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      ‘Commitment is an act, not a word.’

      
        
        - Jean-Paul Sartre

      

      

      

      “Once you choose hope, anything’s possible.”

      
        
        - Christopher Reeve
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      The Land Rover Defender skidded around the corner on two wheels, and Abby tightened her grip on the grab handle in an attempt to stop her ending up on Alison's knee. With a jolt, the seat belt locked into place, burning where it now sawed against the flesh of her collarbone.

      'Over there.' Abby pointed to a single forlorn piece of tarmac in an otherwise full car park. It was then they both spotted the grey Tesla as it emerged around the opposite corner. It seemed both drivers had spotted the empty space.

      'Don't you bloody dare!' Abby's eyes narrowed, glancing towards Alison.

      The battle had commenced.

      'Hang on,' Alison screamed, accelerating fast, then almost level with the precious real estate, she yanked on the handbrake, tugged the steering wheel sharply to the left, and slid into the empty space, giving a triumphant holler, and raising her hand for a high five. Abby tried to reciprocate even though she'd managed to pin herself to the passenger seat like a lobster in a Tesco's Finest Christmas box. Alison's manoeuvring had been magnificent, worthy of a stunt woman. It was just a shame neither of them could open their doors.

      'Climb over the seats and we can get out the tailgate.' Alison had started becoming much more authoritative.

      The two of them clambered over, pushing past the other, and made their exit unceremoniously out of the arse of the Defender, all the while smiling at the gesticulating Tesla driver who appeared to be on the verge of a stroke. Gloating, Abby slammed the tailgate shut and ran after Alison who was already striding at pace towards the arrivals hall. They were late. They would have arrived twenty minutes earlier if it hadn't been for a convoy of combine harvesters making their way into the Royal Highland Showground. Bo's flight was landing at exactly eleven, and it was now eleven twenty-three.

      'It's fine,' Abby said, finally catching up with Alison. 'It'll take ages to come through baggage. We'll most likely still be standing around for another ten minutes when we get inside.' But as soon as they checked the arrivals board, they realised the flight from Qatar had not arrived at eleven as scheduled, but at ten fifteen. Bo McKinnon had been on Scottish soil for over an hour, unsupervised.

      'Shit, don't say we've missed her.' Alison's head swept from one side to the other, scanning the terminal for any sign of the woman.

      'Remind me what she looks like?' asked Abby, who to this point had only seen photographs of Victoria's best woman.

      'Five-foot-eight, really dark eyes, olive skin, and eyebrows to die for,' Alison said, as though good eyebrows maketh the woman.

      'I can't see anybody that fits that description,' said Abby, seeing only a sea of red and orange wobbling flesh emerging from an Alicante arrival. She absently ran her middle finger over her brow, finding a sharp, rogue lash emerging where it shouldn't be. Not what you needed when you were about to meet the brow queen.

      They parted ways, Alison scouting WH Smith and Boots, whilst Abby checked the toilets, finding several questionable sights, but none that matched Alison’s description of Bo.

      'Anything?' Alison asked as they met back up in front of the arrivals exit.

      'Nope. Do you think she might have already left?'

      Alison shook her head. 'I don't know. I tried to call Victoria but it's engaged.'

      Abby shrugged. It was hardly surprising Victoria hadn’t answered the call given the bombshell that had landed in the middle of their wedding preparations that morning. It was less than two weeks until they were to be married and the venue, the five-star Manor Park Estate, had gone bust. 'Closing with immediate effect and cancelling all bookings' was what they had told Victoria when they had rung a couple of hours ago. The air had been thick with expletives when she came off the call, but truth be told, Abby didn’t care where they got married. They could get hitched in a car park for all she cared, just as long as she got to call Victoria her wife.

      'Stay here,' Alison told her, disappearing off towards departures.

      Abby stood, scanning faces.

      'Could passenger Boadicea McKinnon please make her way to the information point? Your welcome ride awaits.'

      Twirling around, she spotted the huge 'i' for information, and a space beneath, void of people. This was getting ridiculous, they had searched everywhere but to no avail, and neither of them wanted to return minus a best woman. Abby's phone vibrated in her pocket. She took it out to find a message from Victoria, whose day didn't appear to be getting any better.

      'If Bo is there, pick her up. If she isn't, leave. She's probably hooked up with the cabin crew.'

      Abby looked to Alison, who appeared by her side. 'Does Bo go for pilots or stewardesses?' she asked.

      'All of the above—and in one sitting.' Alison strode off in the direction of the one place they hadn’t dared to check yet: the customs exit point where they had expected to see Bo appear. Abby gasped as Alison ignored the no entry signs, marching straight through, running to catch up, and glancing over her shoulder to make sure no one was watching.

      ‘Are you sure this is okay?’ Abby asked. She wasn’t a natural rule breaker.

      ‘Have you got a better idea?’ Alison raised her eyebrows, but Abby was all out of alternatives. ‘Didn’t think so.’

      'Can I help you?' The voice seemed to come from nowhere, making them both grab at their chests, then each other.

