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			For Ena and Marie –

			Who taught me, in their own ways, that people-pleasing is

			 deeply overrated and being fierce is kind of fun. 

			I hope you enjoyed that glitter bomb. 

		

	
		
			

			Lydia

			Two Years Ago 

			The thing about people-pleasing was that it rarely pleased anyone – least of all, me. It felt like running on a treadmill, chasing new, exciting vistas, destined to a view that never changed. Exhausting. Pointless. And yet I couldn’t step off. Not even for one of the most important nights of my best friend’s life.

			The night we celebrated his posh new title: Best Bartender in the UK.

			My heart pounded as I paced through the quiet, carpeted hallways of Momentum Fitness, my ‘office’ for the last decade, legs screaming out after a day lifting, stretching and running alongside my clients. I’d arrived at five in the morning and was leaving as the spring sun was setting behind bright pink clouds. I glanced at my phone. Shit. I was almost two hours late. I made my way out of the whooshing doors, across the empty carpark, typing a quick, one-handed text. 

			Don’t hate me. I’m on my way, but it came out as ‘Dunt haye me. I in my wsy’.

			‘Fuck Craig,’ I muttered, cursing the reason for all my woes – the newly minted gym supervisor who seemed determined to make my life hell. He’d been promoted a few months ago and acted like he’d been ordained by God himself to micromanage every corner of Momentum. Like tonight, for instance, when he made me stay late to scrub the gym floors, even though we had a whole team of cleaners who showed up before we opened to do exactly that.

			

			I should have said no. I should have pushed back. But Craig had never liked me and, stupidly, I still wanted to change that.

			I chucked my fluorescent orange bag into the boot of my Honda Civic, its bright colour not giving me the burst of joy it usually does. I accelerated, navigating Friday night traffic, down Everly Heath High Street, oak trees flitting by. My lip was almost bleeding as I pulled down a familiar street of redbrick terraced houses, finding a lucky parking spot on the packed street.

			I heard the sound of metal crunching. 

			‘Shit!’ I jumped out of the car to find matching dents on my car and the immaculate BMW that I knew belonged to Jake three doors down. God, he loved this car. 

			‘Fuck, fuck, fuck!’ 

			I fished a pen and a scrap of paper out, shoving the pen cap in my mouth as I wrote. 

			Jake – sorry – scratched your car. Really sorry!!! I can pay. – Lydia.

			And then scribbled down my phone number. He might want to call to shout at me. Or demand my first-born. Or maybe just process an insurance claim. Or all three.

			I took a deep breath. I just needed to find Ren, apologise for being late, and then everything would be okay. As I jogged towards my childhood home, I saw our neighbour, Deirdre, was stood outside her house, fag in hand. Her jet black hair, long and thinning, was thrown up into her signature beehive.

			‘Lydia.’ Deirdre’s voice was sandpaper.

			‘Hi, Deirdre!’ 

			‘Loud in there.’ She nodded her head. ‘Quite a knees-up.’ 

			I shoved my key in the door, wrestling with the ageing lock, thumping music coming from the other side. God, Mum and Dad said a few drinks to ‘celebrate Ren’s achievement’. It sounded like a rave.

			 ‘I’ll get them to keep it down.’

			‘Don’t on my account, love. You know, I used to throw quite the do’s when you were younger.’

			

			Yes, and I could have sworn they involved several couples, keys, and a bowl, but I kept those suspicions to myself. I wasn’t going to kink-shame my 70-year-old neighbour. 

			I eyed the pampas grass in Deirdre’s front garden as the door gave way. Discarded streamers and congratulations balloons littered the hallway. Jesus! It was barely 9 o’clock. Mum and Dad’s parties could get a bit wild on occasion, like half of the social club kitchen-dancing until the early hours of the morning, but as I passed the lounge full of people I didn’t recognise, with empty bottles on the floor, and snogging couples pressed against the wall, I was bemused.

			I pushed through the huddles of people, finding Mum in the kitchen drying glasses. I touched her shoulder, and she whipped around, brandishing a glass.

			‘Oh!’ Mum brought her hand to her chest. ‘God, you scared me, Lydia.’

			‘Who are all these people?’

			‘Oh,’ Mum sighed, smoothing her blonde bob. ‘Some people Ren invited. They’re lovely. But, my God, do they get through some drinks. I’ve cleaned these glasses twice.’

			A woman with spiky blonde hair and a nose ring appeared, looking lost, until Mum handed her a clean glass.

			The girl topped the glass up with a huge measure of amber liquid and made her way back towards the pounding music. ‘Lola. Lovely girl. Works at a bar in town called Satan’s Butthole. Sounds horrible, but I said your father and I would go and have their signature cocktail – Ring of Fire. It’s a belter, according to Lola.’

			I never thought I’d hear the words ‘Satan’s Butthole’ from my mother.

			‘Ren invited all of these people?’ I looked around, dumbfounded. This didn’t make sense.

			‘Where is he?’

			‘Outside with Liam, love.’

			

			I headed to the French doors, but then stopped in my tracks, mentally berating myself for being so selfish.

			‘Do you want me to get rid of these people? Or do you need some help? I can clear some glasses.’

			‘No, no. Don’t be silly!’ Mum said, a smile not reaching her eyes. ‘I told Lawrence he could invite whoever he wanted.’

			My eyes narrowed and I went to search for my best friend, determined to give him a piece of my mind, until I saw Liam had beaten me to it. Ren’s face was lit up by the security lights, his face lit in gold and amber. His rich brown hair was styled back off his face and I knew – after years of watching him – that it took an inordinate amount of product to make it look that perfectly carefree. Just like it took an inordinate amount of effort to seem as carefree as he did, because, underneath it all, he wasn’t.

