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Author's Note










Cross Your Mind is a contemporary love story, but it’s also a story of survivors trying to find a path forward. For Nancy and Alex to do this together, they need to learn to trust one another both in and out of the bedroom. Readers should be aware that this novel has descriptive intimate scenes and potentially triggering content through the characters’ recollections. 

      

Please know that I have approached the challenging topics explored in this novel with the utmost care and the wish to represent and do no harm. I would like to thank the many generous people who have confided their personal and professional experiences with me. This book couldn’t have been written without you. 






You can find the full list of content warnings at nataliemorganauthor.com. 




Thanks for reading and I hope you enjoy the ride,
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London Calling – The Clash
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A Girl Like You – Edwyn Collins
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Bam Bam – Sister Nancy
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Dream A Little Dream Of Me – Ella Fitzgerald, Louis Armstrong
Bubble Bath – AJ Tracey
Prada – cassö, RAYE, D-Block Europe
Too Cool To Be Careless – PAWSA
Cry to Me – Solomon Burke
Too Sweet – Hozier
Own It – Stormzy, Burna Boy, Ed Sheeran
News Of The World – The Jam
Rumour Has It – Adele


(You Make Me Feel Like) A Natural Woman – Aretha Franklin
Charmless Man – Blur


Dirtee Cash – Dizzee Rascal
Wildflower – Billie Eilish


New Rules – Dua Lipa
Piece of My Heart – Erma Franklin


It Must Be Love – Madness 
Could You Be Loved – Bob Marley & The Wailers


Escapism – RAYE, 070 Shake
Stop! In The Name Of Love – The Supremes


HOT TO GO! – Chappell Roan  




The more I know of the world, the more I am convinced that I shall never see a man whom I can really love. 
                                                                              JANE AUSTEN 
 
 
Keep love in your heart. A life without it is like a sunless garden when the flowers are dead. 
                                                                             OSCAR WILDE 
 
 
I love to see a young girl go out and grab the world by the lapels. Life’s a bitch. You’ve got to go out and kick ass.  
                                                                          MAYA ANGELOU

1. NANCY

THE ONE POSITIVE OF A COLD SHOWER was that I no longer needed a coffee. I thumped the lever down, prickling goosebumps already climbing my body, when the invasive tones of my phone reached me. I fumbled with my towel, knotting it around me as I scurried to the kitchen, wet footprints soaking the carpet in my wake.

“Hello?” I answered breathlessly.

“Is this Nancy Cooper?” a well-spoken woman asked hesitantly.

“Yeah, that’s me. I mean, yes, speaking.” I switched to my most convincing business tone.

“Well, I’m glad I’ve caught you. Is this a good time?” She sounded dubious, and I knew her question was more of a statement. She wasn’t the sort to call back at a better time.

“Of course. This is a great time.”

“Good. Ms Cooper, my name is Jennifer Calibre, HR manager for Goldfields. I believe you recently sent us an application for our graduate apprenticeship.”

“I did, but I received a rejection letter a few weeks ago.”

“That’s why I’m calling. Although your application was rejected during the initial selection process, we placed you on a reserve list. We’ve had an unexpected dropout from the programme a few weeks in, and your application is next in line for an offer.”

“You’re offering me the job!” I did a mental fist pump.

“No, Ms Cooper,” Jennifer drew out. “We’re offering you an interview for an apprenticeship position in the Forensics and Auditing division. That is the standard process for Goldfields, and we don’t make exceptions… Even when it is the eleventh hour.”

I wasn’t sure if she was irritable with me or the dropout who’d landed more work on her desk. Perhaps both. “Yes, of course. When should I come in for an interview?”

“Today at two p.m.”

“Two p.m.?” I checked the display. “But that’s in a couple of hours.” Mum entered the lounge with bleary eyes and a pale, pillow-marked face after her long night shift. “I’m sorry,” I mouthed to her.

“It is…is there a problem? If you can’t make it, I can always go to the next graduate on the reserve list. I’m sure that candidate would jump at the opportunity if you are indisposed.”

Yep, she was definitely irritated with me. “No, no, of course I can come to Goldfields for two. That’s no problem at all.” I shot Mum a stressed look. She patted my shoulder, then calmly put the kettle on.

“Good, then. Ask for David Warner at reception. He’s the director of the Forensics and Auditing division and will be interviewing you. As this is last minute, we’ve had to squeeze you into Mr Warner’s busy schedule, so make sure you’re not late. Do you understand?”

The knots in my shoulders pinched at the condescending tone, but I managed to fawn a reply. “Absolutely, Ms Calibre. I won’t keep Mr Warner waiting. I’ll be there for two, and thank you so much for this incredible opportunity.”

“Yes, well…good afternoon, Ms Cooper.”

I looked down at my phone, and a tremor of excitement travelled up my spine. After months of applications, I’d finally caught a bite.

“What’s going on?” Mum asked, sounding croaky without her caffeine fix.

I looked up with a grin. “That was Goldfields. They’re one of the largest accounting firms in London, and they’ve offered me an interview for their graduate apprenticeship!”

“Oh my god!” She pulled me into a hug. “I’m so proud of you!” She pulled back, taking in my dishevelled state. “Did she say two?”

“Yeah, I need to get ready.”

“I’ll help, it’s gonna be tight.”

I rushed into my bedroom to retrieve my one and only suit, which I’d bought as a graduation-cum-interview outfit. It had sat crumpled in the back of the wardrobe for over a month since my last interview, so Mum pulled out the ironing board to press it while I got ready.

With my hands still shaking from adrenaline, I carefully mixed a few drops of bronze foundation with moisturiser and smoothed it over my face, then added mascara, eyeliner, and a lipstick that accentuated my natural tone, provocatively named ‘beach nude’. I wasn’t exactly sure what was expected of my appearance at such a prestigious company as Goldfields, except that I should be smart and sophisticated—if I could manage it.