      'Jeez, that’s three years off my life I’ll never get back,’ Alison murmured under her breath before turning to the well-built customs officer whose attention was squared on them. ‘We’re looking for a passenger. She was due to arrive on the Qatar flight, but we can’t find her.' Alison scanned the now deserted area.

      He glowered at them. 'I have to ask you to⁠—'

      'Bo!' exclaimed Alison as a small door opened at the far end of the hall.

      With one of the most stunning smiles Abby had ever seen, Bo McKinnon strode out to greet them. She was confidence on a stick.

      'Alison, darling. God, it is so good to see you.' She leant in and placed a huge kiss on Alison's lips. Abby watched, open-mouthed. When they pulled apart, Bo looked at Abby. 'Don't worry, darling, you're next.'

      Without further notice, she leant in, kissing Abby. Properly. Inappropriately. But god, that tongue.

      'I'm assuming you're Abby?' Bo asked as she pulled away. 'If not, this could be a little embarrassing.'

      Abby stood, wide-eyed. They should have warned her. Really.

      Alison chuckled. 'I think you've made an impression on Abby.'

      'Oh, it's all right.' Bo placed her hand under Abby's chin in a ticklish gesture. 'You'll get used to me.'

      Abby blushed.

      'Where are your bags?' Alison looked from Bo to the empty carousel.

      'Oh, I've just got this holdall left. They are so bloody awkward about what they let you bring in. Honestly, somebody really needs to update them as to what constitutes obscene material. Suffice to say that's the wedding present gone.' Bo rolled her eyes.

      Abby looked towards the little room that Bo had emerged from, wondering what had been confiscated, frightened to even contemplate what the gift might have been.

      'Let's get you home,' Alison said, hooking her arm through Bo's and leading the way towards the Defender, but a shout stopped them in their tracks.

      'Ms McKinnon! Ms McKinnon!'

      All three turned to see a young blonde customs officer in chase.

      Bo grabbed Abby's arm, squeezing tightly. 'Oh, shit. I thought I'd gotten away with it. It's okay, I'll tell them you had nothing to do with it, but—' she stared at Abby, eyes wide and brow furrowed, 'if they don't believe me, don't panic. With a bum like yours, you'll have a fabulous time in jail.'

      Abby's heart thundered in her chest. What the fuck?

      'Ms McKinnon, you forgot your…' The woman paused, her gaze meeting Bo's, small creases appearing in the corners of her eyes. 'Your didgeridoo.' She handed over a clear plastic bag containing a luminous pink…

      Abby was sure her jaw made an echoing thud as it hit the floor. Either that or it was the sound of her heart pounding.

      'Oh, thank you, Denise. That's so sweet of you. I'd have missed that.' Bo smiled, firmly grasping the dildo while her eyes remained fixed on the customs officer.

      The young blonde flushed, bouncing on the balls of her feet. 'Will you call me?' she asked demurely, lowering her gaze back down to Bo's hand, which was now clutching the vibrating shaft.

      Bo laughed. 'I'm amazed it's got any battery left,'' she said with a sly smile. Then, winking at the woman, she turned and headed towards the door, leaving Abby and Alison exchanging glances.

      'You didn't?' Alison asked.

      'I didn't what?' Bo said with a tone of complete innocence. 'They needed to strip search me for indecent material.' She winked at Abby. 'At least she had the good manners to wash it.'
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      As the Defender bumped up the entrance to the large farmhouse, Bo let out a long, low whistle. 'So, you own the entire estate?'

      Alison laughed. 'No, we own part of it, the Earl owns the lion's share. We bought the farmhouse, the outhouses, and the section of land that leads down to the estuary.'

      'Not bad, though, considering you're on the outskirts of Edinburgh. It beats my place stuck in the middle of nowhere.'

      Alison simply raised her eyebrows in a heavily sarcastic ‘aye, right’ sort of way, but didn’t elaborate, even when Abby flashed a questioning look from the back seat. There would be plenty of time for her to find out the hidden depths of Bo McKinnon.

      Alison slowed down as they prepared to drive around the final corner, allowing Bo her first glimpse of the farmhouse. She watched the slow nod of approval, beaming with pride as their visitor saw their new home for the first time. Being able to impress Bo was leaving her like a daft teenager.

      'Welcome home,' she said, bringing the car to a stop next to Victoria's new Aston Martin DBX.

      Bo jumped out, hands on her hips, looking towards the house and then across the fields to the building project which Alison was desperate to talk about. But as Victoria had reminded her before she left for the airport, there would be loads of time to share everything with Bo. If she could contain her excitement.

      Abby clambered out of the back seat and retrieved Bo's small rucksack, the woman’s only remaining luggage. The large wooden door to the farmhouse swung open, revealing Victoria in a much happier state than when they'd left her earlier.

      'Boadicea McKinnon. It's been too long,' she shouted as she walked towards her friend, a hand raised over her eyes, shielding her from the late June sun.

      Alison watched as the two women threw their arms around each other, squealing in delight.

      'Welcome to our humble abode.' Victoria pulled back, gesturing towards the house.

      'Never mind the house. Look at you. Have you got a picture in the attic or just a damned good surgeon?' Bo winked. 'You don't look a day older than the last time I saw you.'

