli?” Bernie interrupted their conversation, walking up and extending a hand.

      India looked up, frowning.

      “It is you! I was just over there wondering, but I thought I’d come and say hi. Wow, a real-life celebrity in our midst.”

      India stood up and shook hands with Bernie, her height matching Gina’s partner’s. Gina glanced down at India’s feet — she was wearing impressive heels. Not many people matched Bernie.

      “You know each other?” Gina was confused.

      “We do not, but I watch India’s TV show. Shop Wars, right?” Bernie glanced at Gina. “India visits failing retail empires and tells them what to do to get back on track.”

      India sat down. “Guilty as charged.”

      “I love your show!” Bernie gushed.

      Gina gave her a look.

      “Anyway, I’ll let you get back to your chat. Are you after a property?”

      “I am,” India replied.

      “Wonderful!” Bernie raised an eyebrow. “You’re in perfect hands with Gina.”

      Gina waited until Bernie was back at her desk before she began talking again. “I don’t watch much telly, so sorry, I don’t know who you are.”

      “Believe it or not, I prefer that. Most people get a bit intimidated by TV stars. I see myself as more of a business person who’s occasionally on TV.”

      “What line of business are you in?”

      “I run a company called Stable Foods, and we’re most famous for our biscuits. That’s my day job. Celebrity kind of punched me in the face when I wasn’t looking.”

      “Sounds painful.” Gina should watch more TV. Her mum would probably know who India was. Her favourite pastime outside cooking and gossiping was watching TV. Being Indian, she’d also think her name was ridiculous. “Which do you prefer? Biscuits or fame?”

      India gave her a look. “Biscuits, of course.”

      Gina smiled. “The only sane answer.” She sat up. “So, what are you looking for?”

      “That’s a big question.” India quirked an eyebrow.

      “In a property,” Gina clarified with a smile. “Flat? House?”

      “Probably a flat. Two bedrooms, light and airy. I love rooftops, so if it’s got a rooftop view, I’m sold. Also, I work fairly often in Southwark, so not too far from there. It’s where I’m living right now.”

      The Shad Thames flat sprinted to the front of Gina’s brain. It could be the perfect solution. India must have money, and the price had just come down after two months on the market. Gina had failed to sell it during February, despite her best efforts. Perhaps next month would prove more fruitful. “I have just the place. It’s only a five-minute walk from here, it’s got a balcony with views and a roof terrace. It all depends on your budget.”

      “My budget’s flexible for the right property.” India paused. “I’d love to see whatever you’ve got with that criteria. I want to be in zone one, near the river. This area is great.” India gave her a smile, showing
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