“Nancy, get a move on! I need to work on your hair!”

I checked my phone and grimaced. Why did time always pass so quickly when I needed more of it? I flew into the lounge, grabbed the cream blouse from the back of the breakfast stool, then hopped into each trouser leg. Mum guided me to a chair, every bit the hairdresser, and undid my head wrap. “I think we’ll go with a French braid. It’ll be quick and look professional.”

While I’d retained Mum’s light brunette tones, my hair’s texture was all from Dad’s Jamaican side. Tight coils fell in two arcs from a centre parting, framing my face in a bouncy afro bob. I’d never been disciplined enough to maintain a particular style, so I kept my hair free and springy or tied back into a bun. Everything else I left to Mum.

“I’ll get the oil and comb!” she yelled mid-run to the bathroom.

With just half an hour of expert wrestling, Mum had managed to create a perfectly even and shiny braid without a flyaway in sight. I shrugged on my suit jacket and checked my phone. Only fifty minutes to get from Chelsea to the City of London. That was cutting it tight. “I’m gonna have to take the motorbike.”

“No you are not!” Mum looked at me, horrified. “I didn’t put all that effort into your hair for you to stick your head in a crash helmet. You’ll look a wreck when you get there.”

“Then how?”

She grabbed her purse and took out the last forty pounds. “Here, take this for a cab.”

“Mum, I can’t.”

“Don’t argue about it. I’m doing Nadia’s hair tomorrow, and it’s only a few days until my cleaning pay clears.” She took me by the shoulders. “The most important thing is to get to that interview and wow them like I know you will. Now, go grab it with both hands.”

I began to well up, but Mum had already turned me around and pushed me towards the door. “I love you!”

“I love you, too,” I said as she shut the door behind me.

The iconic red brick that made up the high-rise blocks of World’s End Estate was almost invisible to me after a lifetime living within its walls. The framed view of the affluent side of Chelsea looked like a model village from the exposed window by the steel lift, of which only the even floors were working. Luckily, I was on fourteen. I pressed the button.

Five minutes later, I was hurrying along Chelsea Embankment, past the colourful houseboats moored on the Thames, as I made my way towards Battersea Bridge. The sun was out, but a spring chill remained I was thankful for as I kept up a fast pace. The last thing I needed was to look like a sweaty mess.

I hadn’t bothered to check for an Uber nearby (with £1.90 in my bank account, I couldn’t pay by card anyway), so my only option was an exorbitant black cab. Luck was on my side as I reached the bridge. A hackney with its light on was waiting at the lights. I hailed it and ran over to the window. “Can you take me to the Goldfields building in the City?”

The cabbie glanced at me and pointed a thumb behind. “Get in, love.” I clambered into the back as the lights turned green, and without pause, he hit the accelerator, thudding me back against the leather seat.

Trevor, as I gleaned from his badge, was very chatty and utterly petrifying. He swung the cab in and out of the lanes, narrowly avoiding cyclists, city cars, and luxury SUVs while maintaining a cheery attitude. It was exactly the distraction I needed as we raced past Westminster and up Victoria Embankment.

When he asked why I was in a rush, I explained I was a recent graduate heading for a last-minute interview. Trevor switched off the meter, much to my gratitude. It turned out his eldest daughter had just graduated too and was struggling to land her first job with the economy the way it was. “You make sure you knock ’em dead.” He shot me a toothy grin as I stepped onto the pavement.

“Thanks, Trev!” I waved him off as he swerved out, narrowly missing a white van man, with whom he exchanged several rude hand gestures before speeding off.

I drew a deep breath and turned to the imposing building that was Goldfields Accounting and Finance. The mirror glass covering the front merged into grey Georgian stone, telling two different stories that together embodied the firm. Goldfields was founded over two centuries ago, yet it always seemed to stay a step ahead of its competitors. It was stable yet innovative—qualities I strived for. Although after three hundred applications and just three interviews, I would’ve settled for any entry-level job if it got me on the ladder.

When I pushed through the revolving doors, I was greeted by stark white marble covering the entire lobby. Dominating the centre of the airy space was a piece of corporate art that resembled a steel phallus, pointing suggestively towards the sky. I eyed it as I walked to reception. “Can I help you?” the blonde behind the desk asked blandly as she juggled an incoming call on her headset.

“I have an interview with David Warner this afternoon.”

“One moment.” The woman unmuted the caller to inform them she would place them on hold again. She turned her attention to the monitor. “What’s your name?”

“Nancy Cooper.”

She typed in unison, then hit Enter. A whirring sound started from a machine on her desk. After a few moments, it deposited a card. She put the card into a lanyard and handed it to me without looking up. “Here’s your pass. Make sure you display it at all times. Take the lift to the twentieth floor and wait at reception.” She pointed beyond, then turned away, clearly done with our conversation.

I scanned the pass at the security gates, and the Plexiglass swooshed open. A woman was exiting a car just as I reached the lifts, so I hopped in and hit twenty. At the same time, a voice yelled from beyond, “Hold the door!” I scrambled for the open button, and a man of around thirty rushed in wearing a tailored navy three-piece suit and bold, black-rimmed Ralph Lauren spectacles. He gave me an apologetic smile so charming it could’ve stopped traffic. “Thank you.”

“No problem,” I said, taking in his stocky but toned five-ten profile. Deep ebony skin gave way to a freshly faded buzz cut and designer stubble.

He looked over at the panel. “I see we’re heading to the same location.”

“What? Oh yes, I’m here for an interview.”

“Of course you are Nancy Cooper.” He chuckled, reading my temp pass. “You’re here to see me.”