      'God, you don't change either.' Victoria's smile was wry. 'Let me take you to your room.'

      Bo wiggled her eyebrows, causing Alison to burst into laughter.

      'I'd almost given up hope on that score, but darling, you can take me anywhere—even right here across the bonnet.' Bo dramatically draped herself across the front of the Aston Martin.

      Alison couldn't help but notice Abby holding back. They—she and Victoria—had known Bo since their student days and were used to her full-on persona, but for someone who didn't know Bo, she probably came across as outlandish and loud.

      'Behave, and come with me.' Victoria took Bo by the arm, leading her inside.

      'Yes, Mistress,' Bo muttered.

      Abby roughly dragged Bo's rucksack across the gravel before flinging it over her shoulder, and Alison reached out, taking her friend's arm.

      'Abby, she didn't—' Alison said, trying to quell Abby’s obvious irritation, but she wasn’t interested in anything Alison had to say.

      'Yes, Mistress,' Abby mimicked Bo's tone, wiggling her bum as she followed them into the house.
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      'Oh, do show me around, mein host,' Bo said as they walked into the large hall with its flagstone floor. Abby followed. Victoria led them through into a huge kitchen-diner with tri-folding doors opening onto a sun-kissed lawn.

      'In fact, I'll show you to your room later. But first, let's have a drink. A toast to your arrival,' Victoria declared, her hand waving in the direction of a table which held a metal ice bucket containing bottles of chardonnay and a tray of glasses.

      'So you all live here?'' Bo asked, raising an eyebrow and looking from Alison to Abby, and then back to Victoria.

      Victoria nodded. 'Yes, and Olivia. She lives with us, too.'

      'Ah yes… Olivia.' Bo gave a long, lingering smile. 'I hadn't appreciated you all—lived together. Well, now that I know how cosy your setup is, do you have room for another small one?’ she asked with a cheeky grin.

      'You're always welcome.' Abby beamed.

      A snort of laughter erupted from Alison, which in turn rippled around the group, all except Abby, who turned a puce colour on realising her misunderstanding. Bo couldn’t help but marvel at how adorable the young woman was when she blushed.

      'We share the same space, not each other's partners,' Victoria clarified, placing a hand on Abby’s arm.

      That small gesture was the first time Bo had ever witnessed anything close to possessiveness from Victoria, and not just with Abby, but with any woman she’d ever seen her with.

      'Alison and I are building a cottage overlooking the river,' Olivia said, arriving as if on cue. ‘I’m Olivia, Alison’s—’ She paused and looked at Alison. ‘What are we calling it, darling? Significant other? It’s a pleasure to meet you.’ Olivia extended her hand, and Bo gladly shook it, impressed by both Olivia’s timing and her ability to diffuse a situation.

      ‘Victoria is being incredibly generous, as well as patient, letting us stay here until it’s ready. I know Alison is excited to show it off.' Olivia winked at Alison who coloured slightly, but Bo took it more as a sign of pride, in both Olivia and the project they were developing. 'So, we’ll all be neighbours.'

      Just at that, a short woman with dark hair appeared, carrying a tray of tiny pieces of food. Bo stared unashamedly as the woman’s small, firm frame made its way across to them.

      'And who might you be?' Bo asked with her broadest smile.

      The dark-haired woman glanced in her direction. 'I'm Destinee with an e,' she said, carrying on with the task at hand.

      'Sorry, can I clarify? Is that Destiny with an e, or Destiny with e? I just need to know because customs confiscated my contraband.' This smart remark earned her a punch in the arm from Victoria.

      'Destinee, ignore her. She thinks she's being funny. She very rarely is.'

      A grunt came from Destinee's direction as she plonked the plate down next to the wine.

      'Your canapes,' she said, grunting before walking out.

      'Who was that?' asked Bo.

      'Destinee,' they all said in unison.

      'She's…umm, she's helping us out. She's…’ Victoria stalled as though trying to find the words which appeared to be escaping her. ‘Destinee has come to us from a program that one of Olivia’s friends is spearheading. They help people who have just been released find jobs. Ex-offenders.’ Victoria said the last word in a hushed tone, before allowing her voice to return to its usual volume when adding, ‘She's working out quite well.'

      'She's also stunning, in a sort of butch way,' Bo said with a quick eyebrow raise.

      Victoria sighed. 'Please don’t interfere with Destinee.'

      ‘Ooh, yes, please. I mean no, Mistress,' Bo said, aware of how much more interesting this trip home was suddenly becoming.
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      As pleased as Victoria was to see Bo again, she could sense that the first impression her friend and 'Best Woman' had left on Abby wasn't exactly glowing. In the year they'd been together, Abby had only shown irritation towards her once, and that had been when Olivia had first appeared in their lives. That same irritation, dare she say jealousy, was now on full display as she followed her fiancée into their bedroom.

      'Care to share?' Victoria asked as she watched Abby throw open the closet door and rake through clothes to change, ready for dinner. Every shirt, every dress, every-thing was abruptly yanked from one end of the rail to the other. This display of behaviour was out of character. Metal against metal scraped abrasively, filling the room with unkind noise.