			His face had hardened over time, but still maintained some of the boyish softness. His nose was slightly crooked from a punch he got from a sixth-former twice his size. Now his face was morphed into anger – his cheeks flushed, his eyes wild. I’d seen this look before, and it always spelled trouble.

			‘… can’t you see what I’m saying?’ Liam’s voice dropped low, thick with frustration. The strain in it made me still. ‘Have you seen the mess you’ve made of Sandra and Brian’s house? They threw this party for you – to celebrate your award. And this is how you repay them?’

			‘They said I could invite—’

			‘They said you could invite some friends, Ren. Not the entire Hospo scene from the Northwest.’

			‘Liam, they’re here to celebrate me winning the award. But, of course, you don’t care about that, do you?’

			‘Of course I do. But if I see any of them doing drugs—’

			Ren flinched. ‘They wouldn’t do that.’

			Here, I could almost hear him add. I was sure Liam could hear it too.

			

			‘This isn’t the scene I want to surround myself with. These parties, how things can spiral. I have to prioritise Abigail. Now isn’t the time for risks, Ren. And this—’ You, the word unsaid ‘—is a risk.’

			‘So that’s it? You’re going to throw it all in – all the plans we made – because of one party?’ Ren spat, then laughed, humourlessly. ‘No, of course it’s more than that. I can see it in your face. You’re scared. Scared of change. Fucking typical.’

			‘Ren. Careful.’ Liam’s voice was tight, a thread about to snap. But Ren was already chasing the high of a fight.

			‘It’s pathetic. You haven’t even told Dad about the restaurant, have you? We signed a fucking contract, and you’re still at his beck and call, still too spineless to admit you hate working for him—’

			Ren took a step closer, raising his finger. 

			‘Ren, I’m warning you.’

			‘You think just because you quit drinking and started acting like a saint, you’re better than me. You’re not. You’re the same washed-up single dad who fucked up his relationship and now—’

			Liam erupted.

			He launched forward and grabbed Ren by the shirt, slamming him back hard enough that the breath caught in my chest.

			‘Shut the fuck up!’ Liam spat.

			I burst through the patio doors. 

			‘Liam!’ I barked. ‘Take a breath. Think. It’s not worth it.’

			I’d been pulling these two out of scraps since sixth form, so I knew what to say. Liam stood frozen, fist clenched around Ren’s shirt, still breathing hard as he stared down his younger brother.

			‘Wipe that smirk off your face, Ren,’ I said, voice flat. ‘You’re just proving his point, and you know it.’

			Ren’s eyes flicked to mine, something in them softening, just enough to know I’d broken him out of his red haze. Liam let go and stepped back. He headed for the door.

			‘I’m making the call tomorrow,’ he said, his voice raw.

			And then, just before he shut the door, he turned to me.

			

			‘Look after him, will you, Lyds?’ he murmured, so low I barely caught it, but I nodded just the same.

			I stepped closer to Ren, inspecting him for any marks Liam might have left. Ren’s face softened as he finally looked at me, and it was almost painful to see the raw emotion he showed me – only me. He was gutted. Well and truly defeated.

			He sighed and opened his arms. ‘C’m’ere.’

			I stepped into his open arms and felt him exhale, almost in relief. 

			‘I’m sorry you had to see that.’ 

			‘I’m sorry I’m late.’

			He pulled back, shooting me a dark look. ‘Better late than never, right? And at least you didn’t miss the main event.’

			His tone was bitter, and my heart sank. It had always been like this between Liam and Ren – this push and pull of their personalities that were so at odds. If Ren’s face hadn’t looked so weary, I would have almost been smug about being an only child. 

			So instead, I settled on something familiar – teasing him. 

			I jabbed his ribs. ‘What the hell are you playing at, Lawrence? This house is Mum’s first rave, I swear. And I swear I saw Dad passing around something that looked suspiciously like a bong.’

			Ren took a step back, rubbing his face. I was expecting the usual sly smile, but all I got was a dejected sigh. 

			‘Lydia… I’m really sorry. It just… got out of hand.’

			I softened, a smile teasing the edge of my mouth. ‘I’m pulling your leg. It’s fine. But I don’t even know half the people here.’ I glanced around at the crowds in the kitchen. ‘This doesn’t look like your usual crowd.’

			Ren huffed, ‘Well, that’s funny ’cos apparently I’ve met my brother’s expectations perfectly.’

			‘Ren.’

			‘I invited Isaac and Imogen.’

			I winced. ‘You said they were wild.’

			‘They told everyone they knew. Before I knew it, another fifteen, twenty people had appeared. People I barely know. We’re just lucky it’s a Friday and a lot of people are working. On a Sunday we’d have been overrun.’

			

			‘What are we doing out here? Come on.’ I grabbed his hand, leading him back inside. ‘Let’s kick some people out.’

			It took 20 minutes, turning on the ‘big light’ and unplugging the DJ for everyone to leave. Another 15 to clear the mess and get the house back in order. Mostly. Ren apologised to Mum more times than I could count. Then Mum and Dad giggled their way down the garden to smoke some pot that Isaac and Imogen had brought with them. 

			I clapped. ‘Much better.’

			I placed the last glass on the tea towel to dry, turning to Ren, who had a broom in his hand. He gave me a tight, sad smile. The house might have looked in better form, but Ren was still miserable.

			‘Not all doom and gloom, grumpy.’ I walked over to him, poking his cheek. 

			Come on, smile for me.

			‘Only because of you.’ He ran a hand through his hair. ‘I don’t know what I’d do without you sometimes.’

			I shrugged. ‘Get arrested. Again.’

			He rolled his eyes. ‘It was once.’

