
  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        First Edition September 2024

        Published by GPC Publishing

        Copyright © 2024 Melissa Tereze

        ISBN: 978-1-915242-42-6

      

        

      
        Cover Design: Melissa Tereze

        Editor: Charlie Knight

      

        

      
        Find out more at: www.melissaterezeauthor.com

        Follow me on Twitter: @MelissaTereze

        Follow me on Instagram: @melissatereze_author

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. This book is for your personal enjoyment only. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner without the express permission of the author.

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. All characters & happenings in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons (living or dead), locales or events is purely coincidental.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      “you were almost mine

      and I was always yours.”

      

      — o.l

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Melissa Tereze

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Another Love Series

        The Arrangement (Book One)

        The Call (Book Two)

        Before You Go (Book Three)

      

        

      
        Mrs Middleton Novels

        Mrs Middleton

        Teach Me (Co-write with Jourdyn Kelly)

        Vanessa

      

        

      
        The Ashforth Series

        Playing For Her Heart (Book One)

        Holding Her Heart (Book Two)

      

        

      
        The Stepmother Series

        The Stepmother (Book One)

        The Show Must Go On (Book Two)

      

        

      
        The Hush Liverpool Series

        Discovery (Book One)

        The Hideout (Book Two)

        A Little Light (Book Three)

        Any Kind of Life (Book Four)

      

        

      
        Other Novels

        It’s All About Bex

        Privately Investigated

        Study You

        Behind Her Eyes

        At First Glance

        Always Allie

        Breaking Routine

        In Her Arms

        Forever Yours

        The Heat of Summer

        Forget Me Not

        More Than A Feeling

        Where We Belong: Love Returns

        Naked

      

        

      
        Titles under L.M Croft (Erotica)

        Pieces of Me

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        SIGN UP TO WIN!

      

      
        Did you enjoy it?

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        SOCIAL MEDIA

      

      
        Also by Melissa Tereze

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’ll have another!”

      Aoife glared at Zara from the other side of the bar, trying to decide if her best friend was already drunk or just happy to finally have an evening off work. “You do realise that one more of these and you’ll be on your back.” She took the empty martini glass from the counter and shook her head. “They’re strong.”

      “Only because you put a little extra in for me,” Zara said, winking as she propped her head in her hand. “Which I’m always very grateful for.”

      Aoife’s brows rose. She didn’t actually put any extra alcohol in Zara’s drinks. She didn’t need it. “Sure, yeah. Maybe you should move from that stool to a table a little closer to the floor.”

      “I’m fine.”

      Aoife chose not to argue with Zara. She rarely won anyway. Instead, she turned her back and added ingredients to the cocktail shaker. The time had just passed six in the evening, meaning that The Albert was no longer a bistro but now a bar. When Aoife took this place on four years ago, she wanted a little of both. Since most people preferred to have one or the other, she had decided to cater to the bistro lovers during the day and early evening and then offer what the drinkers wanted at night. She couldn’t have worked it out any more perfectly. Aoife couldn’t recall a day when she wasn’t busy and rushed off her feet.

      She set a fresh drink down in front of Zara, giving her a knowing look. “I know you haven’t been out for a while, but slow down. I don’t want to have to refuse to serve you before it’s even seven o’clock.”

      Zara held up her hands, nodding slowly. “Okay. Okay. I’ll slow down.”

      Satisfied that Zara would behave herself, Aoife took a few drink orders from regulars standing around the bar area, then moved towards her diary. She had a meeting this evening with a mother and daughter about hiring this space in six weeks. Yes, it had seemed very sudden to Aoife, most people planned a party way in advance, but she also understood that these things could be spur of the moment. Either way, the bar would make good money, and she would provide a great atmosphere.

      “So,” Aoife said as she approached Zara and rested an arm over the beer pump closest to her. “What do you think I should do about this date in a couple of weeks?”

      “I think you should go for it. Just because you met via an app, it doesn’t mean it won’t work out. It’s how everyone is meeting people these days.”

      Aoife wanted to step out of her comfort zone and explore, but the last few relationships she’d embarked on hadn’t been great. Lori had been nice, but she was high maintenance. Erica had been one to wander towards other women, even in front of Aoife. Then there was Claire. She was just way too much to deal with. Sometimes dramatic, other times aloof. She also had no issue telling people what she thought of them, even when it was rude and uncalled for. Aoife didn’t want that in a partner. She wanted someone who didn’t snarl at customers while she propped herself up at the end of the bar night after night.

      Aoife was just…unlucky.

      Or maybe she was terrible at picking women.

      “Maybe, I don’t know.” She sighed as she reached for her lukewarm coffee. “It’ll only be a disaster like last time. And the time before that.”

      “I know you think this all comes down to what you did all those years ago, how it’s some sort of karma or whatever, but I think you sabotage yourself before you’ve even gone on the date. It’s like you talk yourself out of it, you know?”

      Zara was right. Aoife was great when it came to talking herself out of things. Then, before she knew it, the date was over, and she hadn’t been remotely interesting. “Surely this is my karma, though. I haven’t met a decent woman in…well, since then.” Aoife regarded Zara with a wry smile. “Maybe she was the one, and I had my chance.”

      “From what you’ve told me, she had the chance to be with you. And instead, she chose her husband.”