      'About?' The single word formed a bullet fired at close range.

      Victoria took a breath, pausing to think through her response. The reality was she could probably guess the source of the irritation. Bo was Marmite. People either loved her or hated her at first, but nobody was ever indifferent. But unlike most people, first impressions of Bo were rarely accurate, but Abby wasn't to know that.

      'Talk to me about what's upsetting you.'

      'Nothing has upset me.' Abby slammed a drawer closed with her foot. 'Why would something have upset me?'

      Victoria sat on the edge of the bed and watched as the muscle on the side of Abby's jaw twitched. It was a stark reminder why she would partner with this woman in everything life offered, except poker. Knowing her best course of action was to let things unravel naturally, Victoria sat in silence, watching. It took about forty-five seconds for Abby’s pent-up frustration to leak.

      'She called you mistress. Right in front of me. It was like she was laughing at me.' Abby's voice shook with anger, but Victoria knew better than to placate. There was more to come.

      'She did the same thing at the airport.'

      Victoria frowned; she wasn't following this at all.

      Abby's hands balled into fists. 'We couldn't find her, and I was starting to worry because everything was going wrong. First the venue and then she wasn't there when we arrived. I thought we were going to have to come home without her—but then she comes out of a customs interrogation room and makes out like she'd done something really bad and that we were about to be arrested…' Abby pursed her lips so tightly they seemed to disappear, but she couldn’t hold back the emotion glistening in her eyes. 'It was all a big joke. She and Alison thought it was so funny when I thought she was in trouble, and then she turns up here, fawning all over you, calling you—mistress.' Abby made no attempt to hide her hurt, or contempt.

      It was like listening to a two-year-old have a tantrum, thought Victoria, but saying that out loud wouldn’t help matters, so she just listened. Besides, the woman she loved was both hurt and vulnerable. Victoria patted the space on the bed next to her, and with an edge of reluctance, Abby sat.

      'A little closer.' Victoria beckoned.

      Abby shimmied over so that their thighs touched.

      'Why were you so worried she wasn't there?' Victoria asked, her voice quiet.

      'Because—because everything is going wrong. We don't have anywhere to get married, and then if she hadn't turned up—I know how much you wanted her here. How much you want everyone here.'

      Victoria watched as Abby's lip quivered.

      'If you can't get those things, I'm frightened you won't want to get married. Not to me. Not when you could have someone like her.' Abby shrugged as a single tear ran down her cheek.

      Turning towards her, Victoria wiped away the droplet of emotion with her thumb.

      'Why would I ever want anyone else when I have you?' She took Abby's hand, entwined their fingers together, and squeezed.

      'Because she's hot and funny, and everyone loves her—' Abby's words and subsequent eye roll were stopped as Victoria leant in to kiss her.

      A brief second of resistance melted away as Abby allowed Victoria to deepen the kiss, the heat of their lips wiping away the pre-wedding stress they were both experiencing on the run up to their big day. When they eventually came up for air, Victoria allowed their foreheads to remain touching, her fingers woven through Abby’s loose waves. There was nothing so precious as the stolen moments of intimacy she shared with the woman she loved.

      'For the record, nothing will stop me from marrying you, and only you, because you're all I've ever wanted. You're smart, and caring, and funny, and the most beautiful person I've ever met. There isn't a woman on the face of this earth that can hold a candle to you, and that'll never change. Not for me.' Victoria kissed away a tear. 'I also want our day to be the best I can make it, so it's a day we'll always remember, but mostly I want everyone that matters to know you're mine—and I'm yours.'

      Abby's pent-up emotions rolled down her cheeks. If there was one promise Victoria could offer Abby, it would be for happiness… If only that was in her gift. No one could ever guarantee another's happiness, but supporting Abby to achieve what she wanted out of life would always be her priority.
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      Olivia had the kitchen running like a well-oiled machine, handing out tasks to her crew of sous chefs. Alison was thinly slicing onions, a teaspoon sticking out her mouth. Victoria stepped in to translate Alison’s garbled mumbling about sulphurous enzymes binding with the metal in the stainless-steel spoon to cut off their route to lachrymal glands—the ones responsible for reflexive tears. Victoria was quite sure Bo would have found the explanation far more impressive if there hadn’t been trails of tears rolling down Alison’s cheeks.

      Olivia’s second kitchen charge was Abby, who, by her own admission, was culinarily challenged. But to Victoria’s delight, her fiancée was focused with a furrowed brow, bringing together a marinade for the freshly caught wild salmon they were having for dinner. Under Olivia’s gentle tutelage and encouragement, Abby seemed to be enjoying the learning experience.

      Bo, on the other hand, had been put in charge of the wine, a task to which she was supremely matched and needed no encouragement. Victoria could still remember the sight and smell the first time Bo had led her down the old stone passage into her family’s wine cellar. Their footsteps had echoed around the curved chamber as loudly as the occasional condensation droplet, plummeting down to its demise on the flagstone floor. The coolness of the space had made Victoria shiver, but goosebumps had been replaced by adrenaline when Bo had told her she could pick any bottle she liked.

