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Prologue


He turns away from her. He can’t do it any more, can’t stand here watching her throw this all away. It’s over now. Done.


He waits for the relief to hit as the rain grows heavier, sliding down his neck and under his jacket. Maybe even for the excitement – because this means a new start, a new location. Neither comes. Instead, all he feels is flat.


Maybe it was a mistake to come and say goodbye.


‘Wait.’


Her voice stops him as though his body is physically connected to her. He turns, slowly. Watches her as she takes a step towards him, those hazel eyes level on his in a way they weren’t moments before, her blonde hair damp and scraggly with the rain.


He can’t help it. He mimics her, moving towards her so they are standing opposite each other in the middle of the road.


She tilts her face up to him, rain pouring in sheets around them. ‘I love you,’ she says. And his heartbeat stutters.


It’s the first time she’s said it. The first time, he knows, that she’s been brave enough to. He stares at her, waiting to see the doubt that sometimes flickers in her eyes. But this time, there is none of that.


He finds his mouth tugging up into a smile. ‘Yeah?’


She nods. ‘Yes.’ Her voice is steady. Certain. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t say it sooner.’


His smile grows. ‘Better late than never.’ And there it is, the relief. Not at leaving her for good, but at knowing for sure that she feels the same. But still he doesn’t reach for her. Because even if she loves him, it doesn’t necessarily mean she wants him.


‘I don’t want you to leave me,’ she murmurs, answering that question. That’s the permission he needs to reach for her waist, feeling the heat of her skin under her damp jumper. And then he’s kissing her, and he hears her breath catch as he takes her mouth in his, feels her arms come around his neck, pulling him closer. God, he’s never been able to get enough of this. Of her.


A car horn sounds somewhere nearby, making him remember that they are still, in fact, in the middle of the road.


They are both laughing as they pull away from one another, as he tugs her to where his car is parked. He lifts her, propping her on the bonnet. He can taste her smile as he kisses her again, the rain beating harder on both of their heads.


‘I hate to say it,’ he says against her mouth, ‘but I reckon we need to make a break for it.’ A car passes, proving the point by splashing through a newly formed puddle. He cocks his head, his hands resting on her thighs. ‘Your place?’


‘No,’ she says, jumping down from the bonnet. ‘Let’s go somewhere.’ He considers her, then concedes with a nod, fishing out keys and unlocking the car.


Inside, it’s all steamed up. And it is tempting, right then, to reach for her again. But he knows that if he does, he won’t be able to stop. So instead he starts the engine.


‘Where shall we go?’ he asks.


She laughs, and it’s so joyful he feels it like a bolt through his core. ‘Anywhere!’


He takes her hand as he drives, thumb travelling a small circle over her perfect skin. ‘You know I love you, right?’


She links her fingers with his, gripping tight. ‘I have always loved you.’ Her voice is so beautifully certain. And he knows what she means, because he can’t imagine ever not loving her either. Jesus, he really fucking loves this woman. He wonders if this is what everyone experiences when they find the person they’re meant to be with. This certainty, the sense of rightness whenever they are near. The sense that their souls were made for one another. Because for him, meeting her made everything slot into place, like there were pieces of him missing he hadn’t even known existed.


He glances down at her, sees her looking at their joined hands, a perfect smile on her heart-shaped face.


It’s just a fleeting glance, but it’s enough that he misses something on the road. So it’s only when he looks back out of the windscreen, peering through the rain, that he sees the headlights. Coming towards them through the grey.


Too big, too fast. A lorry, he realises, almost absentmindedly. A lorry is skidding over to their side of the road, coming right at them.


It’s going to hit them. It’s obvious in that moment. It’s going to hit them, and there’s nothing he can do about it. He has already snatched his hand from her grip. He is already turning the steering wheel, trying to control the car. But they’re going too fast, and the road is too wet.


His name comes as a panicked plea as she reaches out to grab the wheel, like that might help. Her eyes turn to his, wide, pupils dark. And in the moment their gazes meet, he sees that she knows it too. That she was right. That this deep sense of dread, of déjà vu that is flooding through them, isn’t misplaced.


He’s going to die, he knows that.


But it’s not this that sends a shock wave running through him. It’s the realisation that this is not the first time it has happened. It’s not the first time he’s met her, not the first time they have fallen in love.


It is not the first time he has died.









Chapter One


Lissa is drowning. Icy water surrounds her, pressing down on every part of her, clinging to her clothes, scalding her skin. Everything is a murky black. A weed twists round her foot, holding her in place as she thrashes, trying to reach the surface, even as she can’t be sure where the surface is. She mustn’t open her mouth. She knows that. But her chest is burning, more pain than she’s ever experienced, urging her to breathe, to relieve the pressure.


Distantly she hears someone screaming for her, over and over, but the voice is distorted, the tenor of it weirdly unfamiliar. This is it. She knows it is, even as her heart beats faster, urging her to keep fighting, as her arms try to claw their way through the oppressive cold.


But she can’t fight any more. She opens her mouth, desperate for release. And water floods in.


She wakes drenched in sweat, her duvet kicked off. She is breathing heavily, her body trembling. Autumn rain lashes at the window, the only noise in the dark.


She tries to steady her breathing, placing a hand on her chest and rubbing there. She’s used to this nightmare, though that felt rougher than usual. She glances at the red numbers on her alarm clock on the bedside table – a birthday present from her dad a few years ago. A demonstration that he didn’t have a clue what to get her, but she likes it all the same.


It’s 5.30 a.m. On the 16th of September.


No surprise, really, that the dream was more vivid than usual, today of all days. Twenty years exactly since her little sister drowned. It doesn’t seem to get any easier, year on year. Perhaps because she knows by now exactly what the day will bring.


She pushes up out of bed. No point trying to get back to sleep after that.


She walks to the bathroom in her small one-bed flat. This is the first year that she’s been able to afford to rent on her own, rather than having to house share, and she loves every tiny inch of it. Being a homeowner is still a distant dream, but the relief of not having to tiptoe around on early mornings or force smiles and chats at the end of the evening is something she welcomes almost daily.