			We smiled at each other, and I shifted on my feet. Something always hung between us at the end of evenings, when we didn’t want to part. We both wanted to linger longer. Like we wanted to wring a little more time out of the night, twisting every last drop from it like water from an old rag.

			‘I should go,’ Ren said, gesturing to the front door.

			‘Come on,’ I said, slipping my hand into his, ignoring the stupid sparks that shot up my arm as if I hadn’t trained myself out of reacting to them. A hangover from my pining days.

			Right, and those are totally behind you.

			‘The night’s still young.’

			

			His hand still in mine, I led him through our hallway and up the stairs. I pushed open the door to my childhood bedroom – a little box room, with pink brushed-cotton sheets and old High School Musical posters, the ink ageing Zac Efron’s face. I climbed into my single bed, gesturing to Ren to join me.

			Ren gave a rough laugh. ‘I’m not sure we’re gonna fit any more, Lyds.’ 

			Ren stood by my door, his eyes shifting between me and the bed, as if he was debating something. 

			‘Oh, come on. For old times’ sake. We can watch a film. Take your mind off tonight.’

			He paused, unnaturally still. And for a moment, I wondered if I’d made the wrong call. We’d spent sleepovers in this room for as long as I could remember. First as kids, limbs akimbo and full of sugar, then later – as we morphed from kids to tweens to teenagers – things blurred. The lines had softened. And somewhere along the way, I’d stopped looking for them. The nights in this room had been the best memories of my life. Listening to his breath, steady and peaceful, after he lost his mum and shut everyone away. I knew that this room was a refuge for him.

			But we were a couple of years away from 30 now, so it felt a bit ridiculous.

			‘Of course. Silly.’ I laughed, my face flushing, throwing my feet to the floor. 

			Suddenly, I was met with a wall of man – solid, warm, and way too familiar – as Ren launched himself on to the bed, right over me, making me squeal-laugh. His scent hit me instantly, smoky and intense and like home. The touch was playful. Stupid. Harmless. But my stomach still flipped over.

			Ren’s voice was in my ear. ‘Just don’t hog it like you used to.’

			‘I didn’t hog it!’ 

			We shifted so we lay side by side. Our faces inches apart. 

			I smiled. ‘And you snored.’

			

			‘Yeah, well, you used to gob all over my T-shirt.’

			‘Did not!’

			‘Did so.’

			Ren pulled out my old laptop, pleased when it roared to life, and played the DVD that was already in there – A Cinderella Story – and I sighed. 

			Hilary Duff. Chad Michael Murray. Heaven. 

			‘Love this one.’ He pulled the laptop closer, because I used to complain about how hot it would get on my legs. ‘I’ll go after the film.’

			I smiled at the familiar promise he never kept. After ten minutes, Ren closed the laptop, throwing us into darkness.

			‘I just wanna say, before you start drooling on me…’ He glanced down at me, his dark eyes simmering with softness. ‘Thank you for tonight. For being so brilliant. I – I knew things had got out of control, but I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want your mum to think I didn’t appreciate the party—’

			‘She’d throw a party for the opening of an envelope. No offence.’

			Ren chuckled, low and rumbling, and I could feel it low in my belly. I shifted, trying to find space in the tiny bed, when Ren lifted his arm.

			‘Come here,’ he murmured and my breath hitched. 

			I paused a moment before I lay my head on his biceps, his arms cocooning me. I thought he probably just wanted to make more room, but then he pulled me even closer. Ren’s lips came down on my temple, a ghost of a feather-light kiss – light and hesitant. My heart hammered so loud I was sure he could feel it thudding beneath his palm pressed against my ribs.

			‘Today was a shit day,’ he murmured, his voice low and rough, so close I could feel his words touch my skin. ‘But you always make everything better.’

			‘You do too,’ I breathed, shifting to catch his eyes in the darkness, the faint glow from the streetlights lighting up his face.

			

			And I wished I hadn’t looked. 

			Because Ren was staring down at me as if I was his entire world. His eyes shifted down to my lips. And lingered. We were… so close. We were so close, closer than we’d ever allowed. There was the usual banter, touches and teasing between us, but this? His arms wrapped around me, his eyes fixed on my mouth, his breath warm at my ear – this was something else. Everything was tense and languid at the same time. 

			‘Ren.’ I squeezed my eyes shut, preparing myself to put some distance between us. But then my legs grazed against his – warm, bare. And it felt so good. 

			‘Lydia.’ His voice dropped, thick and husky.

			This – the pull between us – had always been the hardest thing to fight. The way it grew quietly, stubbornly, over the years. I’d convinced myself it was one-sided. But here, tangled up in my childhood bed, with his heat and scent wrapped around me, I could feel it – that same fierce pull from him.

			Maybe it wasn’t just me.

			‘How are you so soft?’

			His words felt like a snap, an elastic band finally breaking. I shifted my legs between his, and he pulled me tighter into him, pressing himself into me, hot and hard.

			‘Lydia,’ he groaned, his breath shaky. ‘I’ve thought about this so many times.’

			Have you? I wanted to ask. When? How? Was this always one-sided or did you feel it too?

			But the question died on my lips as his eyes locked with mine and his mouth claimed me. Our gasps melted into moans, lips replacing words, and our clothes slipped away. Instead I heard the beautiful things he murmured on to my skin, how I was perfect, exactly how he had imagined. I wanted to ask exactly what he had imagined, but I couldn’t form words when his strong body was pressed between my legs, fingertips tracing and marking my skin. Maybe I should have been afraid of the words we should have said.

			

			But as the sweat cooled and our hearts slowed, and he pulled me back into his arms – words felt insignificant.