      The memory of the 1976 Petrus they had wasted that day still made her wince. She’d known nothing about wine back then, naive to the fact that people purchased cases as investments, allowing them to age, both in taste and value. Although now far less naive, she was still a wine novice compared to Bo. But on anything non-wine related, especially when it came to emotions of the heart, Bo, even at the ripe old age of forty-three, still had much to learn.

      ‘Bo, come and walk with me. We’ve a trail that follows the river, and it goes right past Alison and Olivia’s new place. You can see it for yourself and we can catch up before dinner,’ Victoria said, wanting her request to sound as unassuming as possible.

      Alison looked up, mumbling, almost dropping the teaspoon from her mouth, as disappointment creased her brow.

      'We’re only going past, we're not going in,’ Victoria assured her. ‘You and Olivia can take her over tomorrow, and show her around properly.’

      Placated, a little at least, Alison made a humphing noise, then turned her attention back to the onions, blinking rapidly. Abby kept her head down.

      The evening was warm, and the light soft as they walked past Abby and Alison’s studio, down towards the river. The field next to their land was full of soft, green wheat shoots swaying in the gentle breeze. Victoria knew how fortunate she was, and she didn’t take anything in her life for granted, nor would she allow anyone else to do that either.

      'Bo, I want to ask a favour.' Victoria made her way over to the large fallen tree trunk at the river's edge. Alison had carved a section of the trunk into a loveseat, offering views of the River Almond and out to the larger Forth estuary. 'Can you reel in your exuberance, just a little, while you’re here?’

      Bo opened her mouth in what Victoria knew would be a protest, so lifting her hand, she indicated that she wasn’t finished.

      ‘Abby’s finding the whole wedding thing quite stressful. Well, not just Abby, I suppose I am too. She—we—are a little more sensitive at the moment, so when someone she doesn’t know suddenly turns up like a euphoric puppy calling me mistress, it can be a bit—well, awkward.’ Victoria crinkled her nose.

      ‘A euphoric puppy’s a bit harsh,’ Bo said, her tone slighted. 'I was just pleased to see you.'

      Victoria took Bo’s hand and squeezed. ‘I know, and I can’t tell you how good it is to see you. It’s been too long, and I can’t begin to tell you how much I’ve missed you…’

      ‘But—’

      ‘But you’re here for our wedding, and that in itself tells you how much things have changed. Can you tone it down a little for me—for us?’

      Bo didn’t say anything for several moments. Turning her attention towards the river, she seemed to be contemplating what Victoria had asked.

      'I always thought we might eventually get together. You know, as we got older, both on our own, having had our fun—I thought that you might eventually succumb to my charms and let me take care of you… Although, in my head, you’d still be in charge in the bedroom. Even at my age, nothing gets me wetter than the memory of you in a tight black corset and heels.' Bo bit her bottom lip, allowing a devilish smile to take shape.

      ‘You were never subtle in your appreciation.' Victoria chuckled. ‘But an us? No. You’re wild and untamable. It’s why I love you—as a friend. But as a lover, or a partner, or god forbid, a wife? No.’

      The silence that followed wasn’t exactly uncomfortable, but Victoria sensed that Bo might still have more to get off her chest. This conversation, she realised, had been inevitable. Bo was an outrageous flirt, especially with her. Even when the three of them—her, Bo, and Alison—had spent an evening together at the start of their friendship, Victoria had opted to remove herself from the action. Coordination and voyeurism had been her roles for that night, rather than being an active part of the threesome. Alison had never hidden her attraction to Bo, but Victoria knew the one person Bo had always wanted to please was her.

      'Do you think I’ll ever find someone?' Bo asked, her voice quiet, almost a whisper, as though frightened to say the words out loud for fear of being mocked.

      Turning to face her, Victoria squeezed her hand again. 'The great Bo McKinnon is looking to settle down?' she asked, aware that Bo seemed to have lost herself in thought.

      Bo snorted, then as though shrugging off a veil of melancholy, she smiled, that familiar twinkle reappearing in her eyes. 'You can’t ban me from teasing altogether, or I’ll have to leave!' She laughed. It would have been easy to glide over the chink of vulnerability Bo had shared, but Victoria had seen it.

      'I’ll rein it in, as long as you promise to let me have the pick of all the women on your guest list.’

      'Deal!' It was at that moment Victoria knew their wedding reception wasn’t going to be a dull affair.
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      Everyone sat in the kitchen, holding their breaths. Victoria paced up and down, from one side of the room to the other.

      'What do you mean you have no vacancies? You told me yesterday that it was fine.' She ran her hands through her hair, tugging the red mane. 'Do you know what? Forget it. Just forget it.' She slammed the mobile down on the countertop. 'Fuck,' she said. The tension in the air was palpable, and Abby had a sudden desire to crack a joke, but catching the fire in Victoria’s eye, she wisely changed her mind.

      Less than twenty-four hours ago, they had been told their wedding venue had gone bust, and since then, Victoria had been on the phone trying to secure a new venue for their date. There were only two weeks left before two hundred guests descended to celebrate their nuptials.