      Aoife opened her mouth to speak, but Zara held up a hand.

      “I’m not saying having an affair with a married woman is something I’d encourage, but you did give her the option to come clean to him. You told her you wanted to be with her. If she chose to stay with him, then that’s up to her.”

      Ten years may have passed, but Aoife still looked back on that time of her life with a smile on her face. Elizabeth Elliott was every lesbian’s dream. And it hadn’t been the whole married thing that drew Aoife towards her. No, she had been her boss…her superior. So what if that was what turned Aoife on. Elizabeth only had to give her one look, and Aoife was practically crawling towards her on her hands and knees.

      “You’re thinking about her again!” Zara snapped her fingers in front of Aoife’s face, bringing her from her daydreaming. “It was ten years ago. You’ve lived an entirely different life. And so has she.”

      “I know. And even if she walked in here now, I wouldn’t take her back. Not…that she’d want me. She didn’t then, so she wouldn’t now. It’s just,” Aoife paused as she shook her head lightly. “That was the last time I felt that spark. None of the women I’ve met since then have really done it for me. Sure, they’ve been lovely in their own way, but none of them have given me that racing heart.”

      Zara rolled her eyes. “You read far too many romance novels. I’m not even sure that kind of love exists.”

      “Oh, it does. I had it. Until she chose the husband over me and made me feel like complete shit.”

      “Enough of her. The past is the past for a reason. You can’t go back and change it, and I wouldn’t want you to. Things happen the way they’re supposed to. And anyway, you have me. Your best friend in the world.”

      “I’m thirty-seven. I’m single. If something doesn’t happen for me soon, you’ll be my best friend in the world and my wife. Because I’ll fucking drag you down the aisle if I have to!”

      “Now that’s something I’d be interested in. Do I get half of this place when I divorce you?”

      Aoife swatted at Zara’s arm, laughing. “Stop it now. Behave. I have an hour left, and then I’ll join you for a glass of wine before I have this bloody meeting.”
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        * * *

      

      Aoife scrolled through her phone, looking for a particular picture her date had sent to her a few days ago. Zara sat facing her, waiting impatiently, still fairly sober considering she’d sunk at least four Pornstar martinis within ninety minutes.

      “Have you found it yet?”

      “No. Give me a minute.” She scrolled again, landing on the picture she wanted. “Oh! Found it!” Aoife turned her screen to Zara. “Her name is Hattie, she’s a few years younger than me, and she lives just outside the city. I don’t think she’s from Liverpool. I think she decided to stay once she’d finished her degree.”

      “A bit like you. That’s something you have in common. Good place to start.” Zara grinned. “She’s gorgeous, too.”

      “Don’t most people end up staying around here? I couldn’t imagine going back home.” Aoife had grown up in Cheshire. While that wasn’t terribly far from Liverpool, it was far enough. “I just love it here. Especially having this place on the dock. It’s vibrant, and you never know who is going to walk through the door on any given day.”

      As Aoife said that, the door opened, and a young woman walked through. She approached the bar, speaking to Harry, one of Aoife’s servers, then turned towards the table Aoife sat at.

      “Hi. We have an appointment with you.” She turned her watch towards herself. “Well, it was meant to start five minutes ago, but Mum is still trying to find a parking space. She told me to run in and apologise.”

      Aoife locked her phone and got to her feet. “Oh, that’s okay. No rush. I know what the parking is like around here. Can I get you something to drink while you’re waiting for her?”

      “I’d love a glass of red. Thank you.”

      Aoife eyed the young woman, almost certain she wasn’t old enough to be drinking. “Could I see some I.D.?”

      “Oh! Of course.” She slid her phone from her pocket and took her driving license from one of the pouches. “Here you go.”

      Aoife studied it, surprised that she was eighteen. Only by a few weeks, but eighteen nonetheless. She glanced at the name and handed it back. “Perfect. Thanks, Sofia. If you’d like to take a seat on the couches over at the back, I’ll bring it over.”

      Sofia smiled and turned on her heel, weaving through the mostly full tables. Aoife had set a reserved sign down on her usual preferred spot when she met with clients a few hours ago. The last thing she wanted was to take them through to the office. Not only was it a little miserable back there, but it was full of invoices and other paperwork.

      Aoife turned to Zara. “Do you want another drink while I’m behind the bar? You’ll be on your own for a while now. I have some business to sort out.”

      Zara smiled. “No, I’m good. Harry can serve me when I’m ready for more.”

      “Okay, well, don’t leave. I thought we could have a few drinks once I’ve dealt with this party.”

      “I’m not going anywhere. Get on with it so we can talk more about this lovely date of yours.”

      As insufferable as ever, Zara quirked a brow and shooed Aoife away. She was lucky she was her best friend; anyone else would have been told to piss off by now. Still, she knew Zara just wanted her to be happy. But really, Aoife was happy. She had her own thriving business, and she had a lovely little apartment two minutes from The Albert across the other side of the dock. What more did she want or need?

      She quickly took care of Sofia’s drink order and then met her at the table.

      Sofia looked up at her, quickly lowering her phone to the table. “Mum is on her way over. She said she would be two minutes.”

      Aoife nodded as she set her planning diary down on the table, then opened it on the required page for this particular party. “We could probably get started.”

