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Chapter One



Indi


Wednesday 17 May


There was nothing India Drewe loved as much as a well-laid plan.


And today might just be the week when not just one but two well-laid plans came to fruition. Which was why, despite standing in what must be 100-degree heat and humidity, her nose alarmingly close to someone else’s less than fragrant armpit, she couldn’t keep from smiling – a breach of tube etiquette which was getting her more than a few concerned looks from fellow commuters. But for once India didn’t care what other people thought. All she had to do was rock this interview and then, on Friday night, Will had planned a special dinner at their favourite restaurant. The one they had gone to on their very first proper date, for every anniversary and to celebrate on the day they had decided to move in together.


Indi took as deep a breath as she could manage while squeezed into a tiny vacuum of standing space, twisting her neck to avoid inhaling any more armpit, trying to calm the dizzying excitement dancing through her. Will had looked uncharacteristically nervous this morning when he had suggested the evening out, when he had said that he wanted to discuss something important with her …


Her smile widened and one of her neighbours shuffled back a nervous centimetre. She didn’t need to be Hercule Poirot to work this one out. There was only one logical conclusion – Will was going to ask her to marry him! After all, her thirtieth birthday was just a few weeks away. She had always been clear with him that her life plan included getting engaged by thirty and married by thirty-one. And here was Will planning to propose right on time. He was so dependable. Just one of the things that made them so compatible.


A proposal! If Indi wasn’t so hemmed in – and so public – she would break out into a happy dance. It totally explained his recent odd behaviour: the hastily closed laptop whenever she came into the room, the abstraction, the obsession with travel documentaries, the mooning over old Facebook memories of his trek to Machu Picchu and his old apartment in Sydney. He wanted a destination wedding, or a really exotic honeymoon! He was always saying how much he would like to show her some of the places he had visited on his gap year, maybe he thought this was the perfect time. And she was completely on board – as long as he planned on recreating his backpacking days from the comfort of a five-star hotel, of course. Indi wasn’t high maintenance, but she had definitely aged out of dorm rooms.


The train shuddered, jamming Indi’s nose straight into the suited armpit she had been trying to avoid, but for once she didn’t care, even though surely one of the few upsides of being five foot ten in flat shoes was avoiding inadvertently exploring other people’s intimate areas. She didn’t care that she was just one of the many human sardines jammed into the hot, sweaty tube carriage, nor that they had been paused outside Russell Square for what might have only been one minute but felt like eternity. No, she was too busy visualising her future with every positive vibe she could muster. Visualise the interview going exactly to plan, visualise the proposal (would he go down on one knee? Hide the ring in her champagne glass?), visualise celebrating her thirtieth birthday as both head of department and a fiancée.


After another, harsher judder, one that sent her far deeper into the armpit than any other human should ever need to go, the train started to move with obvious reluctance. Planting her heels firmly on the floor, Indi managed to twist away, lifting her face up to breathe in air that was far from fresh but a significant improvement on her previous situation, bracing herself for the fight through the packed bodies as they finally stopped at her platform.


By the time she reached the exit, Indi felt, as usual, that she had just navigated a particularly testing assault course, the kind saved for the most elite of soldiers. Anxiously, she checked her appearance in a shop window, relieved that all was as it should be. The low bun she had coerced her thick curls into was perfectly in place, not one tendril daring to escape, her discreet make-up hadn’t melted, her favourite – and most expensive – light grey suit was miraculously unwrinkled. Best of all, thanks to her careful planning, even the slight delay hadn’t derailed her timetable. Of course, she had built in a delay contingency. Lateness, her father had always said, was simply the result of bad planning. And today of all days, punctuality was key.


Indi patted her tote bag, feeling the reassuring outlines of her printed and bound presentation, one for each of the panel. Three internal applicants, including herself, and five externals had made the first round of interviews, this second round was down to just two: Indi and an unknown external candidate. Which suited her perfectly. No external candidate could know the role as well as she did, surely? Victory was so close, she could taste it.


Pulling out her phone, Indi checked her timings. Oh yes, timetable running to plan. She had more than enough time to walk to her office, check that her presentation was accessible on her memory stick, in her inbox and saved onto the cloud and to grab a very much caffeinated coffee to make sure she was suitably peppy. All nicely on schedule.


This was why she liked a plan. It took all the unnecessary drama out of life.


As Indi went to put her phone back into her bag, a message from her sister flashed up and she paused, eagerly swiping open the full message. It was lovely to know that although Jade might be thousands of miles away (2,115 to be exact, according to Google) and an hour ahead, she had still remembered how important today was.


Although, to be fair, it would have been a surprise if she had forgotten after last night’s lengthy FaceTime when Indi had practised her presentation three times. She was grateful for video calls, but they were by no means a substitution for Jade’s actual, physical presence. The sooner her sister returned home, the better.


