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CHAPTER ONE
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PAIGE

Dr Paige Spencer stood in front of the full-length mirror in the corner of the lavish hotel room. Her hands absentmindedly smoothed out non-existent wrinkles in her ivory A-line wedding dress. She wasn't entirely sure how she managed to get here. 

‘How're you feeling?’ her best friend Maya asked her for the hundredth time that day. 

‘Fine, I'm fine,’ Paige said in a voice that convinced no one. 

‘You look gorgeous. Taylor won't believe her eyes!’

Paige's soon-to-be wife, Taylor, was getting ready in another room on the other side of the hotel. Paige was sure that Taylor's twin, Dylan, would not be fussing as much as Maya; instead, he would be lounged on a chair, creasing his suit, watching his sister and mother run around like headless chickens. 

Paige was excited to be getting married to Taylor but found the rituals around marriage confusing. She’d lost count of the number of eye rolls she had received from Maya, and her sister Jenna, every time she questioned whether something they had suggested was really necessary. The day she had picked out her wedding dress had been the most difficult, as it had meant she was the centre of attention; but even Paige had to admit she looked beautiful in the dress, even if all she had wanted to do at the time was hide in the corner with a history book.  

She was the same in her school years, where she was happiest when hiding in the library, where her love of history had been born. Paige had never fitted in with her peers as a child. They all seemed to have this separate social language that, no matter how hard she tried, she couldn't learn. It meant she had not been surprised when finally diagnosed as autistic a few years ago.

Maya, Paige's first true friend, had crashed into her life during their first week of university, and ever since then they had been inseparable, with Maya's free thinking complementing Paige's strong adherence to rules and logic. The pair had dragged each other through their young adult years. Now, Maya was standing next to Paige on her wedding day, fussing around her slightly curled auburn hair, grinning so much it looked like the corners of her mouth might actually reach her ears. 

The room had a deep purple carpet with matching velvet curtains that reached from the floor to the ceiling. There were windows on two walls, allowing natural light to flood in. The large four-poster bed was crafted out of a deep mahogany and had a matching purple canopy. The open windows allowed the sounds of guests milling around outside, combined with the gentle notes from the wedding's string quartet, to drift up and into the room. Every now and again, when the breeze blew in just the right way, a gentle waft of lavender, Paige’s favourite scent, would enter the room for a few seconds, before disappearing again, like a flighty fairy. 

The large hotel room felt empty with just Paige and Maya between its walls. Other friends would have been there if Paige had wanted, but they had respected her need for a quiet morning, considering the excitement of the day ahead. Her mother and sister were in the en-suite bathroom, Jenna doing their Mum’s make-up before she would deftly do her own. Paige refused to let anyone near her face with sharp implements and had decided against any make-up for the day; she didn't want her face to feel claustrophobic. Paige's older brother, Brandon, kept popping in and out, balancing his bridesman’s duties with his parental responsibilities as his two children ran around the large estate with their mother in tow. Paige hadn't seen her other brother, Thomas, yet that day; he had been dispatched with his fancy camera to take candid photographs of the guests before the ceremony started. 

‘What time is it?’ Paige asked, as she had done every few minutes since she had put the dress on. 

‘12:30, sweetie,’ Maya responded, brushing non-existent lint off the side of Paige's dress, just as Paige's mother and sister came out of the bathroom. Maya and Jenna were wearing matching light turquoise bridesmaids’ dresses, and her mother had picked out accessories that matched, in a deep aquamarine colour. 

‘You all look amazing,’ Paige smiled at them, as she stepped forward to give her mother and sister another hug. 

‘Careful!’ Jenna said, as Paige's arms went dangerously near her complicated hairdo. 

Paige just laughed. ‘Well, shall we head down?’ she asked with trembling hands. 

‘I'll make sure the there’s no stragglers hanging around,’ Jenna said, opening the door to have a look around. Just as she did, Brandon walked into the room again. He was a clear head taller than his sisters, and his mother seemed to only come up to his elbow. He stopped as soon as he caught sight of Paige, his arms twitched as if he was desperate to reach out to her. 

‘My little sister, all grown up,’ he said softly. 

‘That's what you said to me last year,’ Jenna said, rolling her eyes. Jenna and her husband Greg had gotten married the previous spring. Paige was struggling to take sage advice about married life from a sibling whose nappies she still remembered helping change. 