      “Well, Mum kinda thinks this is just a small gathering. She’s turning fifty, doesn’t want to make a big deal about it, and barely agreed to it at all.”

      Aoife had heard that many times before. Only once the day came, the birthday guest, in general, had a wonderful time. Usually leaving a little worse for wear. “Okay, small gathering.”

      “I mean, it won’t be.” Sofia sat forward in her seat and sipped her glass of red. “So, whatever number she tells you, double it. I’m determined to make this a night to remember. She’s had such a rough time lately, and I want her to forget about it all and just enjoy herself.”

      Aoife loved that. How Sofia was willing to give her mum the greatest night. It only made Aoife want to work twice as hard on this event. “Okay, so we’re pulling out all the stops then.”

      “Yeah. Definitely. Give her a price for what she tells you, and then I’ll call in again tomorrow and give you the remainder of what it’ll really be. If…you’re okay with that?”

      “Perfectly fine. As for the remainder, you can bring it along the night of the party. Just a deposit is required today.”

      “Oh, fantastic!” Sofia beamed a smile.

      Aoife made some notes in the required fields, jotting down in her own shorthand to make things move along quicker.

      “Here she is. Finally.” Sofia rose to her feet and waved her mum over.

      Aoife continued making her notes, giving the soon-to-be birthday girl a chance to sit down and catch her breath.

      “Sorry about that, Sof. Bloody nightmare parking around here.”

      Aoife stilled her pen, frowning as she listened to the voice. It sent the hairs on Aoife’s arms standing to attention.

      “Gorgeous place you’ve picked.”

      And then it hit her.

      Nobody said ‘gorgeous’ the way a particular someone once had.

      Aoife slowly lifted her head and looked up at the woman towering over her. It was exactly who she thought it was.

      It was Elizabeth Elliott.

      “Aoife?” Elizabeth’s brows drew together. 

      Stay calm. Relax. Don’t let her or her perfect life get to you. “Hi, Liz.”

      “Wow! I didn’t expect to see you here. Do you work at this bar?”

      Aoife smiled and focused back on her planner. Liz looked fucking amazing, and Aoife wasn’t sure she could deal with her. For a start, she would have to bring in extra staff on the night of the party…because she sure as shit wasn’t working it. “Yeah. Something like that.”

      “I had no idea. I don’t really frequent this area much anymore. Mostly because of that fucking parking.”

      “You two know one another?” Sofia cut in suddenly.

      “Yes. Aoife and I used to work together. A long time ago.”

      Not long enough, Aoife thought as she pressed her pen harder to the paper.

      “That’s amazing.” Sofia pulled Liz down beside her, meaning they would soon be eye to eye when Aoife plucked up the courage to finally make eye contact again. “So, shall we make some plans?”

      Liz sighed. “Can I at least get a drink first?”

      “I’ll get it.” Aoife shot up from her chair and looked down at Liz. “What would you like?”

      “I’ll have the same as Sof. Glass of red, thanks.”

      Aoife moved towards the bar, clenching her hands into fists. Zara looked back at her over her shoulder, sensing that something was wrong. Aoife simply gave her a look that said, ‘not now’, then focused on Liz’s drink.

      This very woman had broken her ten years ago, and as she was now learning, lying through her teeth. Liz had never mentioned having a child back when they’d…dated. Had an affair. Whatever they wanted to call it, Aoife had never known about a child. If she had, she never would have gotten involved with Liz. It had already been wrong on every level, so to add a child into that was incomprehensible. Fuck!

      She put on her best smile, lifted the glass, and walked back towards the table. She would never give Liz the satisfaction of knowing the pain she had caused. If Aoife had learnt anything over the years, Liz wasn’t worth it. Yes, they’d had an incredible eighteen months together; at one time, they’d even talked about moving in with one another. But then she dropped Aoife. So fast Aoife had barely had time to process the moment when Liz told her they couldn’t see one another anymore. And it hadn’t just been sex. No, they were in love with one another. Madly in love, as far as Aoife was concerned.

      “Glass of red.” She placed the glass down in front of Liz and cleared her throat. “Now, let’s get down to business.”
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      Liz nodded and agreed to anything Sofia suggested, the noise of the bar drowning out most of what she said. She hadn’t taken her eyes off Aoife’s hand as it scrawled the pen across the paper; it was the only way to keep her from staring into her eyes. Aoife Brennan…was sitting in front of her. Liz couldn’t quite believe it. From the moment she’d sat down across from the woman she once planned to spend the rest of her life with, every memory from the past came flooding back. All very beautiful, all terribly wrong. Back then, at least. 

      As she sat here, Liz felt shocked more than anything else. At seeing Aoife again. It may have been ten years since she’d laid eyes on her, but she had never forgotten her. How could she forget someone she’d fallen in love with? How could she forget the very woman who had shown her exactly what it felt like to be adored and wanted, loved and cared for? Because Aoife had done that in every way possible…and then Liz had thrown it all away. Oh, she’d thrown it away to the point that nothing could ever be repaired between them. Over the years, she had wondered how Aoife was doing, if she’d found her happy ever after. Over the years, she had gone over that one mistake that had cost her ultimate happiness. Liz had told herself that the woman she went on to meet had given her a small slice of what Aoife once had, but really, it had never compared. Aoife had been her one true love, and Liz had known that as she watched her walk away.