Good luck today, you are going to ROCK IT!!! We need to celebrate [image: image] in person! I MISS YOU!! [image: image]


Thank you, I’m a little nervous … Indi sent back and the reply was immediate.


You’ve got this!!! [image: image]


Indi bit her lip. How she missed her little sister. She’d expected her to return home at Easter after a few months working on a yacht in the Caribbean, only for Jade to head to Naxos for another seasonal job instead, without even a weekend home in between.


Things hadn’t been easy for Jade since the accident that had killed their father when she was just eight, and Indi was glad to see her be more independent. But the two of them had always been so close, it made spending six months apart difficult, even if they did speak nearly every day.


And although the Greek island looked beautiful and Jade seemed happy, Indi couldn’t help but worry. At twenty-two, Jade really needed to think about her future, about a career and qualifications. Not that Indi could complain too much, as Jade had suggested that Will and Indi come and stay for free at the fancy resort where she was working. Maybe she should book some holiday and accept the invitation. Not only would she get to see her sister – and check out Nico, the man she had followed to Greece – but a luxurious island resort was, after all, the perfect place to celebrate an engagement – and to celebrate her thirtieth as well, although she didn’t want to ruin whatever Will was planning. She’d given him plenty of hints, after all, for how to make her day really special, just as she had done for him almost a year ago.


Indi hesitated, wondering whether to tell Jade about her suspicion that Will was intending to propose or if doing so would tempt fate. Maybe she should wait until the proposal was safely accepted and the ring actually on her finger? She could see the message now – a photo of her left hand, ring sparkling, with a pithy caption. I said yes! Or maybe, Put the champagne on ice.


Still considering, Indi stepped forward, eyes on her phone, only to let out a high-pitched noise, somewhere between a squeal, a groan and a curse, as she collided with a man rushing past, sending his coffee cup flying as she did so. Time slowed down as, with a sense of impending horror and helplessness, Indi watched the cup drop, bounce off her shoulder and onto her tote bag, leaving a trail of hot latte over both her and her bag.


‘No!’ Her cry became an anguished wail as the liquid began to soak through the bag and onto her precious paper presentations.


‘Watch where you are going,’ the owner of the cup snapped and Indi glared at him furiously.


‘Watch where I was going? You walked right into me. Look at me.’ Indi held up her bag, her fury intensifying as she took in the state of it. ‘Look at my presentation. It’s ruined!’ She pulled out the top copy and stared at it in dismay; the beautifully bound document was stained and soggy, the paper disintegrating in her hand. ‘What am I going to do?’ She tugged at her jacket as the spreading dampness seeped through her sleeve and onto her skin. Thank goodness the coffee wasn’t newly bought; the heat was uncomfortable but not scalding.


‘You should be offering to buy me a new coffee as you’re wearing mine,’ the man snapped back and walked away, leaving Indi standing there damp and smelling not of the Dior perfume Will had bought her for Christmas, but of soy latte.


Think, Indi. Possible permutations ran quickly through her brain. She would just have to email the presentation to the panel after the interview and be grateful that her three backup plans meant this debacle was just a setback, not a disaster.


But she had congratulated herself too soon; as Indi unbuttoned her jacket to assess the damage, she realised with a horrified yelp that the coffee had soaked through more than just her sleeve and that her blouse was also saturated, no longer crisp, white and smart but crumpled and stained brown. She looked around wildly, but there were no clothes shops between here and her office, nowhere she could pop to without making herself late.


‘It’s fine,’ she muttered, frantically replanning and strategising. Some of her colleagues kept changes of clothes at work, surely someone had something she could borrow? A strategically placed scarf might work. Besides, she had no choice but to carry on, that half-an-hour margin of error had dwindled down to twenty-four minutes and counting. ‘You still have several electronic versions of the presentation and you can fix the outfit. You’ve got this.’


She continued to repeat positive thoughts as she walked at a brisk pace through Bloomsbury until she reached the narrow street of terraced Georgian town houses long since turned into university offices where she worked, heading into the house which was home to the operations department and making her way up the stairs to the project management office. The large first-floor room had once been a prestigious drawing room and still boasted fancy cornicing and an ornate fireplace, but it was now painted a faded industrial shade of green and housed desks and filing cabinets, not sofas and occasional tables.


The office was still empty, apart from Priya who liked to arrive early and have a peaceful coffee away from the demands of her two children before starting work.


‘Indi! What’s happened?’ Priya’s look of horror did nothing to help Indi’s frayed nerves. ‘Isn’t your interview this morning?’


‘It is. Do you think I can rinse the coffee stain out?’ Indi dumped her bag and jacket onto her desk and pulled her blouse out of her waistband as she tried to assess the damage.


‘If you don’t mind presenting in a see-through damp shirt. Oh, your jacket is ruined too.’ Priya took the jacket and held it up, forehead creasing in concern. ‘What a shame. I love this jacket on you, it makes you look like a total boss babe.’