Through the open door came the sound of the wedding coordinator jovially ushering the guests into the wedding hall. The sound of laughter bounded up the stairs, as if playing tag with the music from the string quartet. Paige turned around and took one last look in the mirror. Her simple white dress accentuated her slight curves while complementing her athletic frame. Her wavy hair framed her face nicely, and her brown eyes seemed a richer colour than she could ever remember them being. She reached over to the dressing table and picked up her small bouquet of flowers, made up of greenery, white roses, and turquoise ribbon, and gently clasped it in her hands in front of her. Several moments later, her mum reached up and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder, smiling softly at her elder daughter, while being scolded by her younger one for crying and risking ruining the make-up she had just applied. 

‘Let's go,’ Paige said, before taking a deep breath in and taking a determined step towards the door. 

The wedding hall was packed full of guests; it seemed like almost the entire climbing club that Paige and Taylor belonged to were there, as well as all their work colleagues from the university. Paige's mother went up onto her tiptoes, giving her daughter a kiss on the forehead, before heading into the hall to join Paige's father at the front of the room. Brandon, Jenna, and Maya stood around Paige in a protective circle, each of them trying not to stare at the bride in all of her beauty, and each of them failing. 

Paige and Taylor had decided that they wanted to walk into the wedding hall together. They were to meet outside in the small foyer, and walk into the room to the bridal march, holding each other's hands. 

Maya kept checking the dainty watch on her wrist. 

‘Can you stop that, you're making me even more nervous,’ Paige finally blurted out. 

‘Sorry, Spence!’ Maya said, trying to hide her wrist behind her back, seemingly to remove the temptation. 

Paige absentmindedly twisted her hands around the bouquet of flowers, concentrating on the feeling of the soft ribbon moving under her skin. The string quartet now sat silently in the wedding hall, waiting for the arrival of the brides. The silence was suffocating. 

Suddenly, Dylan popped up, seemingly out of nowhere. 

‘Wow, Paige, you look amazing’ he said, giving his soon to be sister-in-law a kiss on the cheek. ‘Our mum is just faffing around Taylor. She'll only be a few more minutes. They sent me down to make sure the coast was clear,’ he said as be bounced up onto the balls of his feet and back down again, his hands clasped behind his back. He let out the first few notes of a whistle before catching a glare from Maya, and immediately stopping. Paige wanted to ask Maya to check the time again. 

The sun shone brightly as the breeze encouraged what few clouds there were on their way. In the distance, Paige could see a few birds flitting about in the sky, unable to resist playing on such a gorgeous day. If she really strained her ears, she could just about hear the babble of the water fountain at the other end of the gardens; the way the music of the water sang was one of the reasons they’d chosen this venue. 

There was a quiet rustle from somewhere behind Paige, and as she looked up from her musings, Dylan indicated with a slight nod of his head that Paige should turn around. Maya covered her mouth with both hands, her eyelids fluttering as she seemingly fought off tears. Paige took a deep breath before slowly turning around. 

At the other end of the hallway, Taylor stood waiting in a large patch of sunlight created by one of the vast windows, the illumination making her look like an angel. The beauty of her soon-to-be-wife took Paige’s breath away. 

‘Hey,’ Taylor said gently. Paige's mouth opened and closed a few times as she tried to respond, but, in the end, she gave up and just smiled. Taylor took a few steps forward, and Paige stretched out her arm in anticipation of taking her love’s hand. Even now, after more than three years as a couple, Paige still felt the jolt of electricity as their hands finally touched. It took every single fibre of her self-control to not lean across and kiss her bride. 

‘Shall we?’ Taylor said, smiling. Paige squeezed her hand in reply. 

The small group of people reshuffled themselves, with Dylan and Brandon at the front, Jenna and Maya in the middle, and Taylor and Paige slightly further back. Dylan gave a signal to the wedding coordinator, who in turn signalled the photographer, videographer, and string quartet, the latter of whom instantly started playing. An instrumental version of ‘A Thousand Years’ filled the small hall and foyer as Dylan and Brandon stepped forward and ceremoniously swung open the double doors. They waited gracefully by the doors, holding onto the brass handled as the bridesmaids crossed the threshold arm in arm, Maya and Dylan briefly locking eyes. The bridesmaids made their way down the aisle, smiling sweetly and nodding almost imperceptibly at a few people as the guests stood up in preparation for the entrance of the brides. Brandon and Dylan followed the bridesmaids down the aisle and took their places. 

Taylor and Paige stood in the foyer, just out of sight of the now open double doors, waiting for their cue. Paige gripped Taylor’s hand, the butterflies in her stomach threatening to force their way out as she swayed slightly from side to side. Taylor gently nudged her side and pointedly glanced down, causing Paige's eyes to go wide and instantly loosen her grip on Taylor's hand. She hadn't realised she'd been squeezing it that hard. 