      Sofia’s phone pinged on the table. She took it and responded to the message that had come through, giving both Aoife and Liz the perfect opportunity to acknowledge one another properly. Liz’s spine tingled as those dark brown eyes looked in her direction, a look she had spent many years reminding herself of. A look that was once filled with love, but as Liz had suspected, was now marred with the hurt from the past.

      “I-I…think we’re done here,” Aoife said as she looked away and closed her planner. She quickly turned her attention to Sofia. “Was there anything else?”

      “No.” Sofia smiled back at Aoife, then her phone pinged again. “Mum, are you ready to leave now? Some of the girls are getting together for a drink.”

      Liz should leave, but she wasn’t ready to. She had spent every day hoping she would see Aoife again, and now that she was here, she had to stay. Aoife wouldn’t be interested in anything she had to say—it was the one reason Liz had always held back from contacting her over the years—but even as she had arrived at this bar and locked eyes with Aoife, Liz had felt that safe space all over again. “You…go ahead. I’ll just see you in the morning.” Liz’s gaze drifted towards Aoife again, confusion in those gorgeous eyes. “Take a cab. I’ll leave my car here and get a lift into work from you tomorrow.”

      “Are you sure?” Sofia looked between Liz and Aoife, her eyes narrowed. “Mum?”

      “I’m sure. Call me when you get home.” Liz reached into her bag and took cash from her purse. “That’ll cover your cab. And please, don’t drink too much. I can’t deal with your hangovers.”

      Sofia leaned in and kissed Liz’s cheek. “Thanks. Love you.”

      “Mm. You only say that when you want something from me.” Liz swatted Sofia’s backside as she stepped around the table. “I’m serious, Sof. Don’t go overboard.”

      Sofia was already out of the door, mumbling something Liz didn’t hear. As she turned back to Aoife, she was beginning to stand. Liz sat forward in her seat. “Aoife, are you free at all?”

      Aoife stared down at her, void behind the eyes. “For what? You’ve given me all the information I need.”

      “Yes, I know. I…hoped maybe you had some spare time so we could catch up. Maybe have a drink together?” Liz scoffed inwardly. Why would Aoife want to catch up with her?

      Liz’s pulse quickened as Aoife slowly lowered herself back down to her seat. But then she glared at Liz, making sure Liz knew exactly how she felt. “You want to have a drink with me? Why?”

      “It’s been a long time since we bumped into one another,” Liz said, sitting forward on the couch a little more. “I’d love to know what you’ve been doing…how you’ve been.”

      “I’ve been doing this” She waved a hand around the bar. “And I’ve been fine. Anything else?”

      “I…no.” Liz didn’t know what the hell had possessed her to ask Aoife to stay a while longer. What exactly did they have to talk about? How Liz had broken her heart? How the pain of the past was still very much there…for them both? “I’m sorry, that was a stupid thing to ask. I just thought it may have been nice. It’s been ten years.”

      “Nice for who? You?” Aoife’s brows rose. “While you sit there and tell me about your perfect life, your amazing career, and the fucking kid I didn’t know existed?”

      “I can explain the last part. As for the rest, my life is far from perfect. Quite frankly, it’s a mess.” Liz regarded Aoife with a pathetic smile. “You’ll be pleased to know that karma came back around for me.”

      “I’m not pleased about anything. I thought that if I ever saw you again, I could be amicable. But the truth is, I don’t even know you to have an opinion on your life. You made sure of that a long time ago.” Aoife stood, her chair scraping against the floor, then turned and walked away, stopping at a table where a dark-haired woman sat. She said something to her, they both turned back to Liz, and then they left and headed for a back room.

      Well, there goes your chance to explain.

      Liz relaxed back on the couch, smiling as a server approached her. She ordered another glass of wine, deciding she would have one more and then call a cab. Hopefully, she would have the chance to see Aoife again before she left, but Liz wasn’t going to hold her breath. She’d always known how much she’d hurt her but seeing that look in her eyes—confirming exactly that—reminded Liz of the woman she used to be. A woman she never wanted to encounter again. Selfish, self-centred, unbothered by the consequences of her actions.

      You destroyed the very woman who would have done anything for you.

      And for what? Because Liz didn’t have the courage to lose everything and rebuild her life with someone else? Because she didn’t want anyone to see her as ‘that’ woman when the affair came out? Because they always did. One way or another. Whenever she’d had the conversation with Aoife, about leaving her husband to be with her, she had always imagined the best possible outcome. Billy would have been upset, they’d have fought about it, but she still would have found herself waking up with Aoife one way or another.

      Only that hadn’t happened.

      No. Everything Liz knew had fallen apart…and then some.

      If there was one thing she wished she could have done differently, it was that period of her life. At a time when she didn’t know what was coming from one day to the next, she should have always chosen Aoife. Her heart craved her, her life had never been the same, but Liz knew that she could never repair the damage. Not in this lifetime.

       So here she sat. Single, lonely, and working through divorce proceedings again.

      What a fucking mess. 
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      Aoife paced the floor in the office, her nostrils flared as she tried to make sense of what had happened this evening. Just an hour ago, she was happy and she was enjoying life. But now, now she was dealing with Elizabeth Elliott all over again.