‘Worse, my presentation has turned to papier mâché …’ Indi held up the still dripping tote bag at arm’s length and Priya took a hurried step back. ‘Thank goodness for PowerPoint, I can salvage this at least, but that’s more than I can say for my appearance!’


‘We could swap clothes?’ Priya offered, and despite everything, Indi couldn’t help but laugh. Priya was a petite five foot nothing and size six, a pixie beside Indi, who was a statuesque and curvy size twelve. She would look even more ridiculous in Priya’s red skater dress than she already did. It probably wouldn’t cover her bum!


‘That’s very kind, but I’m not sure I could get a leg into that dress, let alone my boobs. I was wondering if I could do some kind of fancy drapey thing with a scarf or something?’


‘That shirt is beyond saving,’ Priya said sympathetically but practically. ‘Apart from anything else, it reeks of burnt coffee. You get your laptop plugged in and I’ll do a raid in the cupboard and see what I can find.’


Indi threw an anxious glance at the clock on the wall. She had just fifteen minutes now. This was supposed to be her calm final prep time; she should be drinking coffee not washing it off her, reading her presentation through not dumping it in the bin. Hands shaking, she pulled her laptop out of her rucksack and plugged it in as Priya returned, her expression rueful, three tops in her hands.


‘Slim pickings, I’m afraid. I’m sorry, Indi. I could go next door and see if Lou has anything?’


‘No time.’ Surely, they couldn’t be that bad. ‘Pass them here, one of them will simply have to do.’


‘Hello, India, thank you for coming in today.’


‘Thank you for asking me back.’ Indi smiled at the three people sitting opposite her, trying to look as if she had purposely chosen to team her smart grey linen trousers with a pink T-shirt sporting all five Spice Girls on it. Her other alternatives had been a sweatshirt with a unicorn in sequins above the word ‘Believe’ or a neon-green cycling top emblazoned with the name of an energy drink. She noticed all three pairs of eyes flicker to her top and straightened, shoulders back, head up, ready to style it out. ‘I’m really excited to talk through my presentation with you.’ She put her laptop on the table, touching her trouser pocket to make sure the memory stick was in there; she at least had managed to check that it was ready to load if the presentation, safely saved onto her laptop, should fail at all and the often dodgy Wi-Fi should go down, leaving her email and cloud backups useless. ‘I’ll just plug this in.’


She quickly connected up her laptop and pressed the remote to switch on the presentation screen. It remained resolutely dark. She pressed it again. Nothing. She attempted a smile, although what she wanted to do was stamp her foot and ask the heavens what she had done to be tested like this?


‘Ah, it looks like the remote is out of batteries.’ Why hadn’t she thought to bring some? A contingency she hadn’t even considered she would need to cover.


She pressed the button for a third time, hoping for a miracle.


No such luck.


What was happening? How, despite all her fail-safes, was she standing here in a Spice Girls T-shirt with a painstakingly prepared presentation no one could see?


Indi blinked rapidly, eyes and throat hot.


Keep it together, Drewe.


‘Oh, dear.’ Maggie, the university’s chief operating officer, joined her in pressing several buttons on the remote, but it made no difference. ‘I’m sorry, India, but we only have this room for an hour. Can you manage without the screen?’


An hour ago, she would have said a confident ‘yes’, but an hour ago, she still had her beautifully bound paper copies, which were now taking up half the recycling bin.


Think, think … Her laptop screen? No, that was far too small to present from, the interviewers would be so busy peering at it they wouldn’t be able to concentrate on what Indi was saying. She stood there for a moment, panic coursing through her. This job was everything she wanted. She was so tantalisingly close, she couldn’t give up now.


Turning the laptop towards her, to give herself a framework at least, Indi took a deep breath. How was she going to manage without her pie charts and graphs, her data and examples, while dressed like a twelve-year-old from 1996?


When all else fails, her dad would say, fake it.


She could do this. She had to.


‘Being a successful project manager is very similar to being a Spice Girl,’ she began and saw three pairs of eyebrows instantly shoot up. ‘You have to be full of energy like Sporty Spice, channel your inner child like Baby and don’t be afraid to keep asking why, carry yourself with poise just as Posh Spice would, and always have a plan B. And, of course, never be afraid to be scary when the situation demands it …’ Were they actually buying this? By the smiles and the nods, it seemed as if they were. But how on earth was she going to work Geri into it? ‘Last but not least, you need the confidence of Ginger Spice to push ahead …’





Chapter Two



Jade


Thursday 18 May


Jade sat back and looked out across the endless sea. It was a sight that usually left her practically vibrating with happiness. The sunset was spectacular, the sun itself glowing red as it started its descent below the horizon, casting a fiery path along the purpling water, the sky a kaleidoscope of oranges and pinks and gold. No wonder the first people to enjoy this view had worshipped the sun as a god. On a night like this, Jade could almost believe the gods were guiding her fate. After all, they had brought her here, to the small, perfect island of Agios Iohannis. To Nico.