      'Honestly, it doesn't matter. We could have it here. I'll marry you in the garden. God, I'd marry you in a shed. I don't care, I just want to marry you,' Abby said, meaning every word.

      'But I want you to have a special day. I want our day to be one that everybody will remember, that we’ll remember. I don't want to get married in a shed. What we’re about to do is far too important.'

      Abby shrugged. 'I don't care where.'

      Victoria sighed.

      'Does nobody sleep past twelve here?' Bo exclaimed as she walked into the kitchen, dressed in a scanty negligee. Everyone's eyes turned towards her and her taut, tanned body. 'Is there any chance of getting breakfast, or do we have to join in the drama to get something to eat?' She absently threw a hand in the air, revealing a very ample breast as the negligee twisted. 'Oh, for fuck’s sake.' She grabbed the negligee, twisting it back round her body, but not before Abby caught Destinee taking in the offering. Until that moment, Abby hadn’t given any thought to the woman’s persuasion, but the way she looked at Bo left Abby in no doubt about what or who she found attractive. No wonder Olivia’s friend thought this was an ideal placement.

      'There is no drama,' announced Victoria, annoyed.

      Abby sighed. 'The venue has gone bust and we need to find somewhere else to hold the wedding. I'm trying to persuade her we can hold it here. We don't need a marquee, we just need people to show up and a few bottles of something fizzy, and we can get married.'

      'I want something bigger, better, for you,' Victoria tried to explain, but it wasn’t what Abby wanted to hear. Bigger and better wasn’t what she wanted, especially when it seemed to be coming at the cost of Victoria’s usual cool, calm, and collected approach to life.

      'Why not have the castle?' said Bo with such a nonchalant air that Abby thought she was teasing. But as she saw Alison nod, she realised that Bo must indeed have a castle. Doesn’t everyone, she thought, trying desperately not to roll her eyes. Is there anything this woman doesn’t have?

      'The castle?' Olivia asked, sitting by Alison’s side. They were always so close, the pair of them wrapped around each other. Abby reckoned they’d be the sort of couple that never came out of their honeymoon period.

      'They call it a castle, it's… It's a funny-shaped house, really. It's not like Edinburgh or Stirling Castle,’ Bo explained, although Abby sensed she was downplaying how grand it might be.

      'It's amazing,' Alison said, her face animated. ‘It’s at the side of a loch. Victoria, it would be perfect.’

      'It’s yours if you want it,' Bo said with a dismissive wave. 'How many are coming?'

      'Two hundred and ten,' Victoria said.

      'I can call in a few favours to local hotels and Airbnb’s, and we’ve the lodges too. I dare say we’d be able to accommodate everyone at a push. We might have to share a room, though.' Bo winked at Abby, who immediately blushed. 'I can promise you an interesting wedding night.'

      'Bo!' Victoria’s tone caused Bo to jump, much to Abby’s satisfaction.

      'Okay, sorry.' Bo stepped back, holding her hands up in surrender. 'But you’ve got to admit the castle isn’t a bad idea, plus the fact it's not that far from civilisation.'

      ‘True,’ said Victoria, rubbing her brow. 'It might not be a bad idea.'

      'It's a bloody brilliant idea. So now that I've sorted the drama, any chance I can get some French toast?' She glanced over in Destinee's direction, giving her a cheeky smile.

      Abby wasn't sure if it was meant suggestively, but she got a single cocked eyebrow back from Destinee.

      'If you wouldn't mind, Destiny with an e.'

      Destinee grunted and made her way to the fridge.

      'Where is this castle?' Abby asked. Her one concern was Freya, her sister. Would she be able to make it there? Right now, she was in Vienna, performing at the Musikverein Wien for an extended run, much to Abby’s disappointment.

      'You’re worried about Freya?' Victoria asked, and once again Abby wondered if her future wife really could read her mind, because more and more often it seemed as though she knew her better than she did herself.

      'I just want to make sure she’ll be able to get there.'

      'It's not far. It's about an hour and a half south of here,'' Alison said enthusiastically. 'It’s surrounded by trees, completely secluded. You wouldn’t know it was there unless someone showed you.'

      Abby looked from Alison’s eagerness to the hope in Victoria’s face. Perhaps this was the solution they were after…

      'We can arrange a car to pick up Freya, and from what you’ve said, I think she might prefer the solitude. But Bo, what about your parents? Don't they still live there?' Victoria asked as though she’d taken the lack of objection from Abby as her agreement.

      'Pfft.' Bo rolled her eyes. 'No, they watched a series of Escape to the Chateau, bought an old estate west of Paris, and now they're Dick Strawbridge's neighbours. The Scottish castle is far too provincial, so yeah, it's lying empty. The staff are still there, they keep it ticking over, making sure there’s no leaking pipes and such, but with the exception of Christmas, it’s empty and yours for the taking.’

      'Okay, we can drive down today. I want to make sure you’ve seen it and are happy.’ Victoria sat down on the stool next to her fiancée and laid her hand on her shoulder. ‘Is that okay with you?’ she asked Abby.