			He was honest about how he felt, eventually.

			But when I woke up, he was gone.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One

			Lydia’s Diary, Six Years Old

			Dear Diary,

			Mum gave me this for Christmas. I didn’t know what to write. But today something WEIRD happened. Two boys came. Both had brown hair. One was older called Liam. He didn’t talk. RUDE. The little one hid behind his mum like a baby.

			I said hi. He looked at me like I was evil.

			Mum said show him my toys. He ran off. 

			Rude, rude, rude. His name is Lorence Lawrence. (Mum helped me spell) I told him that’s a old man name. He said PISS OFF. That is a BAD word! I told Mum.

			I just wanted a friend. But I will NEVER be friends with him.

			Lydia

			‘Okay, ladies! Two more minutes, let’s finish strong!’ I bellowed over Chappell Roan’s chorus, holding back a laugh at the collective groan that echoed around the studio from the three women in front of me – Amy, Genevieve and Claire – my dream team.

			I wasn’t supposed to have favourites, but we’d been meeting at Momentum for three years now, and I looked forward to our sessions every week – bright and early at 7 o’clock. They were more than clients. Some of my best friends, really.

			Genevieve – Gen – was half-Indian and curvy, with thick dark hair. Her petite mum had spent a lifetime pushing her to lose weight. Amy, with bright pink hair and a wiry frame, had spent her childhood in and out of hospitals with leukaemia. She fought to keep weight on. Claire, a recent divorcee with immaculate, cropped, grey hair, wanted a revenge body to spite her ex-husband, who’d left her for his younger co-worker.

			

			They’d all come to me to fix something. But over time, their goals had shifted. Now it was about muscle, strength, and mental health. And community. 

			I wasn’t naive enough to think body-image issues disappeared overnight. I mean, I still hated being the tallest woman in every room, a giantess on a hill, but I was proud the gym wasn’t just about appearances for these ladies any more. It was about confidence. Achievement. Pride.

			It was the reason I got into this business when I was 18 and fresh out of school. It was to bring out the best in people, and I could pinpoint exactly when that passion had begun. 

			Year nine. When I was caught hiding in the school loos in the worst moment of my week – double maths. Mrs MacDonald, the gym teacher, found me. She was a stern, tall woman. She had brunette hair, always scraped back into a severe ponytail. She was someone I usually avoided during netball but, once I saw how her face softened when she found me, I decided almost instantly to trust her. She didn’t shout at me or order me back to class. Instead she angled her head and said, ‘Come on – I’m teaching the year sevens how to pass and catch. You can help me.’

			I’d almost collapsed in relief. I spent the whole of double maths teaching the young ’uns (by that I mean pupils merely two years younger than me) how to play netball and it was the best two hours of my life. 

			Afterwards, Mrs MacDonald told me I needed to speak to my Head of Year about how I’d been feeling about maths, but she also said I was a very talented coach. I had a future in it, if I wanted. I remember the way my chest burned with pride. For the rest of my time at school, Mrs MacDonald served as not only an example of a brilliant teacher and coach, but also as a bit of a queer icon for me. When it came up, she spoke openly about her wife and, as a closeted bisexual 14-year-old, that felt huge, to have someone living the life I might lead one day.

			

			‘Yes, ladies!’ I pushed my arms up. ‘Two more minutes and we’re done!’

			‘You said that a minute ago,’ Claire hit out, growling at me. 

			Amy’s arms sagged. Gen had abandoned her dumbbells, head thrown back, eyes closed, still jogging. Claire’s form was perfect, her face grim with determination. Today’s session hadn’t been easy. I’d cackled like an evil villain when I’d put the programme together – burpees and lateral rises were killers – but I knew they would thank me afterwards when their heart rate slowed and endorphins flooded their system, leaving their brain nice and quiet for the rest of the day. And that satisfying stretch in your muscles.

			‘Three… two… one.’ I turned down the ear-cracking music. ‘Okay, cool down.’

			We all collapsed on the mat in front of us. The blood was burning in my cheeks. As usual, I’d joined them in the workout. Some PTs sat on their arses or leaned on equipment while their clients sweated and puffed, but not me. If I was setting you a killer programme, I was doing it with you. Camaraderie and all that. 

			I starfished on the mat, panting gently, feeling my heart racing down the peak I’d sent it up. The girls’ breath echoed around the studio. 

			‘I hate you, Lydia,’ Gen panted.

			‘Liar,’ I grinned. ‘Okay, stretches.’ 

			I lifted my leg to cradle it to my chest, feeling the stretch in my glutes from our barbell squats at the beginning of the session.

			‘Oh, that’s lovely,’ Claire croaked.

			

			Ten minutes later, we sat in a circle, gossiping. 

			‘So he says…’ Amy paused dramatically, ‘… things went from zero to a hundred, and he’s not cut out for a relationship. Like I asked him to marry me? It was one date!’

			‘Ugh,’ Gen wrinkled her nose.

			‘Honestly, Amy,’ Claire said. ‘If I’ve learnt anything, men are… What was it again?’ 

			‘Trash,’ Gen finished, sipping water. 

			Claire continued, ‘Twenty years with my husband. And he leaves me for a twenty-five-year-old. Keep your money, keep your assets.’

			‘Amen,’ Gen raised her bottle.

			I huffed, ‘Hypocrite.’

			Gen just shrugged, eyes smiling. Her lanky, adorably nerdy husband cooked her dinner, paid for her to open a tattoo studio with his lucrative coding job, and every night he played video games while she read Romantasy beside him.

			‘It can’t be all bad,’ Amy complained. ‘All my siblings are married to their soulmates. So are my parents.’