“I—oh, you’re David Warner?” And I’m five minutes late!

“The very same.” David gave me a warm smile and extended his hand.

I fumbled swapping my bag over but managed a firm handshake. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“You too. My apologies for the entrance. I usually have impeccable timekeeping, but my husband held me up this lunch. He’s redesigning our house and I’m accosted with a swatch of one sort or another at any given opportunity.”


I laughed and shook my head in understanding at his tardiness (hopefully negating my own) while thanking the gods that the hot guy interviewing me was gay. The last thing I needed was the distraction of a crush. It was one of those complicated things I actively avoided.


The lift opened onto the reception, enveloping me in office bustle. Staff sat and stood at their desks, taking calls, gathered in discussion, or engrossed by their monitors. Phones rang, and different voices repeated the greeting, “Goldfields Accounting and Finance.” The professional hum set off a flutter of excitement inside me.

“I’ve booked a meeting room for us.” David walked just ahead. “I’ll drop you and grab my notes. There’s a coffee machine on the side. Feel free to help yourself.” He held open the door, and I ducked through, lingering as I debated the coffee, but my heart was already drumming like a baseline. Instead, I went to the row of windows showcasing a broad view of the City from St Paul’s baroque dome to the futuristic glass towers of the business district. Even a few miles from home, this was unrecognisable from the London I was born and raised in.

Behind me, the office ambience suddenly grew, and I turned to see David enter. “Please take a seat. Are you sure you don’t want a coffee?”

“I’m good, thanks.” I sat across from him, interlacing my fingers to hide the shake.

“Now, I wanted to thank you for coming in on such short notice. I know that’s not fair to you, but unfortunately, we’ve had a dropout from the graduate programme. Apparently, they were offered a lucrative opportunity at their family’s business and didn’t give us much notice. That leaves us a staff member down as we enter our key auditing period, so here you are.” David gestured to me.

“I hope I can fill that role. Goldfields was the first application I sent out after graduating. You’ve always been at the top of my list.”

“That’s great to hear, and what is it about Goldfields that attracts you?”

“Well.” I drew a deep breath. “You’re head of the pack for both accounting and financing divisions. Despite ongoing challenges in your key client sectors, you’ve achieved sizable market growth, fuelled by your expansion into adjacent specialisms such as forensics. I think that’s why Goldfields remains a business leader even after two centuries. You have a forward-thinking strategy that’s especially important in the current economic conditions.”

David paused at my answer, and I realised my accent had shown through more than I would’ve liked. My distinct inner-city London twang gave away my background in a way my resume wouldn’t. He grinned. “That is the best answer I’ve heard in some time, Ms Cooper, and without any preparation, too. You clearly know our market.”


I let out an audible breath. “With my second month’s pay waitressing, I bought a subscription to the Financial Times.”


“Oh yeah?” David chuckled, and a familiar inflection entered his otherwise business tone. “And what did you do with your first?”

“I—I brought new shoes,” I lied with an easy smile. My first month’s wage covered our red letter notices from the council.

David chuckled again and looked through my application. “So, you’re a straight-A student. A-levels in Maths, Economics, Business, and Psychology… Why Psychology?”

“It complements business. Know your client’s mind, and you’re two steps ahead.”

David smiled. “So, Nancy, what I’m wondering is, why not Oxbridge? Why the London School of Economics?”

“Well, I knew early on that business interested me, and I loved maths at school, so I pursued both. My maths teacher suggested I check out LSE, and I was impressed…” I wavered, wondering if I should continue with the second part of my answer, but something about David told me he’d get it. “And my mum’s on her own, so I wanted to stay home and support her. LSE was ideal from that perspective.”

David nodded, his expression turning earnest. “So, World’s End Estate.” I cringed at what usually came next. When the posh students at uni found out I lived at the ‘unfashionable’ end of King’s Road, I’d either been called inspirational or received some tired joke about the end of the world. “I grew up in Streatham myself,” David said with a knowing smile.


“You did?”


“Yep, and like you, I loved maths and business at school, so I applied for a scholarship, but for Cambridge, and, well, long story short, here I am. By the look on your face, you weren’t expecting that.” His accent shifted to mine, and I laughed with relief.


“No, no, that’s amazing! It’s exactly what I want. To have the opportunity to show what I can do. Work hard, build contacts, and take the career path.”

“Do you know what you’d like to specialise in?”

“The auditing and forensics side definitely appeals. My mum always said that if I didn’t work in business, I’d be a detective.”

David laughed again. “I like that. We’re all detectives when it comes to figures. The forensics side can be very rewarding.” He paused in thought for a moment. “Well, Nancy, I don’t know about you, but I think you’re a great fit for Goldfields. As I said, we need someone to step in as soon as possible, so I guess the last thing to ask is, when can you join us?”

“What? O—oh my god!” I stumbled out, my mind playing catch-up. “I mean, that’s excellent news! You won’t be disappointed. And straight away. I can start as soon as tomorrow.”

“Well, tomorrow is Saturday,” David chuckled. “And I promise we don’t work our staff that hard, so Monday will be fine. I’ll let Jennifer know and ask her to rush the paperwork over for you to sign. You’ll have an orientation with HR on Monday morning and then join the team on this floor. We’re preparing for a six-month audit starting in a few weeks, but we’ll get you caught up.”

“Who’s the client?”

David pointed behind me, and I turned to face the largest of the glass skyscrapers. Its helix shape rose in a graceful ninety-degree turn, the left side reaching slightly higher than the right, like a pair of dancers embraced mid-spin. “Toverton PLC. They’re Goldfields’ biggest client.”

I looked back with an unashamed grin. “Then I know what I’ll be researching this weekend.”

David rose and extended his hand. “I knew I’d like your attitude. Congratulations, Nancy.”