Suddenly, they got the nod from the wedding coordinator. Paige somehow managed to get her leaden feet moving, as excitement and nerves battled for dominance. Her concrete feet were being dragged forward by some unknown force while her heart and lungs felt like they were filled with the same static electricity that made people’s hair reach out for the balloon as kids. The pair paused at the doorway to the main hall for a few photographs, before they boldly stepped forward, completely in time with each other and the music. For Paige, the officiant at the front of the room both felt a marathon distance away and much too close. She kept her eyes trained straight forward, just like her and Taylor had discussed, and focused on a garland of roses that had been placed near the end of the aisle. After what seemed like both an eternity and a nanosecond, they were at the front of the room, turning to face each other. All it took was one glance into Taylor's eyes, one little wink, and the rest of the room disappeared. Suddenly it all melted away and it felt like it was just her and Taylor, facing each other, holding hands. In that moment nothing else really mattered. 

‘Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today...’ the officiant began in his big, booming voice. Paige's shoulders finally felt like they had unhooked from under her ears. They'd made it. 

The wedding breakfast, which Paige thought was a ridiculous name for food served in the afternoon, came and went without a problem. Dylan's speech was particularly memorable as he re-told stories from his and Taylor's childhood, causing Taylor to bury her head in her hands as her face turned red but her body shook with laughter. Maya's speech had a few funny parts but was mainly sentimental, talking about how much Paige’s friendship meant to her, and how good Paige and Taylor were for each other. Both Paige’s and Taylor's fathers spoke as well. Paige had never seen her dad be so soft and vulnerable, even at Jenna’s wedding. She shed several tears.

The food came and went, and the guests were asked to make their way outside or to one of the many other rooms in the hotel, while they turned the dining area into a dance floor. This had been one of the bits that Paige found herself dreading; the loud music, people flailing around and potentially bumping into each other, or her. But now it was here, she found herself looking forward to it; looking forward to having a good time with people that both she and Taylor could call friends.

Taylor had wandered off to say hello to people, champagne glass in hand. Paige was able to hear her laughter and distinguish it from the voices of all the other guests. It filled her with joy to see Taylor so happy. Paige leant against one of the stone balustrades and looked out across the lush gardens, various flowers in full bloom, creating a rainbow carpet of colour. She felt someone come up next to her as Maya joined her in leaning forwards against the balustrade, handing Paige another glass of champagne. Paige took it politely. 

‘What a day, Spence,’ Maya said, slightly tipsy. ‘What. A. Day.’

‘Mmm-hmm,’ Paige responded. 

‘I'm so proud of you, Paige,’ Maya whispered softly, all hint of inebriation suddenly gone from her voice. Paige turned to look at her friend. 

‘You've achieved so much. So much more than you ever thought you could,’ Maya continued, before turning around and leaning back onto the balustrade, elbows resting on the top of it. ‘And that wife of yours is gorgeous’ she finished, taking a sip of her champagne. Paige followed her friend’s eyeline and turned around, before gazing lovingly at her wife. It felt weird for Paige to even think that word; wife. She never really thought she'd find someone to spend her life with, and there she was, taking the time to speak to every single guest there, even the ones who were more Paige's friends than hers, who she didn't really know. 

‘Her brother's not too bad-looking either,’ Maya said, her face becoming flushed. 

‘You’ve noticed that, have you?’ Paige asked, nudging her friend. 

‘Well, he did give me his number just before I went to Japan... Maya trailed off bashfully.’

Paige smirked before taking a sip of her champagne wondering how much her friend had left unsaid. She looked at Maya, studying her face as she watched Dylan horsing around with Brandon. Dylan was trying to get Thomas involved, too, but Thomas kept protectively shielding his camera. Paige thought if Thomas was a cat, he would be hissing. 

She was brought out of her thoughts by the sound of the DJ doing his sound check, and the wedding coordinator shouting that the dance floor was now ready, making deliberate eye contact with Paige, who sighed. 

‘Right, let’s get this over with then,’ Paige said, knocking back the rest of the champagne and handing the empty glass to Maya. 

‘Hmm?’ Maya said, having not been paying attention. 

Paige strolled off, seeking out her wife, bracing herself for their first dance and having dozens of eyes staring at them for three excruciating minutes. 

It wasn't hard to find Taylor - she was waiting patiently outside the doors, just like they had planned. Paige slowly made her way towards her. This time there was no accompanying electricity in her apprehension. Taylor smiled softly at her, before glancing around, then wrapping her arms around her new wife and kissing her deeply. 

‘I really appreciate you doing this, I know you don't want to.’

‘But I want to make you happy, and this will make you happy,’ Paige said, trying to sound more upbeat than she felt. 

‘It's more the pictures of it afterwards that will make me happy,’ Taylor responded laughing, smoothing out her dress as she did so. ‘How do I look?’ she asked Paige, still with the same nervousness in her voice as when they first started dating. 