			She picked at her mat, head low. Amy had been single for a while and was desperate to find love. So desperate she let mediocre men mess her around. 

			She was a romantic, and I’d been like that once.

			Until two years ago.

			My mind drifted to that night two years ago. The night I thought was a fresh, new beginning until I’d woken alone, with a handwritten note. That’s when I lost my best friend and my belief in love, all in one go.

			‘It doesn’t exist, Amy,’ I said quietly. ‘And even if it did, what’s to say they don’t leave? No warning. Just gone. All for what – some socially prescribed idea of love? I have you guys. That’s all I need.’

			Silence. Amy, Gen, and Claire stared at me.

			‘Lydia—’ Gen started.

			‘Are you still not over…’ Amy’s eyes widened. ‘You know – him?’

			

			His name used to roll off my tongue. Now I never said it. And they didn’t either.

			‘We thought you were happy with Casey,’ Claire said gently. ‘You’ve moved in together.’

			I gave a brittle laugh. ‘Of course I’m happy with Casey. I was just saying,’ I gestured to Amy, ‘maybe we shouldn’t put so much pressure on romantic love. Fifty per cent of marriages end in divorce.’

			Claire harrumphed in agreement.

			‘See!’ I laughed, eye twitching. ‘It’s not just me.’

			‘You used to say I’d find the right person,’ Amy said.

			‘I wonder what made her change her mind,’ Gen said.

			They knew what happened with Ren. I came into one session after he left and cried my eyes out. I told them everything and regretted it ever since. I wished they didn’t know that particular weakness so well.

			‘It was years ago. I’m totally over it.’

			There was a quiet, knowing glance from the girls that made my skin itch, until Claire finally took pity on me and clapped her hands, changing the subject. 

			‘Right. I’d better go. I need to get packing for my trip. I’ll see you girls in a few weeks.’

			‘Oh, I forgot you were going on that trip!’ Amy said, tucking her pink hair behind her ears. ‘We’re going to miss you.’

			‘I’ll be back before you know it.’ Claire smiled, gathering her things.

			I’d forgotten too – she’d been planning this for ages. Three weeks off, hiking across the country with a bunch of women she’d never met. She’d wanted to do a trip like this for years. Her husband hated nature. He preferred pools and air-con.

			Three whole weeks off. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d taken three days off. This month alone, I had clients seven days a week. 7 o’clock in the morning to 9 o’clock in the evening. Maybe a nap in the middle. Three weeks off sounded… impossible.

			

			I snorted under my breath, imagining Craig’s sour face if I asked him for that amount of time off. 

			My eyes flicked to the clock. And my stomach turned to lead.

			‘Fuck!’ I shot upright. The girls scrambled to stand too.

			‘What?’ Gen blinked.

			‘Can you pack up? Shit, I’m screwed.’ I was already halfway to the door. ‘I’m already fifteen minutes late. Craig is going to crucify me.’

			‘Go, go.’ Claire shooed. ‘We’ll pack up. Don’t worry.’

			‘But you can’t pack up on your own—’

			‘Don’t be daft.’ Gen led me by my elbow to the studio doors. ‘Get gone, we’ll sort the rest.’

			‘Thank you!’ I shouted, as I turned and moved through the gym, weaving past slow walkers on their way to the badminton courts. 

			‘Shit, shit, shit,’ I muttered. 

			Momentum Gym was packed, and I couldn’t believe I’d let my class run over – again. I’d spent half the session watching the clock, promising myself today would be different. 

			I had a meeting with Craig at ten past eight. He always booked appointments at stupid times – never on the hour or half past. Always five past. Ten to. The bane of my life.

			I glanced at my watch. Twenty-five past eight.

			Fuck!

			‘Excuse me, sorry.’ I swerved past an older lady.

			‘Oh, Lydia!’ Mrs Daniels’s eyes lit up. ‘My athlete’s foot is much better – thank you!’

			‘Oh, no problem, Mrs Daniels. We’ve all been there!’

			‘I’ve been meaning to ask you—’

			Oh, God, please, not now.

			Could I tell her I was running late for something? I really should just say it – Mrs Daniels, we’ll have to talk later, I’m running late. But a voice inside whispered, She’ll be so disappointed. What if it’s something urgent?

			

			The words stuck in my throat. I couldn’t say them.

			‘Sure!’ I turned, jogging backwards, palms sweating, even as Mrs Daniels’s eyes crinkled with a smile.

			‘My husband still won’t come to the gym. He hates exercising in front of people.’

			‘Understandable!’

			‘What can I get him to do at home? For his mobility, you know.’

			‘Sure. There are plenty of things you could do—’

			‘Something simple.’

			‘Sure.’

			‘Not too challenging.’

			‘Yep, I’ve got just the thing.’

			‘Angel.’

			Five minutes later, I’d ordered resistance bands from my Amazon and explained how to strengthen his knees, quads and glutes. I’d never met Mr Daniels, but I knew how much she worried.

			‘What would we do without you?’ she said, patting my cheek.

			‘Happy to help,’ I smiled, twitching.

			I bolted up the stairs, past the Olympic-sized swimming pool, dodging Tom and Esme, the inseparable married couple, on the stairs. Me and the other PTs joked they were basically one person now. 

			‘Sorry!’ They said at the exact same time. 

			‘Tom. Esme. Tomesme,’ I muttered, skidding past Ryan leading a circuit session, giving him a quick wave, and bolted for the staff corridor, until my shoulder hit a hard shoulder. 

			Quinn Roberts. 

			He was a wall of a man, with huge shoulders, a bald head and a thick moustache.