She switches the light on, tries to avoid looking at herself in the mirror. She knows she’ll be too pale, the shadows under her eyes too dark. She takes a packet of pills out of the cabinet, swallows one then cups water from the tap to wash it down. A headache is already pressing down on her, throbbing at her temples, and she knows it’ll only get worse, despite the pain relief.


She tells herself it’s a response to stress, to tiredness. She reminds herself that plenty of people get headaches, that it’s very unlikely to be serious. And this, she thinks, is exactly why her phone is on charge in the living room rather than on her nightstand, far away from where she can start to google symptoms and go down a hole she’ll only get stuck in.


It’s the 16th of September, she reminds herself. It would be weird if she didn’t wake with a headache today. All she has to do is put one foot in front of the other, keep going until the day is done. It’s only twenty-four hours. Less, really, because she can go to bed at, what, 8 p.m.? So that’s only a little more than twelve hours when you think about it.


Twelve hours. She can get through that. She’s done it before, after all.


She arrives at her mum’s house on the outskirts of Bath at 9 a.m. It’s the same house Lissa grew up in, on the northern edge of the city, an area that has grown more desirable over the years – close enough to the centre, but on the doorstep of some beautiful countryside a few minutes’ drive away. It’s probably worth a fortune now, a semi-detached three-bed like this, but her mum will never sell, and Lissa imagines the price of it would be significantly devalued given the state it’s in.


She steps through the overgrown garden, along the stone path that leads to the front door, mossy grass pushing its way through the cracks. There is a black gate to one side of the house, leading round to the back. She remembers a time when two bikes used to be propped up behind that gate, one bright blue, the other purple and silver with tassels on the handles. Her sister never outgrew that bike – never had the chance to.


She doesn’t go through the gate now, though. Instead, she fumbles in her coat pocket for the spare key, turning it in her fingers as she stares at the front door. The rain has eased off, leaving behind just the odd shower in an otherwise sunny morning, like two sides of the weather arguing with one another about what sort of day it should be.


She taps the key against her palm. She doesn’t want to go in. She doesn’t know what she’ll find. Last year, her mum had been passed out on the sofa, a sick bowl next to her, empty bottles lining the kitchen counter. The year before, Lissa had walked in to see the start of a suicide note in the kitchen, torn into pieces. She remembers the terror as she ran upstairs, screaming for her mum, who didn’t answer from where she lay curled in a ball on her bed. Lissa doesn’t think she’d actually go through with something like that, but it seems that each year, on this day, her mum gets worse rather than better. Like she sees it as the day to punish herself – and the world – for what happened.


The door swings open as she finally turns the key in the lock, and she calls out, aware of how tentative her voice sounds. No answer.


‘Mum?’ she tries again, heading further into the house.


She peers into the kitchen to see unwashed dishes stacked in the sink. She’ll do those later. Clutter inhabits the house in a way that makes it impossible to see what it would be like without it, and there’s that distant musty smell that comes with neglect, no matter how much bleach you spray or how many times you hoover. The carpet has been the same for the last twenty years, frayed at the corners and stained in various places, with a rug that she thinks might have belonged to her now deceased grandmother taking centre stage in the living room. The photos on the mantel above the fireplace are the same as they’ve always been, depicting a happy family that no longer exists. The whole place is a time capsule, like stepping back to the 1990s, and if ever Lissa suggests they clear some things away, or perhaps get a new carpet, she is met with a vicious tongue, red-rimmed eyes or an attempt at a joke, depending on the day.


Her mum isn’t anywhere in the house. It’s only when Lissa checks the second bedroom – her old room, which overlooks the back garden – that she sees her. She watches for a moment, one hand on the curtains she chose as a teenager – dark blue with bright, colourful birds on them. She thinks they might have been the last thing her dad bought for the house before he left it. Her mum is standing out there in a nightie and a cardigan, barefoot, staring into nothingness. Lissa’s heart twists at the sight, though she already knows there will be nothing she can do to make things better. Not today.


She heads down to the garden anyway. There used to be a swing set, but her dad got rid of it when Lissa was about twelve, in an attempt to start making a change. It’s the pond her mum is staring at, Lissa notices when she gets there. It’s been left to its own devices over the years, and by rights it probably should’ve dried up or stagnated by now, but instead it has somehow flourished, with flowers and weeds all around, buzzing insects humming with life. It seems cruel that the site of Chloe’s death can be so alive.


‘Mum?’


Her mum turns, her hazel eyes, so like Lissa’s own, red and swollen. Her skin is dull, grey hair unkempt. It’s hard to tell from here if she’s been drinking, but she seems steady enough.


‘You came.’ Her voice is raspy. She doesn’t usually smoke, but today, anything goes.


‘Of course. I always do.’


Her mum turns away, tugging her cardigan to her. Lissa wonders if she slept last night. She wonders if she too is plagued by nightmares. They won’t talk about it if she is. They never talk about it.


‘Come on, let’s get you inside. I’ll make you some breakfast.’ She brought bread and eggs with her – food is not always reliable in her mother’s house.


‘We don’t deserve to eat today, Alyssa.’ The words are small and bitter, and the ‘we’ isn’t lost on Lissa.


‘Well, we still need to.’ Her voice is flat, because this is what she dreads. This, she feels sure, is why she can’t shake the nightmares, why this day never gets any easier. The blame she hears in her mother’s voice, no matter how much time passes. The blame, Lissa knows, that she deserves.


‘Come on.’ She turns back to the house, without looking to see if her mum is following. She will eventually. She always does.


She is exhausted when she leaves her mum’s house early evening, and the headache is much worse, despite the copious painkillers she’s taken. Stress and tiredness, she repeats to herself. It is not a sign of a brain tumour, it is not an aneurysm. It is normal. She is normal.