I shook it, beaming ear to ear. “Thanks so much, David I can’t wait. Have a great weekend.”

“You’re welcome. I’ve got to run to another meeting. It’s hectic today. Are you okay getting back to the lobby?”

“Yes, no problem.” I made my way to the lifts in a daze and pressed the call button. Did that really just happen? Was I about to start working for Goldfields? I pulled out my phone and messaged Mum.




I got it! I start Monday <3




Three dots popped on the screen.




I knew you would! I’m so proud of you! Invite Jem and Kim over to celebrate. We’ll have a girls’ night. There’ll be some-thing in the freezer for dinner.







I’ll text them. I’ve still got the £40 (long story). I’ll get pizza, prosecco, and face masks for us.




 Even better! C u in a bit x




I exited the lift and pulled up Citymapper. A cooling wind, intensified by the tall, narrow street, rippled the loose polyester of my suit trousers as I followed the directions towards Liverpool Street. I skirted left and right around the techy suits, barely holding back a skip, when a dazzling light blinded me. I lifted a hand to the glare and peered between my fingers to see Toverton Tower filling my view.

A satisfied smile spread over my face. 

Bring. It. On!


2. ALEX

I PACED BACK AND FORTH at the far end of my office like a cornered alley cat as I attempted to ignore the small box in my periphery. My phone vibrated in my jacket pocket. I glanced at the display, clocked the name and time, and let out a weary sigh.

Outside of my office’s floor-to-ceiling windows, night had begun to draw in. The golden hue of the sunset dazzled the glass buildings of the business district and glinted off the Thames just beyond. It was Friday evening, and life was buzzing through the capital. Red brake lights made slow progress through the evening traffic, and in the distance, lamps blinked to life along the South Bank to the multi-coloured spectacle of the London Eye turning a slow spin.

It was strange to think that just a month ago, this busy view soothed my mind, because now, it made me ache.


I drew a deep breath and succumbed to that familiar feeling of…lack. Dear god, climb out of your arse, I chastised. ‘Lack’ was the last word anyone would use to describe me. I checked my smartwatch and saw ten minutes had passed in a moment. While there was no doubt in my mind that tonight would go down in history as the worst evening of my life, for some deep-seated reason, I couldn’t stand to be late. I grabbed the box from my desk and replied to Mimi.






Evan will pick you up in 15 minutes. I’ll meet you at the theatre.





Then I called my driver. “Lord Toverton,” Evan answered.

“Please collect Ms Preston-Black from the apartment in fifteen minutes and bring her to Covent Garden. I’ll make my own way.”

“Right away, sir,” he replied in his soft Welsh lilt.

I hit the button on my desk to engage the smart glass, then unzipped the Gieves & Hawkes bag containing my tuxedo. I changed and hung my three-piece suit on the hatstand for Evelyn to collect, and then proceeded to the adjoining bathroom to mouthwash and fix my bow-tie. A pale face with hollowed eyes that told of restless nights and too many days indoors stared back at me. When I left, my executive assistant was still sitting behind her desk, data trawling the Atlantra figures. Evelyn looked up and gave me a warm smile, the faint lines around her eyes barely revealing her age. “Are you off now, Lord Toverton?”

“I am, and so should you. Where’s Dale this evening?” I paused by her desk while pulling on my overcoat.

“In Paris for the Cross case. I’ll head home shortly. I just wanted to go over the figures again before the meeting on Monday.”

“Well, don’t work too late and tell Dale Paris is meant for couples.”

“I’m keeping score, don’t you worry.” Her long, brunette waves caught the last of the golden light as she shot me her all-knowing gaze. Evelyn had learned how to read me better than most over the last six years. It was in part what made her so effective at her job. “Enjoy the opera. Which one is it?”


“Yet another modern take on La Traviata. I can’t wait.”


“They never consider us old souls.” She shook her head with mock earnestness.

“Goodnight, Evelyn.” I chuckled en route to the private lift. The doors opened just as my phone vibrated.

Oh god.

“Good evening, Mother,” I answered in as light a tone as I could manage, jabbing the button for the basement twice for good measure.


“Alexander, I hoped I’d catch you before you left. You are picking Miriam up, aren’t you?”


My eyes rolled at her admonishment, but I didn’t let it show in my tone. Avoidance was a life skill. “Evan is collecting her; I had to work late this evening.”

“I hope you’re prepared,” she clipped. “Miriam’s father has organised a photographer to be at the predrinks, and everyone who counts will be in attendance. Your announcement will be front-page news tomorrow.”


Wonderful, the media mogul was pulling the strings as usual. “How considerate of him.”



“We expect a little gratitude given the arrangements we’ve made to secure your future.”


My future! “I’m just not sure tonight is the right time—”

“It’s time,” Mother said with certainty. “Remember, your duties to the duchy take priority—always.”


Always? “Yes, Mother.”


“Believe me,” her voice dropped low. “You’d much rather deal with me than your father. Now, let’s get this done.”

“Of course.”

“Goodnight, dearest, and good luck.”

The lift pinged on the basement garage, and I strode to my black Bentley Continental GT for the short drive to the Royal Opera House.

The conservatory of Paul Hamlyn Hall was softly lit, emphasising the twilight tinting the glass ceiling. I adored this building, which was once a vibrant flower market selling seasonal blooms. Tonight, it was filled with displays of funeral-esque white lilies. They seemed fitting.

Lady Charlotte Fadbury interrupted my thoughts. “Alex, dahling! You must promise to have dinner with us.” She latched onto my arm, partly in flirtation and partly for stability. I smiled genially and took a gulp of champagne, waiting for the welcome dullness to wash over me. Charlotte passed her empty glass to her husband. “And you must bring Mimi too. She is such a lark. The life of the party. Isn’t that what I told you, Andrew?” Charlotte angled her head towards his deadpan expression, not waiting for a reply. “I thought your mother mentioned she was coming this evening.”