      “She surely knew you owned this place. Nothing can be that much of a coincidence, Eef!”

      Aoife stopped and turned to Zara, her heart racing. “I can’t go back out there. Just seeing her…I can feel the pain all over again. Ten years on, and I can still feel it.”

      “See, now I think you should go back out there. You said you never knew she had a kid, so I think she should at least fucking explain herself. She owes you that.”

      Aoife shrugged. “What’s the point? It won’t change anything. I still had an affair with a married mother!”

      “Look, you can’t change that. You’re right. But she’s the one who was married with a kid, not you. Stop blaming yourself for it all. Fucking hell, it’s been ten years.”

      Aoife wanted to stroll back out into the bar and enjoy a drink with Zara, but if Liz was still around, she would cave within minutes. Because Zara was right. Aoife did deserve answers. She didn’t particularly care for the reasons why Liz had chosen her husband over Aoife, but she did want to know why the hell Liz had kept her child a secret.

      Because it would have made things worse.

      Perhaps it was a blessing in disguise that Aoife had never known about Sofia. That guilt would have been something else entirely. The guilt she’d lived with so far was bad enough.

      “Should I go back out to her?” Aoife chewed her lip, wondering what would possibly happen if she sat at a table with Liz. She wasn’t here to take Aoife back, so what harm could it do? Aoife would never give Liz the satisfaction of hurting her all over again. She knew that much.

      Zara lifted a brow. “I already know you’re going to. I can see it in your eyes.”

      Aoife strode towards the door, only to be stopped by Zara before she left the office.

      “We’ve been best friends since university. I still don’t understand why you waited to tell me you were seeing her until it had ended?”

      Aoife smiled weakly and lowered her eyes. Shame was the overriding emotion when it came to her affair with Liz. “You were the only real friend I had. I didn’t want you to hate me for it.”

      “Oh, come here.” Zara wrapped Aoife up in a hug. “I never would have hated you. I’d have told you to stop, but I’d never hate you.”

      Aoife pulled back, appreciative that she had such an amazing friend in her life. “If it looks like it’s going to get heated, come over and rescue me. I don’t want to cause a scene in my own bar.”

      Zara winked. “You’ll be fine. Go. I’ll be close by.”

      Aoife steeled herself as she yanked the metal office door open. She looked over to where she’d left Liz sitting, surprised to see her with a fresh drink. Though, should she really be surprised? Liz had never had any issue when it came to being bold in the past.

      “Hey, Harry. Can you do me a large bourbon, please? And by large, I mean a double double.”

      Harry laughed as he walked away, taking a bottle from the shelf. He free poured it over a few cubes of ice and brought it back to Aoife. “There you go, boss.”

      “Thanks.” Aoife took a sip, feeling the burn as it coated her throat. She would probably need several more of these before she demanded answers from Liz—Aoife wasn’t the type to demand anything—but she would see how she got on sober…ish.

      She confidently strode across the floor and took a seat on the couch next to Liz. As with all those years ago, Aoife still had that spine-tingling sensation. She always would. But she would never act on it. It had taken so long to repair her heart that the idea of even being amicable with Liz didn’t seem like a possibility. “So, the kid?”

      Liz turned in her seat, gazing back at Aoife. She’d always been one to melt whenever those striking blue eyes landed on her, but Aoife had to fight that feeling. Honestly, she was certain that look of longing was just a default setting of Liz’s. “First of all, it’s great to see you. You look…well, I’ll keep that to myself.”

      “Cut the shit, Liz.”

      The smile Liz was wearing quickly faded, and Aoife instantly felt terrible. She never spoke to people like that, and especially not women. 

      “I’m sorry. That was rude. It’s just…why are you here?”

      “Sofia did pick this place for my fiftieth. I’d imagine you want me to look elsewhere now, which is entirely understandable. I’ll explain everything to her, I’m sure she won’t mind.”

      “I may hate that you’ve walked through the door tonight, but I’m not going to turn business down. You’ll receive the very best, just like everyone else does. So, don’t worry. You don’t have to go back and explain to your kid that you were fucking around behind her dad’s back.”

      “I…that’s not what happened.”

      Aoife was prepared to leave this table and this conversation if Liz was going to lie her way through it. She didn’t have time for lies anymore. “Sure. I must have imagined the affair.”

      “That’s…not what I’m saying.” Liz finished her wine, then called for Harry to bring her another. Once he was out of earshot, she gave her attention back to Aoife and sighed. “When you…left, I separated from Billy three months later. Nine months or so after that, I met my wife. Well, my soon-to-be ex-wife.”

      Whoa. Hold on! Liz had left Billy so soon after breaking things off with Aoife? “You left him? Three months after you broke my heart, you left him. And you didn’t even come looking for me?”

      Liz shook her head, unable to look Aoife in the eye. “I watched you leave completely heartbroken. I couldn’t face you, the rejection, if I’d sought you out. And I know that has to be difficult to hear—knowing I left him—but you can’t seriously tell me you would have taken me back.”

      Aoife swallowed down the emotion lodged in her throat. Liz was mistaken. “You know the crazy thing about it all? I would have taken you back. I’d known leaving Billy would have been hard for you; you ran a business together and you’d been married to him for twenty years. Whether you loved him or not was irrelevant. I never should have put you in the position where I made you decide without giving you time to figure it out. I’ve always felt terrible for doing that to you. But I did think you may have come to miss me, that maybe you’d realise what we’d had and do the right thing.”