She checks her phone as she walks, late sunlight filtering through gaps in the trees that line the pavement, their leaves turning russet and gold. She could get the bus back to her flat on the opposite side of the city, but she needs to walk, to breathe.


There’s a message from Mia waiting for her.


I hope you’re doing okay. Thinking of you and here if you need me. Be safe. Xxx


Lissa feels irrational tears prick her eyes as she reads it – a fallout from having spent too long with her mum today. As her only cousin, Mia is probably the one person who understands how difficult this day is. Apart from her dad, of course, but either he’s forgotten or he’s determinedly refusing to acknowledge it, because she’s heard nothing from him.


Be safe.


Lissa bites her lip. It’s the only recognition that things don’t always go as planned on this date, that sometimes Lissa lets her emotions get the better of her. A reminder that what she should do is go home, shut the curtains, have a peppermint tea and a sleeping pill and fall asleep in front of Gossip Girl on Netflix.


But she comes to a stop at the end of her mum’s road. She is drained right now, yes, but she also can’t be sure that when she sleeps it will be dreamless. And for once, she doesn’t want to go back to her empty flat. She doesn’t think she can face the quiet, the tumble of anxiety that will fill the space.


Anyway, tonight is not a night for lying alone, hoping nightmares don’t plague her. Tonight is not a night for being pathetic and helpless. Her sister died on this day twenty years ago, yes. But Lissa is still here, isn’t she? She is still breathing, still living. So she might as well bloody do something with said life.


What she needs is a distraction, something to stop her spiralling. And there’s nothing wrong with that, is there? Distractions don’t have to be a bad thing; they can be healthy.


She scrolls through her contacts, hesitating over his name. Fuck it. She sends a WhatsApp. He starts to type almost immediately – he must already be out. She smiles when she sees the reply come through, something akin to excitement spiking her system. This is perfect. This is exactly what she needs.


She sets off with purpose. It’s a thirty-minute walk to the city centre, but there are several e-scooter stations en route. She’s never ridden one before, always worried about the possibility of getting into an accident, but tonight seems like the moment to try it.


She scoots down the hill, passing a line of Georgian terraces. She hears the city centre before she sees it – laughter and chatter and the bell chiming in the abbey. The mood is vibrant, people spilling out from bars onto the cobbled streets, the sky a pink glow above the sandstone buildings. The rain from earlier has been whisked away, but a damp chill remains in the air, so that her fingers feel icy on the handlebars. Wasn’t everyone promising an Indian summer this year? Whatever happened to that?


It’s a Saturday night, she realises, as she passes a wine bar with al fresco seating, mimicking a European city. A Saturday on one of the few remaining warm evenings, no doubt, and here everyone is, making the most of it. Here she is, making the most of it too.


She’s not concentrating when she turns the next corner, leaning in with her scooter. She has a moment to think how she’s really getting the hang of this scootering business before she hears the horn. She jumps, the scooter wobbling underneath her. She moves to glare over her shoulder, hears the horn again as she swerves unintentionally towards the middle of the road.


Then there are hands roughly grabbing her. One on her waist, the other taking control of the handlebars, pulling her off the road and towards the pavement. She yells, sees heads turn. The taxi blasts past her without slowing down, its wheels spraying up water.


She doesn’t get to see the face of the person who has abducted her, because she’s falling, straight onto the pavement. The scooter slides out from under her and she hears a male grunt, just as she flings her hands out, catching herself before her chin hits the concrete.


Pain reverberates through her arms, and she grits her teeth against it before shoving herself up, already scowling.


A man is holding her scooter, the other hand outstretched to help her up, blue eyes – ridiculously bright – creased in concern. Oh, great, so he’s concerned that he shoved her onto the tarmac now, is he? What a fucking gentleman. She swats his hand away as she scrabbles to her feet, her jeans now coated in dirt.


‘Shit,’ the man says, grimacing in what she assumes is supposed to be solidarity. ‘Are you okay?’


She pushes her hair back from her face. ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’


He raises his eyebrows, the same colour as his dark hair. ‘Er, saving you from getting hit by an angry taxi driver?’


‘Saving me?’ She lets out an incredulous laugh as she checks both palms. Grazes. Shallow, but they still might get infected if she’s not careful. ‘You could have killed me!’


‘I don’t think so,’ he says with a shrug. ‘If that was the plan, I would’ve just stood back and let the car do the job for me.’ She’s so surprised at that – is it supposed to be a joke? – that she can only stare at him for a second. He runs the hand not holding the scooter across the back of his neck. ‘Look, I just was trying to help,’ he says, his voice even. Calm in the face of her storm.


‘Oh yes,’ she says. ‘Because what I was really looking for was someone to help me onto the pavement face-first. It’s actually quite difficult to accomplish that on your own, so thank you so much.’


He blows out an annoyed breath. She can tell it’s annoyed from the way his lips tighten. ‘Look, I acted on instinct, okay? I didn’t mean for you to fall.’ He jiggles the handlebar of the scooter, like he wants her to take it. Well, screw him.


‘You acted on instinct? Your instincts need some work in that case, hero.’ The last word drips with a sarcasm that she’s pretty impressed with, if she’s being honest.


A flash of something crosses his face, causing his jaw to spasm, before he smooths it out. ‘Well, given that you’re okay and not currently roadkill …’ It’s actually quite annoying, how unflappable he is. She sort of wants him to rise to it. Instead, he holds the scooter out to her again.


She lifts her chin in the air. ‘Keep it. You clearly wanted it badly enough.’


And with a dramatic flair that would make Darcy proud, she spins away, leaving him staring behind her. She realises too late that it was a totally stupid thing to say – that and the fact she’s supposed to check the e-scooter back in. Well, no chance of that. She’s not turning around now; she’ll just have to take the hit. Especially as there’s a tiny part of her that’s beginning to feel a bit embarrassed, because there was a car coming towards her, wasn’t there? And she wasn’t paying as much attention as she should have been. But still. A heroic gesture doesn’t usually end with the woman face-planting the pavement. Besides, right now, a random man with a hero complex is not important. Even if he did have nice eyes.