‘All the best artworks in the world pale in comparison,’ Paige said smoothly, making Taylor laugh. 

‘How long have you been dreaming up that one?’ 

‘Eh, about a week,’ Paige replied with a wink, before straightening up and holding out her hand. ‘Ma'am, may I have this dance?’ Taylor blushed before placing her hand gently in Paige's, and Paige led her to the dance floor. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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TAYLOR

‘Whose idea was it to go skiing for our honeymoon?’ Taylor asked, her face flushed red as she took off her ski goggles and sat down on a bench, slightly breathless.

‘I believe that would be your idea, oh wife of mine,’ Paige said laughing, before dodging an outstretched ski pole. 

‘Next time I have an idea that doesn't involve sun, sea, and sand, shoot me’ Taylor continued, leaning back on the bench, and closing her eyes. 

The newlyweds were in the final week of their honeymoon in New Zealand, spending it skiing and exploring the frozen mountains of the South Island. The first two weeks had been spent on the warmer North Island, and Taylor was missing that warmth already. 

She looked around the ski resort and saw people of all ages and abilities, either carving up the snow like they’d been born with skis on their feet or, like her, taking tentative steps and often falling flat on their faces. She took off her ski goggles, leant back, and closed her eyes, lifting her face to the sun as if she were a solar powered sunflower. Much to Taylor's annoyance, but to no surprise, Paige had taken to skiing easily and was happily gliding around, while Taylor still felt unsafe even on the flat. 

Taylor's tired muscles were just beginning to relax when suddenly a large amount of snow was dumped unceremoniously on her face. Taylor spluttered as her eyes sprang open, searching around for the cause, only to see Paige doubled over laughing, barely able to catch her breath.

‘What the -?!’ Taylor yelled as she jumped to her feet. ‘It’s on now!’ she continued, as she bent down and scooped up a large pile of snow in her ski-gloved hands. Paige was finally able to stand upright, just in time to fail to duck out of the way of the giant snowball coming towards her. It hit her square in the chest, and actually caused her to slide backwards slightly on her skis. 

It didn't take long for Paige to return fire, and as snowballs were flying everywhere, many people were walking past with smiling at the pair or laughing and shaking their heads. Taylor and Paige were oblivious to them; Taylor was just trying to get a snowball to land directly on Paige's face, even if the coldness would be negated by her ski goggles. 

After a few minutes, one of the resort patrollers pulled up nearby on his snow ski and stopped near them. Taylor caught sight of him first and nodded her head in his direction. 

‘Uh-oh,’ she said, causing Paige to look around. Taylor took the opportunity and threw her last snowball square in Paige's face, before quickly snapping her ski goggles back on and skiing off, Paige hot on her heels.

They skied all the way back to their chalet, tumbling onto the porch in a mess of skis, limbs and thick coats and hats. Taylor ended up lying on her back breathing heavily, with Paige's hands either side of her head. Taylor couldn't see her eyes through the goggles, but could tell they were shimmering as her wife laughed. 

‘C’mon’ Taylor said eventually, gently pushing on Paige's shoulder, ‘or we'll never get down to the spa.’

‘Alright, alright,’ Paige said in good humour, rolling over into a sitting position on the chalet decking, unclipping herself from her skis, and taking her snow boots off. Taylor watched her for a few seconds before easing herself up into a sitting position and reluctantly taking off her toasty warm gloves. The cold air immediately bit at her fingers as she started fumbling with her ski clips. Eventually Paige took pity on her and brushed her hand away, unclipping them for her. Taylor looked down at her lovingly, before a tiny bright pink ski suit caught her eye as it zoomed past in the distance. It looked like the child was part of a group, two parents with their three young kids, all playing around in the snow. The father was walking backwards, quickly pulling what Taylor assumed was his youngest child along and speaking encouraging words; they were too far away to be able to hear him properly. The mother was helping one of the other two bigger kids to their feet after they took yet another tumble in the snow. All of them seemed like they were laughing and having the best time of their lives. 

‘All done!’ Paige said, snapping Taylor out of her thoughts. Paige held out her hand to help Taylor to her feet, which Taylor took, grateful of the extra heat. They held hands all the way into the chalet, not even letting go to get the keys or open the door, with Taylor leading them into the cosy living-kitchen area. Once the door had shut behind them, Taylor pulled Paige in for a kiss, wrapping her arms tightly around her. Taylor kissed her wife deeply, causing Paige to let out a slight growl from deep within her chest. 

‘Are you sure you want to go to the spa?’ Paige asked, letting her hand slide lower down her wife's back. 