She shifted her gaze from the sunset to the man sitting opposite her. She must have been very, very good in her previous life to have got so lucky. Tall and broad with olive skin darkened by weeks of working outside, dark curls falling over his brow, darker eyes heating her through every time they rested on her, a mouth made to kiss and a body made to touch, it was as if Apollo himself had jumped down from his fiery chariot to seduce her. Now she understood how all those mythological women had succumbed to showers of gold. She’d never wanted anyone so desperately in all her admittedly inexperienced life.


And, best of all, he seemed to want her just as much.


But even so, she wasn’t sure how he would react to her news. She wasn’t sure how she felt about it, after all, and she had known herself for twenty-two years longer than she’d known Nico.


‘You look miles away,’ Nico said in the perfect English that always put her to shame. She had gone as far as downloading Greek onto her language app, now she all she needed to do was to start actually learning it.


Jade reached out and took his hand. It still seemed unreal that she could just do that, just reach out and touch him, be touched. She sometimes worried their relationship was all a very long daydream and she’d wake up to find herself back on the yacht where they’d met, stepping onto the deck only to be stopped in her tracks by the shirtless Adonis in front of her. The last thing she’d expected when she’d taken a three-month job as a third stewardess for a yacht charter season was to find herself falling head over heels for one of the deckhands. Let alone that he would seem to fall just as hard for her.


More than seem, she reminded herself. After all, he’d asked her to come back to Greece with him at the end of the charter season, had found her a job at his cousin’s new resort. They shared a room, a bed, a life.


He talked about forever.


But did he mean it?


There was only one way to find out.


Jade inhaled, searching for the right words, still not sure what she was going to say, just that she had to say something. She tightened her grip on his strong, capable hand, threading her fingers through his.


‘Nico, I went over to Naxos today.’


‘I know.’ He sounded slightly surprised, probably wondering why she had mentioned her trip. After all, she visited the bigger island several times a week. Naxos was home to the main company office as well as shops and the post collection point. ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t take you myself, I hope Antinous took good care of you.’


‘Of course, although no one sails like you,’ she reassured him. ‘Anyway, I’ve been feeling a little under the weather, so I went to see the doctor while I was there. You know how tired I have been lately.’


‘No wonder with the hours you work, I’m always telling Mikhos you do too much,’ he scolded, but his eyes darkened with concern. ‘Is everything OK?’


‘Yes, I mean, I’m not ill. But he did a test and, the thing is …’ Another deep breath. ‘Nico. I’m pregnant.’


Jade had an overwhelming urge to squeeze her eyes closed as if she were a child hiding from something scary, not sure she wanted to see Nico’s first reaction, but she forced herself to keep looking at him. All the concern faded until his face was completely expressionless, his hand slackening under hers as he pulled it slowly away. She felt cold without his touch.


‘Pregnant?’ There was no discernible emotion in his voice and, despite the warm evening, Jade shivered.


‘About eight weeks, he said.’ She looked down at her hand still stretched out alone in the middle of the table. ‘I should have guessed, I suppose, but I’m on the pill and don’t always take breaks so didn’t realise …’ She flushed. This shouldn’t feel so awkward. After all, they had been intimate enough to make a baby – to make hundreds of babies. ‘He said it was probably when I was ill, those bad prawns, remember? Apparently being sick can make the pill less effective. I didn’t think. I’m sorry.’


‘You’re pregnant? We’re going to have a baby?’ Nico was on his feet, running his hands through his thick dark hair until it stood up on end.


‘Maybe. It’s still early. I might not … and we could …’ Damn, she couldn’t manage a single sensible word. ‘What I mean is that it’s still early days, there’s a reason why people wait till three months before they tell people. And as it’s so early, we have options.’


He stilled. ‘Options? Is that what you want?’


‘I don’t know,’ Jade said honestly. ‘I am here on a temporary visa, my home is hundreds of miles away, I am only twenty-two, we met just a few months ago. Most people would say having a baby together at this point in our lives is absolutely crazy.’


Her sister for one; his cousin – and her boss – for another.


‘But what do you say, Jade? You’re the only person whose opinion matters here.’


‘Not the only one. You matter too.’


‘OK.’ He sat back down, straight-backed, determined-looking, and some of her tension dissipated. He hadn’t run, that was a start, although she had never really thought he would. She’d fallen for the film-star looks but stayed because he was a good, caring man. But their still-fledgling relationship had never been tested like this before. ‘You’re right. We have only been together for a short time. You are supposed to be leaving at the end of the summer. We have very busy jobs, our days are long and intense, tourism is not just seasonal but unpredictable, we are at the start of our careers. A baby will complicate things.’