She heads to the gin bar down one of the alleys, a nearby street lamp flickering to life as she walks past. Warmth and noise greet her as she steps inside, the smell of citrus and spice lining the air. She does a quick scan of the room. She’ll need to wash her hands, which are now stinging, but she wants to check he’s here first.


Her eyes travel along the length of the sleek oak bar, every single stool occupied. And there he is, right at the end, an easy smile on his face as he chats to one of the waitresses. Her distraction.









Chapter Two


Lissa sits outside a café on one of her favourite streets in Paris, the back of her neck warm in the late-afternoon sun, her head bent over her sketchbook. She doesn’t know how exactly she knows she’s in Paris given that a) she’s concentrating on what she’s drawing rather than on her surroundings, and b) she’s never actually been to Paris, but there’s no arguing the fact. The smell of coffee and cigarettes lingers in the air, the clinking of metal against porcelain mingling with the low hum of chatter.


She loves this place. It’s mere streets away from some of the worst damage from the Blitz, areas that haven’t quite recovered despite the fact it’s been ten years now. This café opened after the war, she knows, the owners determined to see Paris be all that it had been and contribute towards that in some small way. Every time she comes here – mainly at weekends, since she got the job at the school – she feels hopeful, invested in the idea of new beginnings, of building something out of the ashes.


The face is beginning to take shape in the charcoal as she sketches. It’s a face she once must have known so well, but over time she’s forgotten the exact texture of her sister’s expressions, even as she tries to call them into focus.


She hears a feminine laugh coming from inside the café as the bell on the door jingles. Hears a man’s voice calling out a goodbye. She doesn’t look up, too lost in her work now. She hears the muttered oath a split second before she feels it – searing-hot liquid seeping through the sleeve of her dress. She yelps, then reacts on instinct, pulling her arm towards her and scrabbling to her feet, her hand coming to cover the spot where the liquid scalded her.


There is a man there, apologising to her, catching his balance from his stumble and bending to pick up his now empty coffee cup. She doesn’t look at him, though. Instead she looks down at her sketchbook, at the drawing of her sister. Coffee stains one side of her sister’s face, the charcoal edges blurring into one another. Ruined.


‘Je suis vraiment désolé, excusez-moi, puis-je …?’ The man is reaching towards her sketchbook now, like he might pick it up, try to save it.


‘Don’t.’ The word is a harsh snap, and she’s alarmed to find that tears are burning the back of her throat. It doesn’t matter, she tells herself. She has countless of these drawings, tucked away in a drawer in her bedroom, somewhere her mother will never find them. And she has other sketchbooks at home – she doesn’t need this one.


So without acknowledging the man – or his stupid apology – she bends to pick her bag up off the floor by her chair, then turns to leave. But she feels a hand on her forearm, pulling her to a stop. She wrenches it from his grip, glaring at him.


‘What are you doing?’ Her voice is clipped and perhaps – objectively speaking – angrier than the situation warrants. She registers, dimly, that she is speaking French – she didn’t even know she could speak French, but there you go.


He lifts his hand in apology. ‘Sorry. I was just trying to stop you making the same mistake I did.’ When she frowns, he gestures down to the pavement by the café door. To the doorstop there, which he clearly tripped over.


She huffs out a breath, pushes a hand through her curls. ‘Think it’s a bit late to be playing the hero.’ She raises her arm for emphasis, showing off the coffee stain on her polka-dot dress – the dress that her friend encouraged her to buy with the majority of her salary, and that she thought she should make the most of.


He grimaces. ‘I really am sorry.’ He glances down at the table, at her ruined drawing. ‘It’s beautiful.’


Her stomach tightens. She doesn’t like people seeing her work, especially not things like this, which are only ever for her. ‘It was,’ she says shortly. She was, is what she really wants to say. But she realises, even through her temper, that this is the kind of behaviour she’d scold her class for. He didn’t mean it. He is apologising. So she sighs. ‘Look, I’m sorry too. You caught me off guard, that’s all. But apology accepted, okay?’


He cocks his head to the side as his gaze travels along her sleeve. He has a nice gaze, she thinks. Hazel eyes, on the edge of brown and green. And though she tells herself she’s ridiculous because of it, she feels goosebumps prickle underneath the fabric of her dress, along the line where that gaze travels. ‘You’re not hurt?’


She shakes her head. ‘I’m fine.’ It had been a brief flare of pain, but it’s gone now. Still, she’ll make sure she checks it later, to see there is no lasting damage. Can’t be too careful, after all. ‘And I was finishing up anyway,’ she lies, ‘so I’ll just …’ She gestures to the street before moving towards it.


‘Wait.’ He looks like he might reach for her again, then seems to think better of it, shoving his hands into his pockets. ‘Can I buy you a coffee to make up for it?’


She hesitates, lingering when she probably shouldn’t. I have somewhere I need to be. The lie is there, on the tip of her tongue. She doesn’t have anywhere to be – would rather, in fact, have an excuse not to head home to her tiny apartment or to her parents’ house, where they will inevitably be arguing. Maybe that’s what makes her do it. Or maybe it’s looking down at the ruined sketch and thinking that, perhaps, when it dries in the sun, it won’t be that bad after all. Certainly the rest of the sketchbook will be usable, at least.


She meets that warm brown gaze. ‘One coffee.’ She says it sternly, in what has become her teacher voice in the few years since qualifying. ‘And as long as you promise not to spill the next one on me.’


‘I can promise to let you spill it on me if that would make you feel better.’ She almost gives in to the smile. Almost.


He turns to the door, then glances back at her as she sits back down on the woven rattan chair. ‘What’s your name?’


She makes a show of smoothing out her skirt. Beside her, on a bed, somewhere else entirely, a man’s body shifts. ‘I only give out my name to people who earn it.’


She looks up in time to see an almost-smile cross his face, a twitching at the corner of his lips, before it’s controlled, like he’s not sure how she’ll react to it.