			‘Lydia!’ he grinned. ‘Meant to ask—’

			My eye twitched. I needed to leave. Do it. Tell him you’re running late for an appointment. Tell him your nan just died and you need to get to the funeral. Tell him you left the oven on, or you’re having an allergic reaction and you’re about to swell up like a balloon and float away.

			

			Say anything.

			But the words stuck in my throat. Again.

			‘Shoot!’ I squeaked, panic fizzing in my chest.

			‘I’ve entered regionals this weekend,’ he said, slowly. ‘Will you come and watch? I haven’t told anyone else, just in case it’s a blow-out. It would be so embarrassing—’

			‘Of course. Text me the details.’

			‘Ah, I’m chuffed.’ He clocked me a strange look as I turned to bolt down the hallway. ‘See you, Lydia.’

			I hurtled down the hallway, stopping at a door with a STAFF ONLY sign. I paused, nervously, then knocked.

			‘Come in.’

			Craig had his legs up on the desk, a phone in the crook of his ear and a stress ball in his hand. He was throwing it up in the air and catching it. 

			His dyed-black hair was slicked back, as if it was a nuisance, sharpening his already angular features – a statement jaw, pointed nose, and a mouth that was perpetually angled down like he’d been born disappointed. He gestured for me to sit down, and relief poured into my system. 

			‘Okay, yep,’ Craig crooned. ‘Well, you know, I wanted to run it past you. Yep, yep, Boss. Yep. Have a drink for me. Yep, ciao, ciao.’ 

			Craig put the phone back on the receiver. His smile vanished.

			‘Twenty-five minutes today,’ he said, looking at the clock. ‘That’s a record.’

			‘I’m sorry. I swear it won’t happen again. You know how it is – people need things, you can’t just walk away.’

			Craig stared as if I was a maths equation he didn’t understand.

			Craig had never liked me. When I joined the gym at 18, his eyes had always narrowed when I opened my mouth. Since day one, he’d called me out in front of clients, offered ‘suggestions’ for their form. I let it slide, thinking maybe he just wanted me to be my best. 

			

			But when clients began requesting me instead of him, things shifted. The nitpicking started. 

			And when he became the general manager six months ago, it got much, much worse. 

			Suddenly, it was all about numbers. 

			KPIs. Timesheets. Door codes changed weekly now for ‘safety’. The rota switched to 24-hour clocks, and I had to double-, triple-check I’d got the time right for my shifts. I think he knew I struggled – but he never said anything. Just smirked when I counted on my fingers. Or paused too long reading the schedule.

			I was diagnosed with dyscalculia at school and had hidden it since I scraped a ‘pass’ in my GCSE maths and moved on. 

			But, even now, anything involving numbers filled me with dread. I learnt to mask it, pretending to understand like everyone else. And some days I managed, others not so much. 

			But I’d kept my head down and tried to keep up with Craig’s demands. My disastrous timekeeping – made worse by the fact that I couldn’t read the old school clocks in the gym – was the most obvious thing to pull me up on. 

			Craig leaned forward like a villain in a low-budget mob film. ‘We’ve reached an impasse. Your KPIs are all over the place.’

			‘I know. I’ll improve. I’ll set alarms—’

			‘We’re ending your contract.’

			Air whooshed from my lungs and my ears rang. Blood desperately tried to pump around my body.

			‘As in, cutting back my hours—’

			Personal trainers were freelance at the gym, meaning I could take on as many clients as I wanted.

			‘No,’ Craig said, shaking his head. ‘We’re giving you two weeks’ notice, as your contract requires.’

			

			He slid over a document. TWO WEEKS, highlighted in yellow.

			‘Wait… you’re letting me go?’ I whispered.

			‘No. We’re not renewing your contract. Do you understand the difference?’ Craig said slowly. As if he was talking to a child. 

			‘I’ve been here since I was eighteen. All of my clients. I won’t have any income. I’ll have to—’

			My throat constricted. Tears burned in my eyes when I thought about the idea of building everything again – over ten years of work, ten years of hard graft. It was years of late nights and early mornings. Years of laughing and networking, and making sure every client, every demand, was taken care of. All of it – gone. Just like that. 

			Without Momentum, I’d have to build everything from scratch again. 

			I couldn’t even form words. Tears threatened to overflow, and I hated crying in front of anyone, let alone Craig. 

			‘Everything has its time, Lydia,’ Craig said sagely. ‘I’m afraid there is nothing I can do.’

			‘Niall. Niall wouldn’t allow this. We spoke a few months ago about changes. He asked my opinion on the new class structures—’

			I’d met Niall, the enigmatic Irish CEO of the gym group, at various times in the last ten years. We had chatted at Christmas parties, and he had always insisted, ‘You’re exactly what this gym needs, Lydia, someone who cares, a friendly face to keep the gym local.’ 

			Whenever I’d got offers from other gyms, I’d thought about Niall. Whenever I’d felt belittled or bullied by Craig, I thought of Niall and his occasional encouragements. 

			‘That was him on the phone. He agrees. Said this’ll be good for you. A fresh start. He asked me to thank you for your many years of service.’

			The colour drained from my face but I kept it neutral. My eyes stung, but I blinked it away. 

			

			Keep calm. Don’t make a scene. 

			‘Look. If you’d prefer not to work the notice,’ Craig said, gently, too gently, ‘I’ll take your clients before they’re reassigned. Gives you space to process… and move on.’

			I nodded, feeling numb.

			I couldn’t remember leaving Craig’s office, but somehow I made it back to Momentum’s cafe, and someone touched my arm. I turned, but tears – tears I refused to let drop down my face – obscured my view. 

			‘Lydia.’ Pink hair. Amy. It was Amy. ‘We were waiting to check you were okay.’

			‘What’s wrong?’ Gen’s voice was low and lethal.