      Liz reached for her wine with a shaking hand. “I…never knew you felt that way.”

      “Why would you? You didn’t once call me after that night.” Part of Aoife didn’t want to know that Liz may have still loved her back then. As she’d walked away, she felt anything but loved.

      “I should have. I know that.”

      The should haves didn’t matter. Life had moved on a lot in the last ten years. “And this wife? Have you been fucking around behind her back, too?” God, Aoife wasn’t this person. She needed to change her attitude if there was any hope of this night ending with closure.

      “I know I hurt you, but that’s not fair. You may think that I’m entirely to blame, but you knew I was married, Aoife. You knew, and you still continued the affair.”

      None of this was about laying blame. Back then, maybe, but all these years later? It wouldn’t solve anything. It just dragged everything back up again. “I also gave you the opportunity to choose me, and you didn’t.”

      “I can’t change the past or how I handled things. I can’t rid myself of the guilt I have, or the times I wish I’d gone with you that day. Anything that happened leading up to losing you shouldn’t have mattered, but in that moment, I lost my head. This is all I can do, Aoife. Finally sit down and explain myself. It’s worth nothing to you, I know that, but I’ve had plenty of time over the years to come to terms with losing you. It’s something I’ve thought about, something I’ve lived with, daily.”

      Aoife snorted. “I find that hard to believe. If it wasn’t for your kid, you wouldn’t have even found me here tonight.”

      “Aoife—”

      “No. You don’t get to bat your lashes at me and I fall for you anymore. You don’t get to come into my job and expect me to want to drink with you and reminisce about the fucking past, Liz. You destroyed me when you turned me away. You broke who I was, didn’t even call to see if I was okay, and that’s not something I can ever forgive.” Aoife fought back her emotions. She didn’t even have to be sitting here. Why was she sitting here? “I loved you. God, I was so in love with you that I actually kept fucking you when I felt terrible about myself and who I was becoming. Do you have any idea how awful I still feel about it to this day? And then you walk in here in your fancy heels and expensive overcoat…you walk in here as though I’m just going to roll over and accept that you made a mistake…with a fucking kid in tow?”

      “I-I couldn’t call you. I was falling apart, Aoife. And I know you don’t know the extent of it all, you likely never will, but whatever you think and whatever you believe about the last ten years, I can assure you that it hasn’t been a walk in the park for me. I’ve spent every waking moment wondering what my life would be like now if I had you. Because you were all I ever wanted. Yes, I made a mistake, but I paid the price and destroyed my life.” Liz kept her composure, but Aoife could see that she was close to breaking. “As for Sofia, well, she’s not mine. Not technically.” Liz’s bottom lip trembled. “She’s the one good thing to come out of my marriage and the last ten years. She’s always been Siobhan’s pride and joy. I thought that when we told her about the divorce, she wouldn’t want to see me anymore, but the opposite happened. Her relationship with Siobhan is strained. She’s staying at my new place for the time being. I just…I feel extremely lucky that she wants me in her life.”

      Aoife frowned. “Siobhan?”

      “Ex-wife,” Liz said, rubbing her thumb up and down the stem of her wine glass. 

      “Do you make it some kind of habit to fuck women with Irish names? Is it some sort of conquest of yours?”

      “No, but I can see why you think that.” Liz smiled, and Aoife could only smile with her. “I met Siobhan when she joined my new business. It happened quickly, we got on well, and then she introduced me to her daughter.”

      “R-right.” New business, Aoife thought. But she guessed it made sense. If Liz had left Billy and remarried, she didn’t suppose they’d want to continue working together.

      “I don’t expect you to ever forgive me for what I did to you, Aoife. I’m not stupid enough to think we could even be friends. But I do want to walk out of here tonight knowing I offered you some kind of truth. It’s something I should have done a long time ago, but life was…difficult. If I’d come to you over the last few years or so, found you, and told you everything that had happened back then, I know what would have happened.”

      Aoife searched Liz’s eyes. “W-what?”

      “It would have been a Billy situation all over again.”

      “Don’t flatter yourself.” Aoife scoffed. “If I’ve learned anything since I met you, it’s that I never want to be who I was back then. The thought of being in love and someone cheating on me keeps me awake most nights, and I don’t even have a partner.”

      Liz slid her hand inconspicuously across the leather couch, closing it over Aoife’s. “I lost a lot when I chose him over you. My happiness, my true self, and for a while…my mind. But the biggest loss was you, Aoife. Then Siobhan came into my life, and I was given a second chance in some way. I know I don’t deserve that after what I did, but I came out of it with a wonderful daughter who I would do anything for.”

      “Well, I’d say you’re doing just fine.” Aoife couldn’t bear to hear Liz talking about the life she went on to have. Rough or not leading up to it, that should have been Aoife building a life with Liz. Not someone else.

      “I fucked up when it came to you and I, but seeing you this evening…you came out of it pretty well. I only would have held you back. You look much more comfortable working here than you ever did with me.”

      Aoife was happy for Liz when it came to Sofia. She had known that Liz dreamt of a family, so it was something positive to come out of this if nothing else. “God, I want so much to hate you.”