She can feel it now, that pull towards consciousness, those moments where you hover between sleeping and waking. But the dream lingers just a moment longer, the sound of his lyrical voice travelling along the outskirts of her subconscious.


‘I’ll take that as a challenge.’


His face blurs in front of her as Lissa blinks into an unfamiliar room. Sunlight filters through the gap in the thick blue curtains, slicing a path right over her eyes. A heavy arm is slung over her waist, too hot on her skin.


Her head feels fuzzy, disoriented, like she drank too much last night, even though she only had a few gin and tonics. It’s like part of her is still there, sitting al fresco on the streets of Paris. She didn’t know she had it in her to conjure a place up so vividly. Maybe she watched a documentary on post-war Paris recently or something?


Bits of it are already fading away, the way dreams always do. But she can still hear the sound of his voice, speaking French no less – who knew her GCSE French had made such a lasting impact on her? Mrs Cullen would be so proud.


She supposes it’s just another way of her brain processing the anniversary of her sister’s death – clearly she still has issues, if she’s imagining drawing her like that. She used to do it in real life, though it started to feel sad trying to capture someone who would never show any laugh lines or signs of ageing, the things about faces she finds so fascinating in art.


But now is not the time to be thinking of any of this. Now is the time to be figuring out how to extract herself from under the heavy, hot male arm currently pinning her to the bed.


She grimaces as pieces of last night come back to her in a blur. It’s often like this, the morning after, if she ever gives way to that reckless side of her that she mostly keeps at bay. She remembers nearly getting run over, yelling at a random man – a man with blue eyes. Then seeing Mark at the bar, that wide smile he gave her as she crossed to him.


She likes that about him – his smile. He has very straight, white teeth. And last night she figured, if that wasn’t a reason to sleep with someone, what was? They’ve been skirting round the edges of it for months at work, and although she’s always used the fact that they are colleagues as a reason not to go there, that key piece of information somehow slipped her mind last night. Something she will pay for in the weeks to come, she’s sure of it.


She tries to edge out from under him, freezes when he lets out a light snore. Then blows out a breath when he doesn’t stir.


She is as quiet as she can be as she shuffles around his bedroom in the half-light, collecting her discarded clothes. His flat is bigger and more modern than hers, and is close enough to the centre that they were able to walk back together last night, neither of them questioning whether she’d go home with him, that having been decided the moment she sent the text. He’d stopped to kiss her in the street, under the glow of a street lamp. It was all very romantic, really.


Now, though, she wants out. She can feel panic spiking her system, and the last thing she wants is to have a full-blown panic attack in front of her one-night stand. And yes, okay, he’s heard about her ‘episode’ in the office, but hearing about it and seeing it are two different things. She cringes at the memory, shoves it aside and fumbles on the floor for her phone instead.


She finds it in the pocket of her jeans. Only 10 per cent battery. Lucky she knows Bath as well as she does, otherwise she’d be worried about getting home. She bites her lip as she sees two missed calls and a text from Mia, asking if she’s okay. Shit, she should have checked in. Mia will be worried, and she hates to be the cause of that. There are also three missed calls from her mum. At that, her heart clenches with something akin to dread. When she’d left, her mum had been tucked under a blanket in front of the TV, seeming settled if not exactly happy. So Lissa had done her duty, hadn’t she? She’s sure it’ll be okay. It’ll all be fine. The more you say it, the more you believe it.


The wooden floorboards creak as she pulls on her jeans. She tenses and glances at the bed. To where Mark’s eyes are opening and he is running a hand through his fair tousled hair.


‘Hey, sleepyhead.’ His voice holds that distinct early-morning rasp. She resists the urge to point out that he, in fact, is the one still sleeping.


‘Hey.’ She bends to pick up her top, slips it on, then casts her eyes around for her jacket.


Mark stretches. ‘Fancy breakfast?’


‘Ah …’ He looks up at her, then frowns, as if he’s only just noticed that she’s been trying to dress herself in the dark. She works up a smile. ‘I’d love to, but I’m meeting my dad for lunch today.’ The lie comes easily, and she has the briefest moment of guilt about it. But she can’t stay here for breakfast of all things. She can’t tell him that it feels too hot in here, despite the fact that it is, objectively speaking, a perfectly normal temperature, or that she didn’t think this through, or that she wasn’t really intending to have breakfast – or anything – with him after. And given that it’s a Sunday, and they’re employed at the same company, she can’t exactly use work as an excuse. Luckily he doesn’t know her well enough to know that seeing her dad – or her half-sister, for that matter – is a rare occurrence.


‘Oh.’ Disappointment flashes across his face. Dark brown Bambi eyes, Darcy calls them, with eyelashes longer than hers. Lissa doesn’t like being the cause of anyone’s disappointment, but in this case she can’t help it.


She hesitates, then leans down to kiss him on the cheek, trying not to breathe out because she hasn’t brushed her teeth yet. ‘Thanks for last night.’


He grins then. ‘No thanks needed.’


She slips her jacket on, hating the embarrassment of dressing in her clothes from the night before, like a big red arrow is hovering above her head telling the whole world what she’d been up to.


‘I’ll walk you out,’ Mark says, throwing the duvet off.


‘No, honestly, it’s fine, I …’ But he’s already up, and she averts her eyes even though it’s stupid given that she saw every inch of his body last night. It’s an impressive body too – all those hours he spends at the gym before work are clearly worth it.


There is a dreadful second when she thinks he’s going to walk her to his front door naked, but he grabs a dressing gown off the back of the bedroom door, fluffy and white like a hotel one.


‘Where are you meeting your dad?’ he asks as he escorts her down the corridor.


‘Oh.’ She gives what she hopes is a perfectly innocent-seeming shrug. ‘Just at his house. It’s in Frome.’


‘Nice. Well, have fun, yeah?’


She’s relieved when he unlocks the front door and holds it open for her – she can’t concentrate enough right now for the obligatory small talk, too distracted by the anxiety of what else she may have said or done last night.