			‘Love, come and sit down,’ Claire said. ‘Oh, God! What’s happened? Tell us.’

			‘I’ve been sacked,’ I said. I realised then that I was sobbing. ‘I’ve been sacked from Momentum.’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			Lydia’s Diary, Six Years Old

			Dear Diary, 

			Mum told me something really, really sad today. Her friend Lily is not feeling well. She has cancer. I know that’s really bad because no one wants to say it out loud. They whisper it like it’s a secret. It made me feel sad. Lily came over for Sunday lunch. I told her she didn’t look sick but then Mum told me off.

			But Lily wasn’t mad. She smiled and gave me a big hug. She smelled nice, like flowers.

			Lawrence was here too but I heard his mum call him Ren, so I’m gonna call him Ren now. Ren brought his toys and we played. His bears fought my Barbies. It was fun.

			Maybe he is not so bad after all.

			Ren

			I was early, too early. 

			I pushed back on my heels, my legs eager to move. A knot of anxiety ebbed in my chest. The red binder in my hand felt stupidly bright and garish. It was the first time I’d held one since I’d collated my GCSE artwork, one of the only subjects I’d passed because I couldn’t be arsed with any of the others.

			The spring sun was shining across Everly Heath High Street, lighting up the rain from last night that shone on the tarmac and pavements. I’d always loved living in a small town on sunny spring days like this. While Liam played football with his friends, Mum would glance at me with a conspiratorial glint in her brown eyes and ask, ‘Farm?’ 

			

			Everly Heath Farm was more like a petting zoo on the edge of town, where houses and parks broke out into farms, wide open fields, and woodland. Farm days were one of the only things Mum and I did, just the two of us. She loved the horses and I liked feeding the pygmy goats and watching them bounce from hay bale to hay bale. I’d play on the swings and we’d eat ice cream, and I still remember the feeling of it melting down my arm.

			My eyes stung at the memory and I berated myself. There was no chance I’d get through today if I focused on the ever-lingering grief of losing Mum. I had enough on my plate today. 

			Today I was going to convince my brother to buy Everly Heath Farm. 

			‘Ren!’ a feminine voice shouted. ‘Ren!’ 

			I glanced around, trying to find the source of the voice, but had no luck. 

			‘God, is that you?’ 

			Pat, Everly Heath’s local councillor, Chairwoman of Everly Heath Social Club and borderline busybody rounded the corner, her little fawn pug, Noodle, trotting beside her.

			‘Fuck!’ I muttered under my breath. 

			I’d successfully avoided Pat for days, but the woman was relentless. She had been calling and texting for weeks now, trying to rope me into one of her schemes, and now I was being harassed in public too. It was all well and good when she was in your corner, but when the warpath was aimed at you, well, you’d better take cover. 

			I glanced around, trying to find somewhere to hide, but she moved quickly, advancing on me. 

			Pat smiled knowingly, a little out of breath. Today, her greying braids were styled on top of her head like a crown, and she wore large, statement, red glasses.

			

			‘There you are. So glad I bumped into you.’

			‘Bumped into me? Don’t pretend this wasn’t on purpose! You’ve been calling me for weeks and I said no. This is harassment, Pat. Don’t make me get Richard involved.’ 

			Richard was the balding local policeman who occasionally came into the social club for a quiet pint. He was 58 and in it for the pension, so I doubt he would do anything, but it was worth a shot. 

			‘Richard?’ She barked a laugh. ‘You could try but he’s in my pocket, dear.’

			‘Corruption from a local councillor.’

			‘Yes, yes.’ Pat waved her manicured hand. ‘Scandalous. Now, have you given it any thought? She had nowhere to go and I think you’d be a good fit.’

			‘Pat, listen. I have no spare time outside of work. In what universe do you think I could look after a dog? I work long hours, Pat.’

			I gestured to the brass ‘Lily’s’ sign I was standing in front of. The restaurant that my brother and I opened last year, when I’d come back from Mexico City.

			‘Oh, it will be fine.’ She waved a palm. ‘We’ll all chip in! Steve and I can help out. Sandra and Brian too.’ Pat moved closer, settling her hand on my shoulder. ‘We think it would be good for you, dear. You seem so lonely and Peanut—’

			‘Peanut?’ I huffed. ‘Stupid name.’

			Pat unlocked her phone, showing me a photo of a small golden-retriever-looking dog. Except it had short, stocky legs. Peanut stared at me through the phone. Her soulful brown eyes seemed to say ‘I love you’. 

			Fuck, she was cute. 

			No, Ren. I thought to myself. Keep your head. 

			‘You could rename her if you wanted. She really is lovely. She has a gorgeous temperament, and the shelter is at maximum capacity—’

			

			‘Look, Pat. As cute as Peanut is,’ Pat’s eyes shimmered with glee. ‘I don’t have time for this today.’

			‘Fine. Totally fine. We’ll speak tomorrow.’

			She backed away slowly, grinning.

			‘Patricia! I am not saying yes!’

			‘Fine, fine! But we’ll talk tomorrow.’

			‘This bloody town.’

			My brother’s van pulling into the bay across from Lily’s was a welcome distraction from Pat and her games, but then anxiety shot through me, followed by a jolt of excitement. I’d always struggled to differentiate between the two. My brother climbed out of the van, wearing a ‘Fuck off, I’m cooking’ cap that Kat had bought him last Christmas, and strode to the restaurant, his eyes widening in surprise at seeing me standing outside like a lemon. 

			Fuck! I knew I’d been too early. He was suspicious already. 

			When I asked for this meeting, I said it was about our latest recruitment drive. A year in, Liam could begin stepping back from early mornings and late nights in the kitchen. We could afford to hire some more staff. We could expand the team and be more ambitious with our menu. I launched a new spring seasonal cocktail menu last month. 