Jade swallowed. He was only saying everything she had been thinking. It was just that hearing it out loud made her realise how impossible keeping this baby was. And how much she wished it wasn’t.


‘But …’ It was Nico’s turn to take her hand. ‘I love you. I want to make a life with you. We could have a baby, Jade. Be a family.’


Wild hope filled her. ‘But how?’


He shrugged. ‘How does anyone? One day at a time. My parents are close by. I have a job, an apartment, that’s more than many people starting out have. We have the sun and the sea and ambition. We’re young and strong. We love each other. We could do this. If you wanted.’ His eyes gleamed. ‘It might be fun. A little girl with your eyes.’


‘Or a boy with yours.’ Jade hadn’t allowed herself to head down this route, to imagine the multiplying cells inside her as an actual baby, but suddenly she could see it, a blend of her and Nico, bright eyes and a mass of dark hair.


Was it really possible?


She forced herself to stay calm and channel Indi. In the extremely unlikely event that Indi would ever have an unplanned pregnancy, the first thing she would do would be to look at every option and plan accordingly. So that’s what Jade needed to do. She took a sip of water and forced herself to think coolly and without emotion, to go over the options for the umpteenth time since she had left the doctor’s office just a few hours ago.


Her first, and the most obvious, option was to not have the baby, to return to London as planned at the end of the summer, back to her childhood home, to find a career that she wanted to do, whether that was taking up the teacher-training place Indi had cajoled her into applying for or staying within the tourism and hospitality sector she was thriving in.


She shivered despite the balmy temperature. Jade might be full of conflicting feelings about this sudden curveball life had thrown her, but whenever she tried to visualise her future looking so similar to her past, she froze inside.


Secondly, she could return home and have the baby there. Indi might – would definitely – disapprove, but she would still support Jade with everything she had, that was a certainty. As for their mother, she would happily house Jade and the baby and dish out the same blend of distracted love she’d given Jade and Indi. It would be lonely at times but doable.


Or she could stay here …


Here – Nico – felt right in a way that nothing had ever felt right before. Jade loved her family and her home, but she sometimes felt that she was defined by her position as the youngest sister, the baby of the family. Defined by her past, by a childhood filled with operations and convalescence. Confined by Indi’s dreams and ambitions for her, her sister’s need for her to be safe, stable.


And for so long Jade had gone along with Indi’s vision, but over the last year she had started to feel stifled, like she was failing. No matter how she tried, Jade couldn’t seem to live up to her sister’s expectations – disappointing A- level results, no university degree, several jobs, none with prospects. Now here she was with an unplanned pregnancy.


There was no way Jade could fool herself that Indi would be anything but worried. Worse, bitterly disappointed.


But it wasn’t Indi’s life. It was hers.


Nico tightened his grip on her hand. ‘Look, Jade. It’s only May, I thought that we had months ahead of us still, but I want you to know that I was hoping, planning, to ask you to stay here with me when the season ended, not because of a baby but because of you, of us.’ Nico looked uncharacteristically unsure. ‘I was thinking of asking you to marry me.’


Jade could only gape at him, breathless. ‘You were what?’


‘Every day, I feel more and more sure that we belong together. I have had relationships before, some long, some short, but nothing like this. Nothing that feels so right. I can’t explain it, I wasn’t looking for it, but here we are and I would be a fool if I let you just walk out of my life at the end of the summer, baby or no baby. So yes, I was thinking of asking you. No – I was planning on asking you.’


Before she could think better of it, Jade said exactly what was in her heart. ‘I was thinking of saying yes.’ And as she uttered the words, she knew they were true. Six months wasn’t a long relationship, but she and Nico had been together every single one of those days, living and working together. And now they were potentially having a baby together. ‘I love you,’ she said, more strongly this time. ‘Marriage, babies, they seem inevitable, so why wait?’


His dark eyes sparkled and her heart contracted with love and excitement. ‘I should have a ring, get down on one knee, do something special. You deserve it all.’


‘I don’t need any of that,’ Jade said and she meant every word. ‘I just need you.’


‘Then we’re engaged? Getting married, having a baby?’ The happiness in his voice, in his smile, warmed her through, filled her with certainty; they could make this work.


‘I think so. Yes! Let’s do it!’


It was amazing how right her decision felt. Maybe it wasn’t planned or thought out, but wasn’t that the joy of it?


‘This is amazing! I can’t wait to tell people!’ Nico was back on his feet, pulling her up to join him, holding her close. ‘I want everyone to know you are going to be my wife. To start celebrating with my parents, my cousin, your family.’


‘I don’t know, do we have to announce it just yet? It feels so romantic keeping it just between us,’ Jade pleaded. ‘We’ll never have this time again, you know? As soon as people find out, they will start asking questions about wedding planning and where are we going to live and what will I do for a job. They’ll say we are too young and it’s too soon and we’ll end up letting them know about the baby. I haven’t fully processed how I feel about it all yet. I’m not ready to hear everyone else’s opinions. Not yet.’