      “Then hate me. I deserve it.”

      Aoife couldn’t. She had spent years trying to hate this woman, to wish the very worst for her, but it still came back to the love she’d carried with her. It had never gone away—something so intense couldn’t possibly—but she could lock it away where it had always been…and wish the very best for Liz moving forward. Carrying hate only made everything worse. “I don’t know what to say. I didn’t expect you to show up here, so I’m really struggling to find something to say. But…I don’t hate you.”

      Liz squeezed Aoife’s hand, smiling back at her. “Look, I’m not here to hurt you again. I’m not here to ask for another chance or to grovel. You deserve more than that. But it has been lovely seeing you. You look great, Aoife.”

      “T-thanks.” Aoife felt her cheeks redden. She quickly turned her attention to Zara where she watched her from a table across the room. She sat with her head propped in her hand, grinning. Aoife had no idea why; there was nothing to smile about. Not really. Aoife puffed out her cheeks, wanting to lessen the heartbreak of the past with something more upbeat. “So, you’re turning fifty. Any plans for when you do? Some big life-changing thing?”

      “No. Nothing important.” Liz said that a little less enthusiastically than Aoife imagined. “Just thankful to have made it to fifty.”

      “Well, you have Sofia and your business. I’d say you’re doing okay.”

      “We’d started the process of having another baby,” Liz said, mindlessly stroking her fingers against the back of Aoife’s hand. It was something she always used to do when they were alone together. “Siobhan had always wanted another, but work never seemed to give her the opportunity to slow down and focus on herself. I’d told her I couldn’t make the fourth appointment with the consultant. I had a lot on at work. I got home earlier than I planned to, and she was in bed with someone else.”

      Oh, God. That had to be dreadful. Most people would assume that Aoife was happy Liz’s life was falling apart, but she wasn’t. She’d never wish anything of the sort on someone she loved. Because yes, she did love Liz. That would never change. Still, this wasn’t going anywhere. Liz had said it herself. She hadn’t come here to ask for another chance. And you deserve more. You always did. “I’m sorry.”

      “Like I said, karma came back around for me.”

      “Are you okay? Sofia mentioned that you’d been having a tough time lately. Obviously, that was before I knew who you were, but it doesn’t change my question. So, are you okay?”

      “Life goes on, doesn’t it? The world keeps spinning, and we have to find some kind of happiness. Siobhan wasn’t the greatest wife. She liked to do things on her own terms as the mood took her, but I can’t fault her for how she brought Sofia up.”

      “It wasn’t great, was it?” Aoife didn’t want to compare, but she would have given Liz the world if she’d asked for it. And she had…on multiple occasions. Only Aoife hadn’t been enough for Liz in the end. Sad, but true.

      “She…wasn’t you, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “No, that’s not what I was asking. I just get the impression that your latest marriage wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.”

      “You’re right.”

      “Do you wish you’d stayed with Billy?”

      Liz shook her head. “No. Billy went on to destroy me long before I met Siobhan. He has a new wife. She’s twenty years younger than him, and he’s still…just Billy.”

      As Aoife opened her mouth to speak, she caught Zara approaching out of the corner of her eye. She glanced at her and smiled. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m going to head off. Seems you have everything covered here.” Zara threw a thumb over her shoulder. “I’ll get a cab on the main road. Call me tomorrow, yeah?”

      Aoife got to her feet and pulled Zara into an embrace. “I will. Sorry I didn’t get to drink with you, but they’re on me next time.”

      “You may not realise it, but I’ve never seen you looking at anyone the way you look at her.”

      Aoife pulled back, frowning. “I’m not sure what you’re getting at, but this isn’t going anywhere. Whether she’s single or not, she’s already fucked me over once. I’m not going back for dessert.”

      “I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      As Aoife watched Zara leave the bar, her words played over in her mind. Yes, Zara would notice the way Aoife looked at Liz; she’d even felt it herself as they’d been talking. But Liz had always had that pull about her. At one time, Aoife waited for a single word to fall from her lips. Lips that, ten years on, looked just as good as ever.

      She turned and looked down at Liz, clearing any thoughts of them together from her mind. There had been so many of them that it wasn’t always easy. “Can I get you another drink?”

      “No. If you’re done talking to me, I’ll head home.”

      Aoife chewed her lip as Liz started to put her belongings into her bag. “I…could have another with you.”

      Why? Why give this woman another second?

      Because whether Aoife wanted to admit it or not, she would always have all the time in the world for Elizabeth Elliott.

      “You’re sure?” Liz looked up at her, her stylish blonde hair framing her face as it always had. Those eyes sparkled, Liz’s bright white smile reminding Aoife of better times.

      “I’m sure.”
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      Liz fell back on the couch, laughing like she hadn’t laughed in a long time. They had spent the last hour reminiscing; Aoife had plenty of tales to remind her of their time together, the majority of them focused around almost being caught back in the day. As the minutes passed by, Aoife seemed to relax into the conversation more, but Liz knew it was just Aoife’s kind nature. She’d always been one to sit and talk, no matter who you were.

      “You remember Suze, don’t you?” Aoife said, reaching for her drink and catching her breath. “I think she worked for that law firm two floors below yours.”