‘Yep!’ Taylor said cheerfully, almost skipping away

The spa felt like a bit of a culture shock, despite the fact they had been at the resort several days. The tall snow-capped mountains that loomed over the main hotel like protective guardians contrasted strongly with the large palm trees growing in the central island that occupied the middle of the swimming pool. There were smaller palms dotted around the perimeter in various planters, but they never looked quite at home without any kind of breeze to sway them. Taylor was immediately hit by the warmth of the spa as the couple passed by the door to one of the saunas just as someone was leaving. The cloud of steam engulfed them, and as they emerged it was like two mythical creatures coming out of the mist. Paige coughed as the steam cleared. 

‘Where do you want to go first?’ Taylor asked, turning towards Paige. 

‘For a swim, probably. If that's OK?’ Paige replied. 

‘Of course,’ Taylor responded, waving her e-reader, brought with her for just such a reason, in Paige's direction. ‘I've got my books, I'll be happy finding us some lounge chairs and waiting for you.’

‘Thank you’ Paige said, leaning forward and giving her wife a chaste kiss on the cheek. Taylor didn't know why, but these small acts of affection always made her blush more than any full-on make-out sessions; the light touches always felt much more intimate and private. Taylor let go of Paige’s hand as Paige started walking down the full-width steps that took up the whole of one side of the pool. Taylor thought she looked like a goddess as her hips slipped below the waterline, then her waist, until finally Paige elegantly dived forward and started her swim. Taylor watched her for a moment before spying a free pair of adjacent lounge chairs and making a beeline for them. 

Taylor gratefully dropped her body down into one of the chairs, her aching muscles sighing their thanks as they relaxed. It had been years since she'd been skiing, not since school trips as a teenager, and she was having to use muscles she didn't know she had. As soon as she sat down, she immediately scanned the pool for the familiar bobbing head of Paige as she swam front crawl lengths, weaving in and out of the other couples who were there just floating around, at the edges talking, or splashing each other. It wouldn't be long before they were joined by families, as the spa allowed children to swim between certain hours. 

Taylor settled further down into the lounge chair and opened her e-reader. She'd read more on this honeymoon that she had in years, utilising the time when Paige was running or swimming, or deep into her own book, to catch up with some of her favourite science fiction and fantasy authors. Every now and again, usually at the end of a chapter, she'd glance up to see where Paige was, always with a slight smile as she saw Paige happy just being Paige. 

After a while, with one of these glances, Taylor noticed the arrival of some of the families, including what she thought was the family she had seen earlier on the ski slope.  The bright pink ski jacket had contained a small girl, maybe six years old; young enough to still need armbands. Her older brothers were already playing, splashing each other and their father as they chased one another round the pool. The faint smell of chlorine filled the air as the shouts of the children, and half-hearted attempts of the parents to quiet them, filled in any auditory gaps. Taylor's eyelids started to feel very heavy as she watched everyone exerting themselves, almost as if she was the one being physically drained. 

‘– a drink?’ Taylor heard suddenly. She opened her eyes with a jolt and saw Paige standing next to her, gracefully putting on her towelling robe and clearly talking to Taylor. 

‘Mmm, sorry, what?’ Taylor said, stretching out her now looser muscles. 

‘Sorry, babe, I didn't realise you were sleeping. I asked if you wanted a drink.’

‘Oh. Yes, please,’ Taylor replied as her eyes finally focused properly on the world around her. 

‘Back soon.’ Paige shoved her feet into the resort-provided slippers. Taylor saw her wince at the texture. 

The family were still in the pool, but now the dad was in charge of all three kids, and the mum was in the jacuzzi, still keeping a beady eye on them, especially the youngest. Taylor wondered if she ever relaxed, or ever stopped thinking about her children. 

Taylor watched her wife as she came back towards their lounge chairs carrying two plastic cups of water, and tried to picture her with a child, or children, in tow. She and Paige had discussed having kids before, but only as some kind of vague possibility in the future. A strange warmth that had nothing to do with the heating filled her up from the inside out as she pictured what their life might look like together. Paige finally reached the lounge chairs and Taylor found herself once again being dragged out of a daydream. 

‘Thank you,’ Taylor said as she took the offered cup. 

‘You're welcome,’ Paige said as she sat down. ‘How is your book?’

‘Ha, I didn't get very far before I fell asleep’ Taylor chuckled

‘Is it OK if I read for a bit before we go to dinner?’

‘Dinner? What time is it?’ 

‘Nearly five,’ Paige responded as she pulled her own tablet out of their bag. 

‘How long was I asleep for!’ Taylor said as she double checked the time on her phone. Paige just laughed. ‘I'm going to go to the sauna for a bit, if you can watch our stuff?’