			Everything was going swimmingly. 

			And I was painfully bored. 

			I needed something new, a bigger challenge – something beyond the restaurant we’d opened together last year, after Liam finally came to his senses and took a risk. Kat, his fiancée, had been part of the reason for that epiphany. Her energy and enthusiasm were the perfect balance to Liam’s grumpy exterior. I loved opening Lily’s, named after our mum, but I always felt like it was more my brother’s baby than mine. He would argue differently. He’d say a restaurant is nothing without a brilliant front-of-house and bar staff. But the food – that’s what people raved about. The food got the attention of local press and national critics, while the service and drinks were given a throwaway mention at the end of the article. I’d always been that, next to my brother – the throwaway sibling. Liam was everyone’s favourite, solid and reliable, while I was still seen as the naughty kid at the back of the class, spitballing people on the back of the head. 

			

			Which I’d only done a couple of times…

			‘What was all that about?’ Liam asked, nodding towards Pat’s retreating figure, before pulling keys out of the black utility trousers he still hadn’t got rid of since turning from builder to chef. Liam had always been a creature of habit. I didn’t know how Kat dealt with it. I’d never seen her in the same outfit twice. 

			But then, they say opposites attract. 

			I wouldn’t know.

			‘Pat wants me to adopt a dog.’

			Liam scoffed, ‘A dog? That’s a big responsibility. You’d have to walk it.’

			My hands turned into fists, ‘Yeah, I know.’ I deflated, because Liam was right. That’s exactly why I didn’t want a damn dog. But I also hated that he thought I couldn’t handle it. Even after a year of solidly working beside him, never being late or forgetting an order (okay, maybe once), he still saw me as his irresponsible little brother. 

			‘What are you doing here so early?’ Liam pushed open the door, ‘We aren’t meeting for another half-hour.’

			‘I thought I’d come in and do the orders,’ I lied. ‘But I forgot my key.’

			Liam huffed and I could practically hear his unspoken words. Typical. I took a deep breath in and out. 

			Don’t let it get to you. 

			Liam flipped on the house lights, and we made our way through the restaurant, with bistro chairs stacked on top of walnut tables, towards the office – or more like a cupboard – we shared. 

			

			‘Can we talk now?’ I asked.

			‘Yep,’ Liam said, opening the office door and flicking the lights on. 

			Our office was small and dark, but Kat insisted on infusing it with life by painting it a soft stone colour and hanging framed photos from Lily’s opening night. My grinning face, champagne in hand, looked down on me almost mockingly. Liam collapsed in his office chair, which gave a horrible creak, while I sat in the spare chair opposite.

			‘You need a new chair.’

			‘You sound like Kat,’ he huffed. ‘She complains about this chair every time she sees it. “Unsightly”, she calls it.’ Liam opened his laptop. ‘Right, so we’ve had about fifteen CVs so far for the sous-chef role and twenty for waiting staff. That’s not bad, considering it’s been up for a few days. Do you want to take a look? It’s on the Google Drive.’

			‘You can pick whoever you want.’

			Liam’s eyes lifted from the screen. ‘You want me to pick your staff?’

			I shrugged, ‘Sure.’

			Liam’s eyes narrowed. ‘You insisted on picking everyone yourself when we opened. You said I had no idea what it was like to work in a restaurant and that you had the experience of working with – and I quote – “absolute shit munchers”, and that there was no chance in hell you’d let me hire them.’

			Before we opened Lily’s, Liam worked with my dad at the family business, Hunter Building and Construction. Meanwhile, I’d been working in award-winning cocktail bars since I was 18. I had more experience in the trade, even if Liam was an incredible chef. We’d had some teething issues when Liam learnt the ropes of being a professional chef, but I hadn’t needed a soft launch. I knew exactly what the menu looked like, what wines I’d stock, what equipment to order. It was like breathing, really. Easy. And now Lily’s was a success, it was a little boring. 

			

			‘I don’t think I said that exactly.’

			I said that exactly. 

			‘What’s going on? Why are you so twitchy?’ Liam’s eyes widened. ‘Are you moving? Have you been arrested?’ 

			‘No.’ My jaw tightened. ‘I haven’t been arrested.’

			Irritation – the kind of irritation only a sibling could summon – thrummed in my chest.

			‘Not recently,’ Liam muttered.

			My jaw was near cracking. At this rate, Liam would be footing the bill for my dental work. 

			‘Really, Liam? It was one skirmish with the police when I was seventeen. Can you let it go? You’d think I was serving life at Strangeways.’

			‘What’s that?’ Liam pointed to the binder. 

			I took a deep breath. Okay, here we go.

			‘It’s a business plan.’

			‘For Lily’s?’

			‘Yes. Kind of. I know we’ve discussed new sites. Expansion.’

			A huge derelict farm on the edge of town. Just what you expected, right, big brother?

			Liam nodded and outstretched his hand. ‘Let me see.’

			‘I’ll talk you through it.’ But Liam took the binder from my hands and opened it. 

			His eyes, brown eyes we both got from Mum, scanned the page. They widened when he read ‘Everly Heath Farm’ and narrowed.

			My hands began to sweat. 

			‘It’s for the farm. We create a unique destination venue – restaurant, hotel, spa. I’ve included draft architectural plans, broken down into three phases – the main house, which will be the restaurant, then the boutique hotel, and then the outer buildings. An overview of investment and cash flow. I even put together an example of a crowdfunding page. I think locals would invest for perks, like being the first to dine at the restaurant, especially now that we are more established.’ I rushed out, ignoring that we were talking about purchasing a colossal estate. 
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