“She’s on her way. I needed to work late, so I couldn’t accompany her,” I said easily, hiding my racing pulse as the box burnt a hole in my pocket.

“Oh, I can just envisage it. You inside your ivory tower, looking over London as it bends to your whim—”

“Are you a fan of Verdi, Alex?” Andrew interjected, attempting to manoeuvre the conversation away from his inebriated wife.

“I am, although I prefer a traditional production to the modern adaptations that seem so popular.”

“You Brits are always the same.” Andrew scoffed in a vowelly Boston drawl that declared ‘new money’. “Culture must move with the times. It surprises me you have such a traditional view on things when you head up a technology company.”

Something about his comment ruffled me. “I don’t condemn the contemporary, quite the opposite. I simply appreciate the authentic rather than the novel. I suppose I’m somewhat sentimental at heart.”

Just then, Miriam Preston-Black entered the conservatory and scanned the room with keen eyes. She’d opted for the black backless Vera Wang that on anyone else might have been deemed indecent for a night at the opera, but Mimi could pull it off. Her slender, tanned frame and wispy, long blonde hair were engulfed by most of her clothing, so she often wore little, day and night. She looked like she might snap at any moment, although I knew all too well she was anything but fragile.

I necked the rest of my Moët and raised my hand. Mimi locked onto me, making a beeline that cut right through the middle of the assembly. Men turned their heads while their wives and partners eyed her from head to toe. The diamond necklace I’d bought for her birthday the month before twinkled in the soft light as she glided closer.

How long ago that felt.

“Dahling!” Mimi drawled, entering our small circle. She moved in to air-kiss my cheek.

“You’ve kept me waiting for over half an hour,” I whispered.

“I expected you to collect me, tonight of all nights. There were press outside the apartment. It would have been the perfect shot.” Mimi gave me a hard stare before turning to the couple with a well-practised smile. “Traffic was murder; I thought I’d miss the start. All those ridiculous buses snarling up the roads.” In a beat, her gaze shot to a nearby waitress carrying a tray of champagne flutes. She clicked her fingers.

I winced. Graciousness cost nothing, which was why it was worthless to a social climber like Mimi.

“It’s so lovely to see you, dahling!” Charlotte declared a touch too loudly and moved in for a contactless kiss. “You look divine, as always!”

Mimi swiped a glass without acknowledgement, missing the server’s subtle eye roll. “Thank you, this was a little treat from Alex.” She switched her expression to demure while modelling her dress. “He’s such a dear heart.”

Andrew eyed her lecherously from head to toe. “Your boyfriend was just telling us he’s not a fan of modern versions of classic operas. What do you think, Mimi?”

“Oh, yes, yes, I quite agree. They’re so vulgar and often only done to show more sex.” She rolled her steel-blue eyes to me in evident meaning, and I averted my gaze towards the exit. “Two lovers in Paris, as if they needed to spice it up!”


I turned back with a wry smile. “You’re thinking of La Bohème.”


“What’s that, dahling?” Her eyes narrowed, holding my gaze as she sipped her champagne.


I continued undeterred and not a little petulant. “La Bohème is about two lovers in Paris. We are watching La Traviata: the courtesan who falls for the aristocrat and then dies.”


Before she could scratch back, the five-minute bell rang through the conservatory, marking my cue. Mimi shot me a triumphant look, and I spotted the photographer setting his camera. “Are you ready, dear heart?”

My gaze darted back to the exit, and I seriously considered it, but I wasn’t one to run… Equally, I wasn’t one to be bullied.

“We should take our seats, dear,” I said lightly despite the palpitations. “It was a pleasure to see you, Andrew, Charlotte.” I nodded to both and presented my arm to Mimi, who rewarded me with a deathly stare. I waited, holding her gaze.

She looked around at the photographer, then took my arm, barely containing a scowl. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she whispered.

“Enjoying a night at the opera,” I said, my gaze fixed forward as I led us to my family’s box.

The soprano playing Violetta sang from her sick bed, which in this Hollywood retelling was an utterly ridiculous California king. I’d been impressed with the soprano, who, despite some questionable direction, had held the audience’s attention with her emotional range and powerful voice. It had saved an otherwise dire performance. Yet, as the final act drew to a close, I was losing concentration. It wasn’t the singer’s fault but rather Mimi, who was kneeling between my legs, attempting to bring me to a crescendo with her mouth.

I’d learnt early on that there was little point in resisting her advances, even when I was less than in the mood. If anything, it spurred her on like a hound on the hunt. I’d humiliated her tonight, and now she would have her petty revenge, as well-rehearsed as the play in front of us.

My heart pounded in my chest as Violetta sang in triumph on stage before her life reached its inevitable end. Mimi’s head bobbed as her sharp, manicured nails grazing my shaft. It gave me an edge of pain that satisfied a deep loathing within. Violetta rose from her enormous bed, exclaiming the miracle of her recovery to the audience in a high-pitched crescendo. My hands fisted the red velvet fabric covering the plush armrests. Violetta fell dead in Alfredo’s arms, who drew her to the floor, sobbing in grief. The audience erupted in applause as I came with a resigned sigh.

The curtain closed, and I handed Mimi my handkerchief before making myself decent. She wiped her mouth and sat back on her heels, looking victorious. I clapped slowly, my gaze fixed on her. There was no way I could keep going with this farce. The curtain opened, revealing the cast ready to take their bow. Several of the audience in the front few rows had stood in appreciation of their performance, but I couldn’t stay. I helped Mimi up, grabbed her clutch, and led her out.

“What the hell is your problem?” she hissed. “You know what the deal is, and yet you resist.”