‘Mmm-hmm’ Paige replied, already deep in thought about the book she was reading. 

Taylor got up and bent down to give her wife a gentle kiss, before taking off her robe and walking towards the sauna. She passed several other couples on lounge chairs as she went, smiling politely at anyone she made eye contact with. Several of the people were reading, and one of them almost stopped Taylor in her tracks; it was hard to read with the creased spine, but she could still clearly see the author’s name was ‘Paige Spencer’. Taylor smiled to herself at the secret she now felt she had inside; if only that man knew the author was just a few lounge chairs away. The pride that swelled inside her made her feel like she was walking on air. 

Taylor opened the door to the sauna and immediately had her vision blurred by the steam as the wall of heat hit her. She waited a little for her eyes to adjust, and for them to stop burning, not wanting to accidentally trip over or sit on anyone else that was in there. It turned out there was only one other occupant, the mother of the three children. Taylor smiled politely at her as she went past and settled down on the warm wooden slatted seats. Her body immediately responded by opening its pores and letting the sweat flow out; it felt like it was taking all the bad things with it. Taylor sighed.

‘You always forget how hot they are, right?’ the woman said from the other side of the room. 

‘Haha, yeah. And why we do this to ourselves.’

‘To get away from everyone else?’ Taylor's companion laughed, before taking a sip from a water bottle. ‘My daughter follows me everywhere, even the bathroom, but she's not allowed in here, thankfully,’ she joked. 

‘Is your daughter the one with the bright pink ski suit? I think I saw you all on the slopes earlier.’

‘Yeah, she picked it out herself, if you couldn't tell!’

‘She's adorable, you must be very proud.’

‘I really am,’ the woman said wistfully, before they lapsed into a brief silence. 

‘Do you have kids?’ the woman asked, seemingly not content with the quiet. 

‘Oh, no. Not yet at least’ 

‘Your life will never be the same again. But it is so worth it,’ the woman said sagely. Taylor smiled in response before realising the woman probably couldn’t see her through the steam. 

‘Sorry, I don't get to talk to many other adults anymore, so I take the chance when I can! It's nice to talk about something other than pink and unicorns.’ She laughed. ‘I should probably go, though, I've left my husband on his own long enough. Enjoy the heat.’ The woman finished as she got up and left. 

Taylor heard, but couldn't really see, the sauna door open and close as the woman exited. The room was briefly filled with the sounds from the swimming pool before it closed again, sealing Taylor off from the rest of the world once more. She thought of her mother, and how she had been the one avoiding conversations about pink and unicorns while Taylor was growing up, and laughed to herself about how being an engineer was probably the last thing her mother expected her to do. 

Most nights of their honeymoon so far, Taylor and Paige had cooked for themselves, either in the small kitchenette or out on a communal open fire and barbecue. They had met many lovely people around the fire, swapped relationship stories, and received lots of advice from people who had been married for longer than Paige and Taylor had been alive. Tonight, however, the pair had decided to splash out and go to one of the hotel restaurants. They left their chalet and started on the short walk down to the restaurant, basking in the bright moonlight. The low levels of light pollution meant that they could see the stars so clearly as they twinkled in the sky, like some deity had put up fairy lights, just for them. 

The restaurant itself was lit mainly by the candles in the middle of each table, with a few wall lamps dotted around, illuminating the gorgeous uncut stone walls. The restaurant seemed to mainly cater for couples - most of the tables were only set out for two, though there were a few larger groups at one end of the room. Paige and Taylor followed their waiter, weaving their way between the tables as if they were a row of dominoes they were scared of knocking over. Taylor noticed parents from one of the families they had met earlier in the week holding hands across one of the tables. Taylor thought they were so engrossed in each other's eyes she could probably trip and fall onto their table and they wouldn't notice. 

Once seated, Taylor and Paige opened their menus and started perusing what the restaurant had to offer. The wine list alone was about a dozen pages long, and Taylor didn't have a clue where they would even start with that. Instead, she flipped back to the front, looking at what options were available for the vegetarians. She was happy to see quite a few little green Vs next to many of the menu items. 

‘Can I get you something to drink?’ a waitress said as she appeared next to their table, notepad in hand and pen poised and ready. Taylor's mind went completely blank. 

‘Could we get a bottle of the house red, please?’ Paige asked graciously. 

‘Of course,’ the waitress responded, scribbling it down. ‘Anything else I can get you?’ 

Paige looked over at Taylor, and Taylor shook her head. 

‘Right–oh,’ the waitress said before disappearing again. 