‘You think your family won’t approve?’ His smile faded.


‘My mother will approve of anything that makes me happy. And you do. Make me happy I mean,’ she added softly as she squeezed his hand again, needing the reassurance of contact. ‘Happier than I ever thought possible.’


‘And my parents already adore you.’ His clasp was warm, reassuring.


‘But Mikhos will definitely think it’s too soon. I can’t imagine he’ll be happy when he hears I’m pregnant.’


‘Mikhos thinks you’re great.’ Nico immediately sprang to the defence of his cousin.


‘As an assistant, yes. As a member of the family? Doubtful. He’ll say we’re rushing into things. Indi will say the same.’ Jade sighed, feeling some of the certainty ebb away. ‘Maybe they are right.’ Indi usually was, after all.


‘Hey, look at me.’ Nico’s hand tightened on hers and Jade did as he asked, her whole body heating at the mingled desire and warmth in his almost black eyes. ‘I love you and you love me. That’s all that matters.’


Jade lost herself in his gaze. How could it be barely six months since she’d boarded the yacht to see Nico on deck, bare-chested, coiling a rope, sweat gleaming on his body, muscles corded with the effort, an appraising, approving grin on his face as he looked her up and down. Jade didn’t believe in love at first sight. Lust, sure, but love? Not in real life. But in that moment, as her eyes met his, the world seemed to shift and rearrange, with him at the centre. And he had stayed there over the months that followed.


‘You’re right. This is what I want. You, me, forever.’ And it was. She didn’t want to follow in Indi’s footsteps, eyes so firmly glued on some mythical future she didn’t have time to enjoy the sunset. Jade wanted to see where life led her. ‘OK. Let’s tell our families about the engagement, but keep the baby between us for now. Just for a few weeks, until we hit the twelve-week mark. I don’t want people thinking I’ve trapped you, after all.’


‘Oh, but you have. You trapped me the first moment I saw you, but I am a very willing prisoner. You won’t regret this, Jade, I promise that I’m going to make you so happy.’


‘You already do.’ But although she meant it, Jade could hear the hesitation in her voice, reality intruding on her island idyll. ‘And when Indi realises that she will be the first to give us her blessing.’


Who knew, maybe she would. After all, her sister always said that all she wanted was Jade’s happiness.


But that feeling of unease stayed with Jade and when, the next evening, she picked up her phone ready to share the news of the engagement, instead of selecting her sister as planned, she pressed on her mother’s name instead, although she was fully aware that all she was doing was putting off the inevitable.


She nestled into Nico as the phone rang, a little homesick when it connected to show her mother looking confused, like she always did when accepting a video call. Tabitha was sat outside in their small flower-filled garden, the magnolia tree in full bloom behind her. As always, she held the phone at arm’s length, staring at the screen suspiciously.


‘Mum? It’s Jade.’


Tabitha blinked, then her face lit up with a smile. ‘Darling, your backdrop looks glorious, how wonderful to be within a heartbeat of the sea.’ One moment later: ‘Whereabouts in Italy are you again, darling?’


‘I’m in Greece, silly!’ Jade rolled her eyes in Nico’s direction, glad that she’d warned him that facts slid from their mother’s mind like Prosecco down a hen party’s throat. It drove Indi mad, their mother’s inability to remember anything about their lives when she was in the middle of a creative phase, but Jade had never minded. It was just part of what made Tabitha Drewe unique. ‘About fifty minutes from Naxos. I’ve been here for two months now,’ she added pointedly, even knowing that the point would go well and truly over her mother’s head.


‘Greece, of course. Oh, you lucky girl.’ Her mother’s voice deepened dramatically. ‘I adore Greece. Did I ever tell you about the summer I spent island hopping? I will never forget those long, lazy days communing with the gods. There’s a particular cove I found where nobody ever seemed to go. I would shed my clothing as I stepped down the path until it was just me, gloriously nude, feeling the sun on my body, just as nature intended …’


‘Mum!’ Jade’s cheeks heated. Only her mother would talk about getting nude before asking how she was. ‘You’re on loudspeaker.’


‘Am I? Why?’


‘Because Nico is here. My boyfriend, remember?’ she added hastily before her mother could ask who Nico was. Jade had mentioned him multiple times, sent photos, FaceTimed her mother with Nico in the background, but if her mother had forgotten her location, it was unlikely she would remember her companion.


‘Of course I remember Nico.’ Her mother looked indignant. ‘How could I forget such a beautiful young man? Would he like to model for me? Adonis? Or maybe Apollo, does he play the lyre?’


‘No, Mum, it’s the twenty-first century. He plays the guitar.’ She grinned at Nico, silently laughing beside her,


warm in the shared camaraderie. ‘Look, Mum, I’m calling for a reason. I wanted to tell you our news. Nico and I are engaged. We’re getting married.’