      All eyes were on her, waiting for her agreement, or maybe her blessing. What she'd said earlier about not caring where they got married was true. Where didn’t matter, but she just wished she didn’t have to share such a special moment with over two hundred people she barely knew.

      'I'm happy if you're happy. I just want my sister to be there.' Abby watched, knowing it was the right answer as the tension in Victoria’s shoulders seeped away, the fine lines around her eyes becoming less defined.

      ‘She will be, darling, even if I have to fly to Vienna and peel her away from that damned piano myself,’ Victoria said, her smile growing more generous by the moment.

      Bo leant back on her stool. 'Mm, this sister of yours, what's she like?'

      'I remember a young girl who was very quiet and serious—and intense. Unlike her sister.' Victoria laughed, placing a light kiss on Abby’s cheek.

      'Yeah, she’s still as intense but she's a bit more—' Abby pursed her lips, looking up at the ceiling as she thought about the best way to describe Freya. ‘Aloof.’ That was probably the most diplomatic description she could offer about her sister.

      'Yeah, but age, looks, Abby?' Bo lifted her eyebrows, waiting for Abby's response.

      'She's twenty-nine and she's got brown hair. She's slim. Taller than me. Prettier than me. More talented than me.'

      Victoria immediately interjected. 'Stop that. Nobody is more talented than you. Or prettier.'

      'Mm,' said Abby, only wishing that was true.

      'But don't you get any ideas,' Victoria said, her gaze set on Bo. 'God, you'd be like a cougar, she's twenty-nine. That makes you years older than her.'

      Bo looked to Victoria. 'I don't think the age gap is much more than yours,' she said, feigning innocence.

      'It's another three years, it makes a difference,' Victoria clarified. 'Besides, don't mess with family.'

      'Well, I think that's up to…what did you say her name was, Abby?'

      'Freya.'

      'I think that's up to Freya. Besides, does she like women?'

      Abby thought for a moment. 'The question isn't so much does she like women, it’s more, does she like people?'

      Bo looked slightly alarmed. 'So what’s she into?'

      Abby chuckled. 'Solo performances,' she said with a wry smile.

      'I thought she was going to say farmyard animals,' muttered Destinee as the microwave pinged, leaving them all speechless.
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      Bo was pretty sure that Destinee had no idea she was being watched as she stood surreptitiously listening to their chatter. The door to the dining room was ajar, and compliments about the delicious meal she’d cooked them were in abundance.

      'The lemon sole just melted in the mouth, but mixing it with a grapefruit sabayon was just—oh god, I don’t have the words.' Everyone around the table nodded in agreement with Victoria’s sentiment.

      'Can you believe that Destinee made that?' Alison said.

      'Of course I can, but I’ve a talent for spotting women with skilled hands.' Bo smiled, leaning back in her chair so she could glance in the mirror to see Destinee’s reaction, pleased to see her smile grow. 'So does this mean she’s coming with us?'

      There had been a huge debate over who was and wasn’t making the guest list since the decision had been made to marry at the castle. This was in part due to Bo’s misplaced certainty of enough available accommodation, but also due to Abby’s minor meltdown. After a fairly explosive tantrum, insisting no one was listening to her, she ran out of the room and locked herself in the bathroom. It had taken Victoria an hour, and the promise of cutting the guest list from hundreds down to just twenty, for her to slide back the lock and rejoin them. Bo could see the young woman was embarrassed, but she felt nothing but admiration towards her. Abby had been a bit dramatic, but it took guts to stop a wedding train in its tracks and say enough. A huge party at The Balmoral—post-wedding—with all the guests was Abby’s compromise.

      Bo’s only qualm, watching all of this unravel, was the sudden reduction in the number of available women who would be in attendance, but that concern was getting less by the minute.

      'So are we voting on this?’ Olivia asked. ‘Are we hiring Destinee as your caterer?’

      ‘If it’s a raise of hands we need, she has my vote. This is even better than fish finger sandwiches,' Abby said, rubbing her tummy.

      'When did you start refining your taste to lemon sole?'’ Alison asked, unable to resist teasing her ex-lover. 'Ever since I've been dragged around wedding venues trying out tasting menus. I've become a bit of a connoisseur of good fish dishes. But none of them tasted as good as that.'

      Without excusing herself, Bo left them to their appreciation of Destinee’s cooking skills and slipped from the table. The sudden opening of the door caught Destinee by surprise, leaving her startled and staring at Bo like a frightened rabbit in headlights. Placing a finger on her lips, Bo took the younger woman’s hand and led her back down the hall to the kitchen.

      'Were you eavesdropping?' Bo asked once she’d turned to make sure they were out of earshot.

      'No, I wasn’t.' Destinee crossed her arms over her chest, tilting up her chin in defiance.

      ‘You were, and don’t deny it, I was watching you in the mirror.' Bo leaned against the fridge, smiling smugly, but Destinee didn’t have the look of a woman who was about to back down. She watched her open her mouth, with what Bo expected to be an instinctive bite back of denial, but the younger woman seemed to stop herself, as though she was changing tack at the last minute.