      “Oh, I remember Suze. I’ve never seen someone looking so pale.” Liz chuckled, watching Aoife’s profile as she sipped her drink. She was even more attractive than she was the last time they’d seen one another. But Aoife had always had a genuine, unspoilt beauty about her. She rarely wore makeup, her light brown hair had a natural wave to it, and those curves. Oh, those curves were still there. Liz could never forget them beneath her hands…once upon a time. “She tried to make my life hell for a period of time.”

      “Suze did? Why?” Aoife turned side-on on the couch, giving Liz every ounce of her attention. She held her wine glass against the back of the couch, those dark brown eyes much softer than they had been when Liz arrived here a couple of hours ago. “She didn’t even work for you.”

      “I think seeing you with your arse in the air when she caught us in that empty office shook her up a little.” Liz closed her eyes, shaking her head as she giggled. God, she hadn’t smiled and enjoyed herself like this in a long time. Not that belly laughter that hurt your face, anyway. “Still, I bet it taught her to knock on doors before she walked into rooms moving forward.”

      Aoife narrowed her eyes. “I do have to wonder why she was coming into an empty office on a floor that wasn’t being used by any company at the time.” Aoife carded a hand through her hair, gazing back at Liz. “You did notice the guy behind her, right?”

      Liz dipped her head slightly. “Sorry, I was a little busy…beneath you.”

      As Liz waited with bated breath for a response to that, Aoife’s server approached their table with a tray of drinks. He set down four different cocktails and four pink shots. Oh, Jesus. Liz couldn’t remember the last time she’d drank shots. Still, it would prepare her for Sofia and her friends at the party. “Here you go, ladies.”

      “Thanks, Harry.” Aoife shared the shots out, a redness to her cheeks. Liz could only smile at that. She always did seem a little flustered when they were together. Part of Liz appreciated that it hadn’t changed as the years passed them by. “So,” Aoife said as she turned back to Liz. “I think this will be the last round for me. I wasn’t planning to get drunk tonight, but I’m already halfway there.”

      As Aoife slid two cocktails towards Liz, Liz placed a hand on her wrist. “This is something I used to dream about us doing together.” That may have been too much for Aoife, but she needed her ex to know that it was never about only wanting a secret relationship. She knew Aoife had entertained that idea once or twice, but it was never like that. At one time, Liz had imagined so much with Aoife. “We never got the chance to enjoy one another outside of the office, or your flat, or my car. Not really.”

      Aoife regarded Liz with a gentle smile, placing her hand over Liz’s, where it still rested on Aoife’s wrist. “That wasn’t the kind of relationship I was entitled to with you.”

      “But it was the kind of relationship I’d always wanted with you.”

      Aoife cleared her throat and lowered her hand, turning away from Liz. She didn’t want Aoife to shut off. She didn’t want her to smile and nod and pretend everything was okay. Because none of the past was okay. Not by a long shot. Aoife surely felt something about those moments. Or maybe she had put it in a box and filed it away with the other dreadful things she’d encountered since they’d split.

      Aoife squared her shoulders and lifted one of the pink shots. “Drink up.” Ah. That was Liz’s cue to shut up and get on with her life.

      She lifted the shot and downed it, surprised that it tasted so good. Whatever Sofia usually offered her was disgusting. “That tastes pretty good.”

      Aoife winked. “We only do the decent stuff here. I have a reputation to protect, and that doesn’t happen when you’re pouring rocket fuel into shot glasses and charging a fortune.”

      “You have a reputation to protect?”

      “Yep. This place belongs to me.” Aoife waved a hand around the huge, minimalist space. “Four years and counting.”

      “Wow. I’m impressed.”

      Aoife sat back on the couch, scanning the room. “Totally different vibe during the day when it’s a bistro.”

      “So, did you own this before or after the gas explosion?”

      “After. But only just,” Aoife said, running a palm down her denim-clad thigh. “The place was practically rebuilt because there was so much damage.”

      “God, I remember that day. Sam Philips almost died.” Sam was one of the most well-known and loved architects in the city. Some of the most impressive buildings around here had been designed by her. She was one of those women who used her wealth for good. Liz knew that because she had been on the receiving end of it once upon a time.

      “Sam got caught as she was walking into the bistro. Luckily, the blast happened far further back in the building, or I think it would have killed her.”

      Liz, along with most of the city, remembered that time quite vividly. In the minutes after it happened, nobody knew if it was a terror attack or a dreadful accident. Thankfully, it had been the latter. She and Sam had already been friends for a long time before the explosion. Mostly because of business, but also just as friendly faces to one another around the city. They were much closer now, but Aoife didn’t need to know that. It would only unearth the fucked-up life Liz had lived in the months following their split. “She has two kids now and has remarried,” Liz said, smiling. “Never thought I’d see the day, but I’m so happy she found another soulmate. Luciana is lovely.”

      “They come in here quite often,” Aoife explained, eyeing one cocktail and then another. She decided to reach for the whiskey-based one. “I’ll have to tell them you’ve been in.”

      “I’d like that. Maybe we could all get together for a drink when it’s suitable for them. And you, of course.”

      Aoife visibly swallowed. “I…know when you first got here, I was rude to you, but please know that when I say what I’m going to say, that’s not what I’m doing.”

      “I don’t understand.” Liz’s brow furrowed.

      “I can’t do this with
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