It didn't take them long to decide and order their food, and Taylor used the time they were waiting to soak up the ambiance of the restaurant. There was the quiet babble of the other couples talking running through the place like an undercurrent, with occasional blasts of sound from the kitchen as the doors swung open and closed. The babble was complemented by the aroma of delicious food as full plates were deftly carried around the room, hints of garlic and other herbs dancing through the air. 

‘Here we are,’ the waitress said, reappearing at their table and placing their starters down in front of them. They’d both opted for the roast beetroot with salted buffalo curd, as it was something they’d never had before. 

‘Thank you,’ Taylor said, immediately picking up the outermost fork from the table as her stomach rumbled. She hadn't realised how hungry she actually was until that moment. 

Taylor and Paige chatted as they ate, sometimes lapsing into a comfortable silence. Taylor often found Paige stealing glances at her, like she had when they first got to know each other, and it was endearing. She stretched out one of her legs under the table until she could gently place her ankle next to Paige's, finding comfort and contentment in the physical contact. Paige didn't say anything, but instead moved her other leg to sandwich in Taylor's foot. Taylor just laughed. 

After they had finished their desserts and the waitress had brought over their after-dinner tea and coffee, the newlyweds sat at the table, both leaning forward, holding hands across the soft white tablecloth. The restaurant was quieter now, with most of the other patrons having left already. She wished she could freeze his moment in time, or bottle it, or preserve it in some way so that it could last for ever. Instead, she spoke. 

‘Do you want to have kids?’ she asked Paige, trying to search her eyes for an answer, but Paige wasn't looking directly at her. 

‘I mean...we’ve talked about it before, haven’t we?’ Paige said, looking somewhere above Taylor’s left ear. 

‘Yes, we have. But we’ve never made a definitive decision. I know 100% that I do. I really want to be a mum.’ Taylor said in a rush. 

Paige ran her hand down the back of her head and sighed. ‘I think I do? I’m just... I guess I’m worried I won’t cope. Children are loud and messy and sticky, and all of those things can be too much for me sometimes.’  

‘You’re great with Cayden and Susie?’ 

‘I guess, but I’m pretty sure they love you more than me!’ Paige joked, thinking of her brother Brandon’s children. ‘I’m pretty sure Cayden still has the magnifying glass you got him the first time you met him.’

‘He does, I saw it when he was showing me the microscope last time we visited.’

‘Yeah, that was a stroke of genius. We definitely won on the Christmas present front this year,’ Paige said with a laugh. 

‘That we did,’ Taylor agreed. The pair drifted back into silence. Taylor ran her finger around the rim of her wine glass. Her other hand absent-mindedly ran over her stomach. 

‘It won’t be easy. The system isn’t built for people like us to have kids.’

‘Amazing, talented, powerful women?’ Taylor joked. 

‘You know what I mean. Many people still think that the heteronormative nuclear family is the only “right” type of family. And how many times have you been given health advice that’s only relevant to straight relationships?’

Taylor felt herself deflate as Paige, ever the pragmatist, had cut straight to the point. They both stayed quiet for a while, before Paige spoke again. 

‘What if I can’t do it? What if I get it wrong and mess them up for life?’ she asked quietly. 

‘No parent is perfect, babe,’ Taylor replied. 

‘But what if I can’t cope with all the sensory stuff or how much children can mess up routines?’

‘We will adapt. Look, you’ve constantly done things you never thought you could! I mean, we just got married! You never thought that would happen to you, did you?’ 

‘That’s true,’ Paige acquiesced. 

Taylor smiled warmly. ‘I still remember the first time I saw you, and I thought you were a secret service agent’

‘I was quite a sight, all bandaged and bruised. I’ve still not forgiven the hill I fell down.’ Paige chuckled. 

The pair occasionally took sips of their drinks, reminiscing about their relationship so far. They talked about how they had basically stumbled together and that neither of them would have expected this when they first met at the climbing club over three years ago. Taylor smiled as she remembered how she has fallen off the bouldering wall and winded herself.

‘I was so embarrassed when I realised it was you who had come to my rescue,’ Taylor laughed, her cheeks warming at the memory. 

‘Was that when you first realised you liked me?’ Paige asked.

‘I dunno. I knew I wanted to get to know you better, but at the same time I was fighting it. Does that count?’ Taylor asked with a laugh. She thought more about their firsts. Their first proper date. The first time they held hands and felt the electricity jump between them. The first time they kissed on the fallen tree trunk by the river, and the way the rest of the world seemed to dissolve around them. The first time they...

‘Shall we head back?’ Taylor said suddenly, almost jumping out of her chair. 

‘Er, yeah, sure’ Paige said, confused. ‘Don't you want to finish your coffee?’