“Fuck the deal,” I hissed back.

“What did you say?” She snatched the clutch and tossed the used handkerchief back at me.

“I’m not taking part in this sham anymore. We’re done!” I pocketed the rag and strode down the staircase, the sound of muffled applause from the auditorium following me.


“Don’t you dare walk away from me! I know you, Alex. I know what you need and what’s required. We will never be over.” She swiped her words to the back of my head as she followed me onto Bow Street.


I turned, resolved. “Evan will take you back to the apartment, but you should return to your parents within the week. You can take what you like, but I’m not keeping you anymore.”


“You’re breaking up with me tonight? After I’ve just sucked you off!”


“We shouldn’t have… I shouldn’t have,” I tripped out, feeling like the pig I was. “But can’t you see that’s part of it? We’re toxic, Mi. We’d be miserable and resentful, just like Charlotte and Andrew. Is that what you want?”

“What are you talking about? We’re a perfect fit!” Mimi barked. “Is this about the broken condom, because I told you that was an accident?”

“It’s about trust. It’s about chemistry. Neither of which we have.”

Her eyes narrowed. “I was made for you, and you dare treat me like a whore?” The slap she landed was so vicious that I was struck by old memories. Some passers-by on the opposite side of the street stared at us, and I prayed no paparazzi were loitering, although these days, everyone had a camera in their pocket in any case.

“You can have that one,” I said, rubbing my cheek where a metallic taste lingered. Evan brought the blacked-out Range Rover to the kerb, and I opened the rear door, waiting.

Mimi hesitated, her cogs spinning as she considered her situation. Then, her expression loosened. “Dahling,” she cooed, walking over. “I shouldn’t have struck you. We’re both tired. All I’m trying to do is make this easier for you, don’t you see? I only ever think of you, dear heart. Let’s talk tomorrow once we’ve calmed down.”

“I can’t fake it anymore, Mi.”

She draped herself into the back seat and turned to me with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Be careful, Alex. You don’t want to alienate your friends and family, especially when our parents are so close. It will devastate your mother.”


I lowered to her face. “Don’t ever threaten my family, Miriam, or I promise you’ll regret it.”


“Goodnight, dear heart.” She blew me a kiss as I closed the door, obscuring her from view.

When I reached the top floor of Toverton Tower, the smart lights blinked on, signalling Evelyn had left sometime before. I loosened my bow-tie and poured a generous measure of vintage Macallan, then removed the small leather heart box from my pocket. Inside sat the proposal ring passed down through twelve generations of Toverton heirs. I locked it in my desk drawer and took my glass over to the window where night had set in, the capital now illuminated all the way to the horizon. Raising my glass in hope, I drank until it was empty.


3. NANCY

“SHIT!” I HISSED AS I STRUGGLED WITH THE stiff bike lock. After a wrestle, I managed to free it, flung open my sticker-covered top box, and swapped the chain for my Barbie pink crash helmet. Of course, I was running late, today of all days.

I flung my leg over the leather seat of the black Kawasaki Ninja, flicked the kickstand, and twisted the key. The familiar roar of the 300cc engine filled my ears and sharpened my senses for the task ahead. The road was clear turning onto Chelsea Embankment, but commuter traffic was bunching up at the lights. I threaded the bike through the cars to take my place at the front. When red changed to amber, I revved the engine and launched the Ninja forward, speeding along the artery of the Thames to my first auditing assignment for Toverton PLC.

The street bike clung to the tarmac, allowing me to speed around the Exhibitor lorries that stalled the traffic as they queued for the Chelsea Flower Show. Once through, I leaned over the tank and felt the deep rumble of the engine between my legs as I squeezed the throttle. The wind rushed through the open helmet, making my eyes water. I pushed down the visor, sealing myself in like a cockpit as I approached the chaos of Parliament Square.


On the bike, I was in control, and moving forward always felt freeing.


I parked in a motorcycle bay near the front of the Toverton building and looked up at the giant glass skyscraper twisting towards the clouds. It was the boss among the megaliths of Heron Tower, Twentytwo, and Leadenhall. At this angle, it gave me vertigo. How could a building be so imposing, like a black hole pulling everything into its gravity? The giant analogue clock positioned on the tower’s edge showed it was 8:45 a.m., so I quickly locked the bike, freed my helmet hair, and ran for the revolving doors.

The lobby was so removed from anything I’d seen before that it planted me a few steps inside. A starscape of orb lights shone off the sparkling black tiles lining the floor of the cavernous space. Two enormous escalators rose beyond, with a bank of brass lifts nestled in between. But most astounding were the walls, lined with a giant vertical garden alive with every colour of the rainbow. Ticking heels bustled past as I searched for a restroom where I could change. But apparently, signage didn’t fit the aesthetic.

“Are you lost?” a voice from behind interrupted my panic.

I turned to find a man standing a couple of feet behind, both hands tucked in his pockets as if he owned the place. He was tall and broad-shouldered, around thirty, with a thick mane of wavy chestnut hair, left to grow collar-length and countered by precisely shaved sideburns. His look was all urbane: lightly tanned skin against a starched white shirt, a royal blue silk tie, and a tailored three-piece suit that drew my eyes down his body.

The man was devastating.

My gaze rose back up to meet two shrewd, evergreen eyes fixed on me. “Sorry, what?”

His lips rose into a charming smile that made me realise I was frowning. “Are you lost?” he repeated.

“I was just looking for the loos… I mean the ladies,” I corrected.

The man eyed me, clearly finding our exchange entertaining. “Of course, they’re down the hall to the right.” He gestured, but I didn’t turn. “Do you need anything else?” he added, his mouth curving higher.