‘Darling. That’s wonderful. I will make you a gift of one of the sculptures I made back when I was in Greece, it will bless your home.’


‘That’s very generous, but there’s a lot to figure out first, we have a long way to go before we can think about art.’


‘Oh, darling. Art always comes first. Remember that.’ And for Tabitha Drewe that was the unvarnished truth. Jade adored her mercurial mother, but if – when – she and Nico had kids, she wanted to be a very different kind of parent, the sort that always turned up to school events and remembered what was going on in her children’s lives. ‘Married. How wonderful. I shall pour a libation for you both to bless your marriage.’


‘Thank you.’


Beside her, Nico shook as he tried to hold in his laughter, but as she finished the call, the humour drained away from Jade, instead she just felt tired. Because, of course, someone had turned up to school events and signed her homework diary after making sure all her homework was done. Just as someone had enrolled her in and taken her to swimming lessons and dance classes, ensured her clothes were washed and a hot meal was always on the table. And as for remembering all those hospital appointments, the endless physio and check-ups …


Where would she have been without her sister to take care of her? It was Indi who had organised her life, her mother’s, the whole family. No wonder she had headed into project management. From the moment their father died, the Drewe family had become Indi’s to manage.


It still was.


Jade knew that she owed her sister all her happiness – and that she was about to break her sister’s heart.


But as she looked over at Nico, his eyes lit up with laughter, his arm warm around her waist, body solid and real behind hers, inviting her to lean in, to trust him, be with him, she also knew that she had no choice. She didn’t want the kind of life Indi had mapped out for her, she wanted Nico and this baby and it was time she told her sister so.





Chapter Three



Indi


Friday 19 May


‘That was delicious, but I can’t manage another bite.’ Indi pushed her sambal goreng to one side and picked up her water instead. Her tension levels were wired up to the highest degree, killing her appetite.


So far, there hadn’t been a hint of a proposal, just small talk, mainly about their close friends who had recently moved to Australia and who seemed to be having an amazing time according to the WhatsApp messages and gorgeous photos they shared. Indi was really happy for them, although she missed them, but she was less keen on the impact their new life was having on Will, who had been reminiscing about his own Australian adventures ever since the move had been announced until Indi felt she had lived them alongside him.


And much as she liked Lara and Kwame there were other topics Indi would prefer to pursue. The absolutely amazing news about her successful interview for instance! Indi had no idea how she had managed to seize triumph from the coffee-covered jaws of disaster but somehow she had, although it wasn’t until she saw the offer in writing that she really believed it. But rather than join her in celebrating, Will seemed to actively want to avoid discussing her new job. OK, he had said all the right things when she’d called him with the good news earlier this morning but his reactions had seemed off somehow, as if his mind was elsewhere.


But then again, if he was planning to propose, it was no wonder he was distracted.


‘Are you sure you’ve had enough? In that case, do you mind?’


Before Indi could do more than nod her agreement, Will had taken her plate and was tucking into the tofu. Clearly he wasn’t suffering from nerves. But then, why should he be? They both knew she would say yes. The asking was just a formality.


If only he would hurry up and actually do it. Between waiting two torturous days for the phone call about the job and this, she had reached stratospheric heights of tension this week.


‘Of course, the opportunities are amazing,’ Will continued, a one-man Australian tourism board. ‘A better work-life balance …’


Indi didn’t mean to tune him out, but she’d heard this symphony far too often recently. A mixture of turning thirty and their friends’ emigration seemed to have resurrected all his old travel memories and dreams, but tonight she wanted to look forward not back.


‘You know, Priya was just amazing before my interview.’ Indi took advantage of a momentary silence to try to redirect the subject. ‘I couldn’t have kept my cool without her. She said I should get the T-shirt framed as a memento. Who would have thought a childhood of learning every Spice Girls’ lyric possible would serve me so well? I even managed to get a line from “Spice Up Your Life” in there. I still can’t believe I pulled it off. I thought they spent the last two days laughing at me, that’s why I hadn’t heard. I ended up asking them to repeat the offer I was so geared up to hear a refusal.’


‘Why? You were practically doing the job anyway.’ Will didn’t look up from her tofu as he spoke.


‘I guess so but it’s still a big jump up pay and responsibility wise, even without coffee-gate. There were no guarantees I’d get it.’ Indi bit her lip. She didn’t want to make the evening all about her – she wanted it to be all about them – but surely Will could be a little happier for her? Come to think of it he had been somewhat disengaged throughout the whole application process. She knew he was feeling bored and frustrated with his job as a data scientist. Like her, his days were long, his work intense, but recently he seemed to resent how much time he spent at the office, getting increasingly depressed as Sunday evening drew in. She’d tried to help him make some plans for a next step, a new job, some training, but he’d brushed them – her – away. Maybe this new role of hers would help him kick-start his next step.