Mark grabs her hand as she steps outside. ‘I had a really great time, Lissa.’


‘Me too.’ Why is her voice squeaky? Why can she not be a bloody grown-up? It was her who initiated things, for fuck’s sake.


There’s a moment where it looks like he’s going to say something more, but thankfully he seems to overcome the urge and kisses her forehead instead. ‘I’ll call you.’


That seems a bit redundant, given she’ll see him in the office tomorrow, but she manages a bright ‘Yes, okay.’ She reaches up, but then isn’t sure what to do with her hand, and ends up patting his arm like a bloody imbecile. ‘Bye, Mark.’


And that, she thinks to herself as she walks away from his block of flats, is why she really should have just gone home last night.









Chapter Three


Lissa arrives at the office a full fifteen minutes early on Monday morning, something that’s pretty much unheard of for both her and Darcy, but something that Darcy reluctantly agreed to due to the need for an emergency debrief. Lissa waits for her friend to join her in the small kitchen. They are on the fourth floor of a building shared with other offices. Out the window you can see the River Avon and, if you squint, Pulteney Bridge in the distance.


She folds her arms as she watches the kettle boiling, then looks up at the sound of heels on the laminate wooden flooring. Darcy is wearing a pair of blue shoes with small, tasteful white flowers today – Lissa swears she has a new pair every week. Her brunette hair is pinned back in her signature knot, perhaps slightly damper than usual, and her lips are painted the same bright red she always wears, no matter the occasion.


As Darcy crosses the small kitchen to where Lissa is leaning against the counter, Lissa catches a waft of her Chanel perfume. When she asked her once how she afforded Chanel and designer shoes, given they’re on very similar salaries at a very average digital marketing agency, Darcy waved her away. It’s aspirational, sweets. Live the life you dream of having and one day it’ll catch up to you. Lissa isn’t sure the credit card companies would agree with that, but there’s no point in arguing with Darcy – she learnt that on day one of working together.


‘Good,’ she says, as the kettle clicks off the boil. ‘You’re here. I—’


But Darcy holds up a hand to stop her. ‘Lissa, I love you, but if you don’t give me coffee immediately, I’m not going to be any use to you at all.’


Lissa rolls her eyes as she gets down two mugs, puts a teaspoon of instant coffee in each, then fills them with boiling water. Darcy petitioned Liam, their boss, for a proper coffee machine, but he said he considered it an unnecessary expense. At which Darcy launched into an explanation of the definition of unnecessary and why a coffee machine did not qualify as such, which didn’t go down super well in the team meeting when they were supposed to be discussing the performance of several different Meta adverts for an organic dog food company.


Lissa hands Darcy a mug and they both move to the ‘break-out’ area in the kitchen – which is, in fact, just a plastic table and chairs, but which Liam insists that, outside lunch hours, is to be used only to ‘brainstorm strategy’.


Darcy takes a sip of the coffee, grimaces a little, then sighs. ‘It’s caffeine, I guess. So.’ She lowers her voice, even though they are currently the only ones in the office. ‘Is this about the job?’


Lissa frowns. ‘The job?’


Darcy raises her perfectly shaped eyebrows. ‘Your interview. On Friday?’


‘Oh, right.’ She’d forgotten about that, truth be told, what with the drama of Saturday. But she’d left work early on Friday under the pretence of a dentist appointment – a classic – for an interview with another marketing agency in Bath, only this time for a specific graphic design role, where she’d be working on the artistic creation of the advertising rather than endlessly monitoring click-through rates.


‘I’m pretty sure it’s a no-go,’ she says.


‘Why?’


‘Well, the interviewer called me Katie throughout the whole interview, then asked me if I had any experience in graphic design specifically, to which I said no, then asked me what I love about digital marketing, to which I drew a complete blank.’


Darcy groans. ‘Lissa, you are supposed to lie during these interviews, didn’t anyone ever tell you that?’


‘I must have missed that key piece of advice on careers day. Anyway, it’s fine – given I can’t think of a single thing I like about my job, I probably shouldn’t be moving to another company that does the exact same thing. And,’ she adds more loudly, when Darcy opens her mouth to interject, ‘I don’t want to talk about that.’ She takes a deep breath. ‘I slept with Mark.’


Darcy’s eyebrows shoot up practically into her hairline. ‘Did you now?’


‘On Saturday night.’


She purses those red lips. ‘Well, good on you. Or good on him, I should say. It’s only taken him, what, a year?’


Lissa half laughs half groans, and slams a palm to her forehead.


‘That bad?’ Darcy asks, taking another sip of coffee.


‘No.’ Lissa blows out a breath. ‘Bad’ wasn’t a word she’d use to describe that night. ‘No, it’s just …’ She chews on her lip, fighting a horrible knot of anxiety in her stomach. Darcy doesn’t know the significance of Saturday’s date, so it’s sort of hard to explain why, exactly, she’d come over all ‘live in the moment’. Only people who were around during her childhood know what happened to Chloe, and it’s difficult to broach the subject with anyone else, given it happened so long ago. That and the fact that she hates talking about it means that it’s easier not to bring it up.


‘I don’t know if I should have,’ she finishes. ‘That’s all.’


‘Well why not? He’s good-looking and nice and …’


‘… and we work together.’ Lissa gestures emphatically around the small kitchen.


‘Well how do you think couples meet? Over seventy per cent meet in the workplace,’ Darcy adds promptly, without waiting for an answer.


Lissa narrows her eyes. ‘You just made that up.’


Darcy shrugs. ‘Probably something like that, though, isn’t it?’


Couples. Lissa experiences a little spasm of panic, the same feeling she always gets when she imagines any sort of long-term relationship. So far, her longest has been three months, but then he wanted to do stupid things like meet the family and she decided enough was enough.


On her lap, her hand throbs, and she looks down at the graze on her palm. She took the grit out of it at the time, and has used a ton of antiseptic on it since, but still …


‘What’s up with your hand?’