My eyes retraced his body. Damn it, hormones! “No, that’s great, thank you.” I let out a nervous laugh before turning in the direction of his hand. Out of his penetrating gaze, time ticked back in, and I scooted towards the ladies at a fast trot, not daring to look back.



4. ALEX


I LET OUT A LONG BREATH as I watched the young woman shoot off towards the restrooms. She’d caught me off guard as I pushed through into the lobby. A five-foot-three young woman standing leather-clad in worn biker gear among a sea of suits as her head darted left to right. It was unusual for a Monday morning…or any morning. When she turned to my question, a gorgeous heart-shaped face framed by a plume of cinnamon curls met me. Clusters of freckles gathered on the light-brown skin of her cheeks and nose, where a gemstone winked. Her mouth was plump and lipstick pink—modest yet seductive—and frowning.


I couldn’t help but smile in return.

She was startling and stunning, but perhaps strangest of all (despite eyeing me head to toe like I was a seared fillet of Wagyu), the woman didn’t seem to recognise me. I should’ve asked for her number.


I considered waiting for her to leave. She was probably a motorbike courier dropping off a package to one of the many businesses based in my tower. Perhaps she had a delivery for me, my hopefulness piped in, but I shook it off. It was lust getting the better of me, and I needed to stick to my new rule: No more flings.


Now running very late, I put the beautiful woman aside and strode to the bank of lifts to start my day. I didn’t have time to go to my office before the first meeting, but it wouldn’t be a problem. It was only a quick hello with David and the auditing team, then I could continue with my busy day.

I’d occupied myself with work over the last few weeks, so much so I’d barely seen my house in almost a month. It was partly to get the Atlantra contract over the line, but also to avoid Mother and Mimi, whose calls and messages were relentless. As if I weren’t clear enough after the opera.

The packed lift ascended, stopping at three floors before I stepped out on forty-eight. I walked past the receptionist, who greeted me with a blush and a smile. “Good morning, Stephanie,” I said, smiling back. I knew she was an excellent communicator from her performance review. Just not around me, apparently.

David was standing outside one of the meeting rooms, chatting with my CFO, Juliette Wright. “Here’s trouble.” I smiled at Juliette and leaned into David for a solid handshake.

“I should be saying the same to you with the fintech deal of the year about to go through. We might have to start calling you a tech mogul.”

I laughed. “What can I say? They know a great product when they see it.”

“And a great deal in comparison to our competitors,” Juliette added.

“Ever the CFO,” I said wryly.

“Best hold off the accountant bashing for the next half hour; we’re your only company,” Juliette returned in her usual good humour.

“You know, you’re meant to fear us auditors,” David joined in.

“Even when I’m paying you?”

He gave me the same raised eyebrow he’d been sporting since our first day at Cambridge. “Well, let me make it up to you with lunch on me. I’ve not seen you since Sian’s birthday.”

“I’ve been busy. Lunch sounds good though, just not today. I’ve got back-to-back meetings.”

“Always giving me the brush off, this one.” David laughed at Juliette. “We’ll get a date in the diary. Right!” He looked about his team, and his brow furrowed. “One person down. Ayesha, have you seen Nancy?” he asked one of the graduates.

“I haven’t, but I can text her,” replied a young South Asian woman wearing a buff-brown trouser suit and matching hijab.

“Wait, here she comes.” David looked over to the lifts and raised his hand.

I turned to see the woman from the lobby barely holding back a run, causing her pass to swing around her neck. She’d changed into an unflattering grey suit and was carrying the same plain black backpack with a Grenfell Heart pin on the strap that I’d mistaken for a delivery bag, although it was now much bulkier, presumably filled with her seductive biker gear. Her hair bounced freely about her face, which looked flustered. She was so captivating, I couldn’t remove my gaze.

“I’m so sorry, traffic was a nightmare,” she apologised to David, then clocked me. Her expression startled, and she quickly looked away. Evidently, she’d just worked out who I was. I held back a smirk.

“No problem, you’re just in time. Shall we?” David gestured to the meeting room, and the thirty-strong Goldfields team filtered in.


I held the door open in wait while ignoring a chiding voice. “You found the loos then?”


“I did, thanks,” she murmured with a half-glance that hid her eyes, sliding by to sit at the furthest end of the table.

Not a flirt? Intriguing. I smiled to myself just as Nancy’s sweet coconut and honey breeze swept over me, causing my chest to constrict vice-tight. A touch unnerved by the visceral reaction, I took my seat next to Juliette.

“Okay,” David started. “I believe everyone is new except for Emma and Sean.” He gestured to two of the senior managers. “So, to get introductions out of the way, this is Alexander Toverton, CEO, and Juliette Wright, CFO. Juliette will introduce us to the division structures and department heads before we tour the facilities. Toverton PLC is extending our access to the health suite, GP services, and relaxation pods on fifty-six.”

The Goldfields team murmured appreciatively.

“Just so everyone’s on the same page, each division will be audited by a senior manager, leading a set of auditors and an apprenticeship support team. Emma, you’ll take HealthTech with Sasha and Carl in support.” Emma nodded and looked over at the pair. “Sean, you’ll lead GreenTech with India and Ayesha.” India looked uninterested, and Ayesha was deadpan. “Gary and Sarah, you’ll work through the FinTech accounts and report to me. And Nancy and I will concentrate on the transactions.” David turned to her surprised expression. “Apologies in advance; it’ll be a data slog.”

“No problem, whatever you need from me.” Nancy nodded.

A scoff from across the table drew my attention to India: a prim young woman with shoulder-length jet black hair and pale skin coated in a deeper makeup shade and plumping lip gloss.

“That’s the attitude we like at Goldfields,” David said cheerfully, although he gave India an assessing look as he said it.