‘You know,’ she continued. ‘I was thinking, this might be a good time to start my MBA. I don’t want to get complacent, it’s important to keep learning – and I’m in the right place for it. I might not work in higher education forever, so it’s good to get the most out of it while I can. The discount is amazing and it would be nice to get my MBA finished while I am still child-free.’


Some people might think a new job, an MBA and a wedding would be too much stress; after all, planning weddings seemed to take up some people’s every waking moment. But Indi knew exactly what she wanted: Will’s local church, a marquee on his parents’ lawn, close friends and family only. She already had a spreadsheet and budget set up ready to go. Maybe tomorrow she could finally get started implementing it!


Will had finally finished clearing her plate and he sat back, his beer in his hand as the waitress cleared their plates. Indi had hoped for champagne, but maybe he had a bottle ordered for after he’d done the deed. She’d been careful to make her own beer last just in case. ‘An MBA? You never stop, do you, as soon as one goal is ticked off, you’re onto the next.’


Indi shifted uneasily. There was something unnervingly unreadable about Will’s tone, his expression equally inscrutable. Maybe he was nervous, after all.


‘No point in wasting time!’ she said brightly.


‘No. That’s what I’ve been thinking too.’ He tried for a smile, but it was more of a grimace, and Indi realised with a shock that the shadows under his blue eyes were a little more pronounced than usual. Will was usually the picture of glowing health, a work-hard, play-hard fitness fanatic who thought nothing of jumping on his bike for an easy fifty-mile Sunday ride, and who still turned out for rugby practice twice a week. Tall and broad, with dirty-blond hair and an easy smile, Will came from the kind of traditional family who always went to church on Christmas Eve, kept their outdoor clothes in a boot room and who got very competitive over board games. Indi adored visiting them and hoped to persuade Will to buy a house as close to his parents as possible. ‘How much time we waste on this treadmill we’re on.’


Right. That was unexpected. ‘Are you OK?’ Her unease deepened. Maybe he hadn’t brought her here to propose, maybe he was going to tell her he was ill? But surely nobody with a serious illness could eat two large plates of spicy Indonesian food in one sitting? Plus starters.


‘I’m just tired. Work has been a lot. Again.’ He picked up his beer and then set it back down without taking a sip, instead taking a visibly deep breath as if steadying his nerves.


Was this it? She sat up taller, trying not to look too eager.


‘Indi, I am really happy for you, I am. Your ability to get things done, to think on your feet, to go after what you want is impressive.’


That was better. It wasn’t exactly poetry, but then again she hadn’t actually expected something overly romantic from this moment. Will knew that she wasn’t the kind of person who wanted a flash mob or a scoreboard proposal. Priya’s husband had written a proposal song and sang it to her at an open mic night and every time she related the story, Indi came out in hives of horror. She looked around just to make sure, no, not a mic in sight!


‘Thank you. You’re not so bad yourself.’ She smiled at him encouragingly. Bless him, he was just nervous! ‘I do love you.’ Will made her feel so safe. He was dependable. Focused.


‘And I love you. But …’


Indi froze. But was not a proposal word. Not with one or two ts.


Will leaned forward and took her hand in his. ‘Indi, is this really what you want? The promotion, then slogging for an MBA? What then? Another promotion? Isn’t it a bit endless?’


What? ‘I don’t just want those things,’ she said carefully, trying to figure out where this unexpected conversational turn was taking them. ‘Eventually I want a family as well, I’ve always wanted children, you know that.’ She had been clear from the outset. What was the point of dating someone with incompatible goals?


But Will shared her goals. She’d even shown him her life-plan spreadsheets before they’d moved in together. She’d felt more vulnerable than the first time he’d seen her naked, but although he sometimes gently teased her about them, he had also been obviously impressed, had suggested modifications and amendments so that she had now factored in two children, not three, had agreed to a dog someday as well as a cat. They were their shared goals now.


Or at least she’d thought they were. But much as she’d tried to dismiss his abstracted mood as a blip, she couldn’t deny that ever since they’d waved Lara and Kwame off, Will had seemed to lose focus. Did he want to move to Australia too? Was that what this was about? He knew she could never live so far away from Jade and her mother. Was that an issue for him?


‘What about adventure?’ Will’s voice was low as he avoided eye contact, his own gaze fixed on the place where his plate had been. ‘Do you want that?’


‘Adventure?’ Indi’s chest tightened. All excitement and anticipation had ebbed away, replaced with an almost painful anxiety. Whatever Will was about to ask her, marriage didn’t seem to be in the running anymore, if it ever even had been.


‘Travel, new experiences, discovery. Indi, we work twelve-hour days and for what? Expensive rent, tedious commutes, repetitive days. Where’s the fun?’


‘Fun? I thought we were having fun. This is fun, isn’t it? Eating at a nice restaurant?’ She stopped, her voice wavering uncontrollably.
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