She wrinkles her nose at how obvious she’s being. ‘Nothing. Just fell over on the pavement the other day.’ She decides to leave out the exact how, given that causes a flare of embarrassment whenever she thinks about it. ‘But it feels a bit hot and I’m not sure if …’


‘Give it here.’


Lissa holds out her hand to Darcy, who takes it gently, twisting it one way then the other. ‘Looks totally normal.’ She lets go. ‘If it was infected it would be getting more red, not less.’


Lissa allows herself a long exhale. ‘Thanks, Darcy.’ It’s a stupid thing, but it helps, sometimes, having reassurance from someone else, even if they are no more qualified than she is. Maybe all it does is pull her back to the world of the sane, but whatever it is, she’s grateful. Grateful, too, that Darcy never makes a big thing of it, and somehow knows the exact line to walk between not dismissing her entirely and reassuring her that everything is okay.


‘Just call me Dr D,’ Darcy says with a wave of her hand.


‘I definitely won’t.’


‘Sounds like a superhero, doesn’t it?’


‘A supervillain, more like.’


‘Hmm. Maybe villain suits me better. They always seem to get the nicer shoes, don’t you think?’


Lissa laughs, and feels her body settle a little. Laughing releases endorphins, she reminds herself. Endorphins are good for you. She should definitely try to do more laughing.


‘So are you going to go out with Mark again?’


‘Umm …’ She sips her coffee to buy herself time.


‘Maybe you should. It’d be good for you.’


‘Good for me how?’


‘You know, getting out. Dating.’


‘What if it doesn’t work out?’


Darcy shrugs. ‘What if it does?’


At that moment, the lift doors opposite the kitchen open, spitting out one of their colleagues, who heads straight for her desk, zombie-like. Lissa lets out a long exhale, then smiles a little when she meets Darcy’s gaze.


‘You know,’ Darcy says, ‘we really ought to have had this conversation at a café or something, rather than here.’


At the word ‘café’, Lissa experiences a brief tug in a corner of her mind, one that takes her back to her dream the other night, to sitting outside the café in Paris, to the smell of coffee, the colour of the man’s eyes.


‘Lissa?’


She jolts, nearly spilling her coffee over the rim of the mug. Just like he’d spilt his over her at that table. She blinks, looking up at the owner of the voice – not Darcy, but Liam, who is peering down at them. He glances between them, then at their mugs, somehow making the action disapproving.


He strokes a hand down his stupid little beard. ‘Nice to see you’re both on time.’ The for once is left as subtext. He levels a look at Lissa. ‘How are you feeling?’ The question is careful, and she can tell it’s less concern for her and more to do with whether she’s about to have a negative impact on the ‘office flow’, as he likes to call it.


‘Fine, thanks,’ she says brightly, partly because she knows it will annoy him, partly to curtail the embarrassment that is trying really hard to flare up. ‘And you? Good weekend?’


He grunts a non-answer. ‘I’ll see you both in the Monday meeting at half nine, yes?’


Darcy gives a salute – honestly, Lissa doesn’t know how she gets away with it. ‘Absolutely,’ she says. ‘I’ve been thinking about those lookalike audiences for that health water company all weekend.’


Liam gives her a suspicious look, but clearly decides it’s too early to deal with her, and walks away. Darcy and Lissa get to their feet – he’ll only keep shooting them looks if they stay sitting here.


‘He’s such a dick,’ Darcy mutters as they cross the office floor to their desks.


‘Mm,’ Lissa agrees, though non-committally enough that she could deny it if overheard. He’s never exactly fun, Liam, but he’s been worse since her panic attack in the office a few weeks ago. She grimaces thinking of it, the way she dropped her glass of water, cut herself when she picked up the smashed pieces. How she saw the blood, so much from just one tiny cut, and spiralled. The dizziness, the way her heart raced, breathing harder and harder until she couldn’t breathe at all. Then she was on the floor, curled in a ball under her desk. She can still hear Darcy’s voice fighting through the ringing in her ears, before her friend managed to get her to her feet and to the bathroom, while Liam looked on in comical horror.


Darcy gives her a look, like she might bring said incident up.


Lissa shakes her head firmly. ‘We’re not talking about it.’


‘Oh, is this denial?’ Darcy nods musingly. ‘All right. I can get on board with denial – I’ve been known to partake of that myself every now and then.’


Lissa snorts, just as they reach her desk – and find someone already there. Someone with blonde hair and big brown Bambi eyes, who seems to have quite literally popped up out of nowhere.


‘Oh hey, Mark,’ Darcy says brightly.


He smiles that very straight white smile. ‘Hi, Darcy. Good weekend?’


‘Oh, you know. Not as fun as Lissa’s.’


Lissa feels her cheeks reddening. She cannot believe Darcy went there. Actually, who is she kidding, of course she can. She just wishes her friend would show a little restraint.


‘Anyway,’ Darcy continues, before Lissa or Mark has the chance to make any awkward comment, ‘we were just talking about our horoscopes.’


Lissa raises one eyebrow at her, just as Mark says, all gallant politeness, ‘Were you?’


‘Yep. Mine says I’m going to get shocking news this month.’


‘Does it now?’ Lissa asks drily, before she can help herself.


‘Yep,’ Darcy says again, smiling breezily. ‘And Lissa’s says it’s time to try new things.’


Honestly, the woman is shameless. Lissa tries to convey this with her eyes as Darcy moves to sit at the desk next to hers. They’d initially had desks on opposite sides of the office to one another, but Darcy had bribed Jan, the woman who used to sit next to Lissa, with a week’s supply of Pret coffee to switch.


With Darcy semi out the way, Mark turns to Lissa and smiles, and she does her best to smile back, to try not to think of when she last saw him, and how very naked he was. You are an adult, she reminds herself. You can deal with this. ‘Hey, Lissa,’ he says, his voice an octave lower.


Right then, Lissa is actually grateful for Darcy when she pipes up with ‘Want to know what yours says, Mark?’