My gaze shifted back to Nancy, catching her staring before her eyes darted down to her notepad. My heart jackhammered, but I schooled my face. “David, you’ll be handling some sensitive data with the contracts we’re pushing through, so I’ll need you to work in one of our secure areas. I’ll have an office set up for you both.”

“Much appreciated.” David reviewed the agenda. “Right. Are there any questions at this point?” There was silence and shaking heads. “Excellent. I’ll hand over to Juliette for the briefing. Alex, we won’t take up any more of your time. I know how busy you are.”

“Thanks, David, and great to meet you all. Juliette.” I rose and glanced at Nancy, expecting to meet her eyes, but they were lowered. I hesitated, willing her to look up, but her head remained bowed. Shaking off a curious irritation, I left the meeting room and forced myself not to look back as I walked to the lifts.


5. NANCY

I LET OUT A SILENT SIGH of relief when Alex left. I’d heard almost nothing of David’s introduction as I was painfully aware of Alex’s eyes on me every time I looked up. Worse still, my gaze seemed set on gravitating towards his. Not ideal.

It was embarrassing enough that I hadn’t recognised him from our encounter in the lobby. While I’d researched Toverton PLC and its successful shift into the tech sector after Alex had succeeded his father as CEO, I hadn’t bothered with the reams of gossip about the dynasty behind the business.

My life was at the opposite end of the spectrum from the so-called ‘duke’s heir’—silver-spooned, playboy, tech bro all wrapped in one giant red flag. He even had a small ‘bad boy’ scar on his cheek like a broken hero cliché. It almost made me snort. He was the last guy to get caught up with in some pointless tête-à-tête, making eyes and tripping over sentences. All I needed to do was focus, keep my wits, and give Lord Alexander Toverton a wide berth for the entire six-month audit.

When midday hit, David called time on the morning session, and Ayesha came over. Her warm complexion highlighted two bushy black eyebrows and dark brown eyes, but the first thing that had caught my attention was her bright, wide grin, skirting a line between innocence and ingrained sarcasm. I was instantly intrigued.

“Shall we enjoy our usual delectations while checking out the business district?” Ayesha asked. Over the last three weeks, we’d shared a few breaks over our packed lunches, while the all-hustle-all-the-time Oxbridge lot queued at Pret A Manger.

“It’s like you read my mind.” We grabbed our bags and shuffled out with the crowd towards the lifts. As we passed reception, I heard India comment to her mate Sasha, “The diversity duo off to lunch.”


Ah, the classics. I looked over at Ayesha, but she was busy texting and hadn’t heard, so I let it go. Those two weren’t worth the breath anyway. I hit the call button for the lift and checked my phone. Mum had messaged she’d leave early for work, but there was leftover pasta bake in the fridge. Thanks, Mum <3, I texted back.


As the lift descended, India turned to me with a thin smile. “Congratulations on securing the deal accounts.”

“Thanks, but I don’t believe it’s any more prestigious than the other auditing tasks,” I said, remaining stony.

“Oh, I doubt it. Working one-on-one with David for six months on sensitive data. I guess he’s priming you for forensics.”

“I don’t know about that. It’s not a discussion we’ve had.”

“Well, however you can get a foot forward, I suppose. It’s that whole positive discrimination thing, isn’t it?” India said with a snide edge.

My lips thinned. “Excuse me?”


“Just seems strange, you know. You’re the only scholarship graduate on the team, and you joined a month later than everyone else, yet you get the best role.”



“I earned my place here, just like everyone else,” I said calmly, though the Jaws theme was playing murderously in my head.


“Of course you did, and I’m happy for you.” India turned back to the doors, cutting me off.

“I don’t need you to be happy for me, thanks,” I replied to the back of her head.

India glanced at Sasha, who sniggered. “Touchy.”

I bit my cheek to avoid saying another word to those assholes, but something about India’s accusation sat with me. What if she was right? We stepped out of the revolving doors into the fresh air, and I let out an exasperated breath.

“Don’t let her get to you. She’s just jealous,” Ayesha consoled in understanding, having been marked by the pair because she was an international student from Pakistan who’d managed to extend her visa.

“I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction. It just frustrates me. I’m always busting my ass. As much as anyone else, anyway, and definitely India, but I’m still accused of not earning my spot.”

“I hear you. That’s why my advice is to take the opportunity and run with it. Having that much one-on-one time with David is valuable, and the best way to get your own back on those snobs is to succeed.”

“You’re a wise woman, Ayesha.” I smiled, feeling a little better as we walked down the busy skyscraper-shadowed street.

“Just one of my many talents.” She flashed an eyebrow. “Now, let’s find a bench. I’m starving.”

The rest of the afternoon was spent planning. David took me through the data gathering we’d start the following day, so I could hit the ground running. By five-thirty, my head was spinning. I had pages of notes I’d need to review later that evening to ensure I was ready for whatever came at me. Ayesha was right. The best revenge was success.

I exited the lift, already wearing my motorcycle gear, and scanned my keycard at the turnstiles. Halfway across the lobby, I heard my name being called and looked around to see the receptionist waving me over.

“Nancy Cooper?”

“Yes, that’s me.”

“I have an envelope for you.” The receptionist handed me a slip, then turned away to pick up a call.

“Thanks,” I murmured in confusion. I pushed through the revolving doors and walked past a taxi and a blacked-out Range Rover as I tore the paper. Inside was a single business card, velvety to the touch and gilded with the name Alexander Toverton. My hand trembled as I read his mobile number underneath. The note on the back said:




You’re welcome to park in the basement. Code: 5693





Despite its brevity, I re-read it several times. Alexander must’ve gleaned from our meeting in the lobby that I had a bike parked nearby and organised this for me. It was a strangely thoughtful gesture. Then my stomach twisted. The ludicrously busy and hot Lord-cum-CEO went to the trouble of organising this for me… He’d thought about me.
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