‘We have coffee back at the chalet,’ Taylor replied, taking Paige by the hand and leading her out the restaurant, grateful that they’d charged the meal to their room. 
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CHAPTER THREE
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PAIGE

Three weeks later and Paige was only semi-reluctantly back at work. She had been torn between missing the academic world that she loved, and the luxury of not having to worry about responsibilities for a while. The Silverton building was quiet; most of the undergraduates had gone home for the summer, leaving just the staff and postgraduate students in attendance. Paige walked casually down the hallway towards her office. The once red carpet had definitely taken on a greyish tinge, which had only worsened in the time Paige had been teaching at the university. The white walls reflected the copious amounts of sunlight that flooded in through the tall, arched windows. The History department always smelt unmistakably of books. 

Paige fumbled with her keys as she unlocked her office door, a task made harder by the large stack of reference texts in her arms, the jangling sound echoing around the empty hallway. She stepped over the threshold and dumped the books on her desk with a loud thud, before stretching out her sore arm. She sat down at her desk and quickly checked the time; she had about five more minutes before her meeting with Jacob, and he was always punctual. She quickly opened the website that tracked her book royalties. Ever since she had published her first book less than three years ago, she had almost compulsively checked the sales statistics every day, absorbing the data. Her most recent book, the third in the series, was doing OK. It wasn't breaking any records, but it was bolstering her university wage quite nicely. 

A slight twinge of guilt washed over her as she remembered the email message that was now burning in her pocket; her publisher asking when she was going to start work on the fourth book. Paige had been so preoccupied with the wedding that writing had moved way down her priority list, to the point that she was now at risk of missing the deadline to submit the first draft of the manuscript. Paige shook her head slightly, tapping a comforting hand on the centre of her chest a few times, and was only stopped by a knock at the half open door. 

‘Hi, Jacob, come in’ Paige said, smiling up at her favourite PhD student. She knew she wasn't supposed to have favourites, but if she did, Jacob was definitely it. His work ethic was exemplary, and he was so thorough with his work that it allowed Paige to help him really dig down into the important questions, rather than worrying about the more practical side of doing a doctorate. 

Jacob nodded in response and came in. 

‘I got your agenda, that was very helpful, thank you. Shall we just start at the top and work our way down?’ Paige asked, opening up the email appointment on her computer screen. 

‘Yes, please,’ came the electronic voice of Jacob's device. Jacob was autistic, too, and communicated via an app on his tablet. 

‘Perfect,’ Paige said, as her eyes scanned the email once more. ‘The first point you wanted to discuss is narrowing down the exact time frame for your research. You’re not happy with the current time frame?’

‘No. It stops interesting study,’ Jacob said, carefully typing each word as he did so. 

‘I can understand that, Jacob, and I applaud your ambition, but if you make the time frame too vast you will create too much work for yourself for one PhD,’ Paige said good-naturedly. Jacob smiled and his shoulders shook with a slight laugh. 

The meeting between teacher and student lasted for about an hour. They hashed out a few more questions Jacob had about how to progress with his PhD, with Paige double-checking his was happy with the conclusion they had come to before moving on to the next point. By the end of the session Jacob seemed to be more confident in the direction his PhD was taking. 

‘Right, is there anything else?’ Paige asked. Jacob shook his head. ‘Great. Oh, I was going to ask you, have you signed up for the Tuesday post grad lectures?’

‘No.’

‘Why not? I'm sure some of our masters and undergrad students would be interested in your research, and I know many of the staff are.’ 

Jacob didn't respond instantly, his fingers instead hovering over the screen of his tablet as he thought. Paige waited in silence. 

‘I am worried they won't take my research seriously if they know I am autistic,’ Jacob said finally. Paige tilted her head to one side and furrowed her brow. That had not been the answer she was expecting. Most students would say they were anxious about public speaking, or that they didn't think their work was good enough, or that they were too busy. 

‘Has that happened before?’ Paige asked, concerned. 

‘Sometimes. People's tone changes once they know. And I can't hide it,’ he replied, and as the electronic voice stopped speaking his held up his tablet and waved it a little, driving home the point about how visible his disability was. 

‘Alright. I'm not going to try and force you. I do think it would be great practice for you, and other students would benefit greatly from it, though, so if you change your mind, please let me know if there is anything I can do to help,’ Paige said with a smile. Jacob gave her a very weak smile back. 

‘Right, I must get on. Just send me an email when you need another catch up’

Jacob nodded, got up, shoved his tablet in his bag and left. Paige watched him all the way out the door, lips pinched together. She’d never considered that people might take Jacob’s, or her, research any differently because of their autism. They treated her differently, sure, but the research itself? Maybe that was naive of her; being able to speak made her privileged, and she imagined she wasn't treated in the same way as Jacob. And not
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