      'I was just coming to see if the plates needed clearing, was all,' she said, the ferocity in her eyes daring Bo to challenge her.

      Bo didn’t say a word. There was a fire in the younger woman she found exciting, but she wasn’t a fool. Experience had taught her that behind a shield of anger, there usually lay something far more vulnerable, and the pain hiding behind fearful eyes was just as evident. The tension between them was tangible, each staring the other down, waiting to see who would be the first to flinch. For the first time in Bo’s life, she wasn’t sure who was the hunter and who was the prey.

      Destinee’s gaze was focused on her face, her eyes never moving, never blinking, but Bo’s gaze had dropped to the younger woman’s mouth. Her lips were slightly parted, full and plump with youth. Each breath caused an almost imperceptible quiver over the rose-pink flesh. The shirt she wore, a cheap black cotton which had seen better days, was open at the neck, offering Bo a glimpse of pale, almost translucent skin and firm muscle.

      ‘Like what you see?’ The sneer in Destinee’s tone brought Bo’s attention abruptly back up to her face. An uncharacteristic heat crept over her cheeks, fuelling irritation.

      ‘Don’t try to divert attention from what you were doing, I know what I saw. You were listening in on private conversations, that’s hardly trustworthy behaviour. Is it?’ Bo spat the words out with far more venom than intended, and Destinee took a step back. Shit, Bo thought, where the hell did that come from? It was only when the younger woman shook her head and turned on her heel, leaving her standing in the kitchen, did Bo realise her hands were shaking. Damn.

      When Bo had snuck out of the room, her only intention had been to tease Destinee, perhaps flirt a little—okay, definitely flirt, a lot—but how the hell had it gone so badly wrong? The door to the back garden that Destinee had shot through in righteous anger was lying partially open, and despite it being gone nine in the evening, it was still daylight, the only upside to a Scottish summer. Bo could see her foot kick some of the small stones that lay along the side of the newly laid path. Moving closer to the door, she watched Destinee scuff her feet in the gravel. Tight black, ripped denims, with hands fisted in the pockets led up to a lean torso, and up further still were those lips, so full of promise but now pursed with petulance.

      She had to sort this.

      The creak of the French door as Bo stepped out onto the patio seemed to catch Destinee's attention. She stopped scuffing, but the young woman didn’t look up until they were almost side by side. The smell of her cologne, woody, cheap, but not offensive, tickled Bo’s nose. Over the years she’d experienced the attention of numerous women, some she’d courted, many she hadn’t, but very few had ever gotten under her skin, and certainly not enough to get her to admit her own shortcomings. Hell, she’d never once apologised to Victoria, and she adored her, but here she was standing next to Destinee, a woman potentially twenty years her junior (or more) with a dubious background, and Bo was considering taking responsibility for her part of whatever had caused that emotive exchange.

      Why? To what end?

      An urge to put things right between them outweighed the lack of answers, and she moved a little closer, so close she could feel the heat of her body.

      ‘Destinee, I need to—’ Bo’s pinkie brushed against the young woman’s hand, only to pull away again just as quickly as Abby burst onto the patio. She glanced at Destinee before taking a step back, and her heart missed a beat; there was no doubt in her mind that the darkness in the younger woman’s eyes was born of desire.

      ‘Don’t say you’ve told her already!’ Abby whined, looking genuinely crestfallen that somebody may have beaten her to the punch.

      ‘I’ve not said a word.’ Bo smiled, then swept her hand from Abby in the direction of Destinee. ‘She’s all yours.’

      The pang of disappointment from their broken connection, albeit fleeting, left her feeling oddly empty. Maybe it was tiredness from the excitement of seeing Victoria and Alison again, or maybe she was just tired from the flight. Whatever it was, Bo was definitely out of sorts.

      Abby wasted no time in announcing the good news. ‘Destinee, we loved what you cooked tonight, and we wondered if you’d be there for our wedding? Please say yes.’

      This had been the first time since Bo had arrived that she’d witnessed Abby get involved, properly involved, in the wedding arrangements, and there was a pleading edge to her tone. Until now it had been Victoria’s show, but reducing the size seemed to have allowed her to take more ownership, like she was in control of the day, not the day controlling her.

      ‘To cook?’ Destinee asked, pulling Bo out of her thoughts.

      ‘Well—yes.’ Abby faltered, her cheeks reddening. ‘But you’d be welcome to join us after the meal and stay with us at the castle.’ Her words had gathered speed, highlighting her discomfort, perhaps worried about potentially causing offence, or Destinee refusing her offer. ‘We’ll pay you the same rate as the other caterers are charging, but then we’d like you to join us after,’ Abby said grimacing, obviously unsure how to strike the balance of the offer between caterer and guest.

      ‘I’d be buzzin’ to cook for you,’ Destinee said, kicking away a stone with her foot, her shy smile doing little to hide just how happy she was at being asked.

      ‘Thank you!’ Abby flung her arms around Destinee, pulling her into a tight hug, one which Bo couldn’t help but notice was returned with vigour, causing a small twinge in her chest.

      Damn, she thought, heartburn’s the last thing I need just now.
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