He frowns, glancing at her. ‘My what?’


‘Horoscope.’


‘Ah, no thanks.’ He looks back at Lissa, shifts his weight from foot to foot. He’s nervous, Lissa realises. And that makes her just a little less so. ‘So I was wondering … would you want to get a drink one day after work?’


And just what exactly is she supposed to say to that? ‘Umm, sure.’ Because she can’t exactly say no, can she? Not to his face. ‘I mean, it depends on which day, but—’


‘She’d love to,’ Darcy pipes up, clicking on her mouse and not looking at either of them.


Lissa sighs and shakes her head at Mark to convey her apology, which gets a grin out of him. That’s something, she supposes.


‘Cool. Anyway, I better get going.’ He gestures to his own desk. ‘Need to make sure I’ve got my prep ready for the meeting.’ And unlike Darcy, he is not being ironic. For some unfathomable reason, he actually seems to like working here – or at least cares enough about it to be angling for a promotion – and finds discussions about search engine optimisation downright fascinating. Which, to be fair, is probably what one should look for in a digital marketing specialist.


‘Thanks for that,’ Lissa says to Darcy, once Mark is out of earshot.


‘What?’ Darcy asks, the picture of innocence. ‘I was being helpful.’


‘Yes, well. Maybe the “new thing” I do this month can be giving you a lesson on just what exactly being helpful usually constitutes.’


Darcy grins, in a way that makes it impossible for Lissa to even contemplate being mad at her. ‘Much as I love your lectures, I can think of plenty of other new things that would be far more fun, can’t you?’


All things considered, Lissa decides it’s best not to reply to that.









Chapter Four


There is a chill bite to the air as Lissa walks down the cobbled street, tall sandstone buildings stretching above her into the pink hues of the sky. A sign that it won’t be all that long before winter coats are dusted off, hats found from whatever corner of the drawer they’ve been lost in.


‘So,’ Mia says down the phone line, ‘this is the Mark you’ve been refusing to go out with for a solid eight months, is that right?’


Lissa glances up the street, checking that Mark isn’t immediately behind her, before switching her phone into her other hand. ‘Correct. I decided it might be good for me.’ Well, technically Darcy decided, but she went along with it, and that’s basically the same thing, right? She put it off for a few days, then decided that going for a drink with him couldn’t be any worse than the slightly awkward not-quite-flirting dance they’ve been doing in the office. She opted for a Friday, given they’re all allowed to work from home, meaning she wouldn’t have to endure the small talk en route from the office to the pub.


‘I agree,’ Mia says. Lissa can hear the sounds of the train in the background, a robotic voice announcing the stops. Although she lives in Bristol, Mia has to go to London twice a week, and Lissa knows she hates it, especially when one of those days falls on a Friday.


‘What about you?’ Lissa asks as she gets closer to the pub. ‘How are things going with that American girl?’


‘Oh, you know,’ Mia says vaguely. ‘We send the occasional GIF, but it’s kind of hard given neither of us has any imminent plans to cross the Atlantic.’ Mia recently had a holiday fling with a woman she met while visiting her parents, who have lived in Denver for the past ten years.


There’s a beat of quiet, then she says, ‘Have you spoken to your mum since …?’


‘No,’ Lissa says, then winces at how hard her voice sounds. ‘Actually, though, that reminds me. Are we still on for Sunday after next?’


‘Of course. You know me, I love my roasts with extra gravy and just a side of tension.’


Lissa’s lips twitch. ‘Good.’ It’s become a tradition – the first Sunday of every month, Mia and Lissa go to Lissa’s mum’s for a roast, cooking it themselves, often drinking far too much red wine. Her mum either gets involved or sits in the corner, depending on what mood she’s in, but it helps Lissa to feel less guilty – and Mia, she knows, does it for her.


‘I have to go,’ Lissa says, coming to a stop outside the pub. There are a few people spilling out of the front onto the street, the door propped open so that laughter and chatter swells in the air.


‘Lover boy in sight?’ Mia asks.


‘Sure, something like that. Hope the rest of the journey isn’t hell.’


‘I’m just looking forward to a pasty from the train station. Have fun tonight – don’t do anything I wouldn’t do. Well, apart from the whole sleeping-with-men thing.’


Lissa laughs. ‘Bye, Mia.’


She pushes her way into the pub, inhaling a good lungful of hops. There’s no immediate sign of Mark, and she bites her lip, checking her phone.


We’re out in the garden when you get here x


She frowns down at it. We? What does he mean, we?


Shit, did she read this wrong? Is this not a date? She’s not an idiot, right? This was arranged following staying over at his – a drink in a pub, possibly dinner. That all definitely signals date. Maybe it’s a typo. Then again, is it the worst thing in the world if it’s not a date? Maybe that’s better. Maybe he’s with Darcy. Though she dismisses that idea at once – Darcy would have told her.


She works her way through the crowd, heading towards the beer garden. It’s packed, everyone trying to make the most of the last light and if not warm then at least not freezing evenings. The smell of smoke replaces the hops as she steps outside, and she glances around the picnic benches under umbrellas with outdoor heaters. She spots Mark in the far corner, facing her, his fair hair glowing a little orange in the light of the heater. He’s in a blue coat, hands in his pockets, leaning across the table and laughing. Laughing because he’s very much not alone.


He’s talking to a man with his back to her, dark hair the only thing she can see. And okay, maybe she shouldn’t assume this based on the back of his head, but she’s sure she doesn’t know him – he’s certainly not anyone from work.


She hesitates, hovering outside the door. He told her to meet him here, but has he changed his mind about a date with her and is too polite to bail? Maybe it was never supposed to be a date – had he always said it would be a group thing and she just missed that? Was she supposed to bring a friend, too? And if it’s not a date, then she’s dressed wrong. Although, actually, maybe she’s fine. Black jeans and a nice top – that doesn’t necessarily mean date, does it? God, she’s so out of practice at this.
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