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To anyone who’s “not where they should be” in their life – you are enough.

And to my parents Dionne and Hugh. Thank you for being my biggest cheerleaders. Remember to skip Chapters 24, 28 and 29, they’re not important.









Praise for Quarter-Love Crisis


‘A sassy, light and sweet rivals-to-lovers romance. Maddison is the best kind of heroine’ Elizabeth Drummond, author of The House Sitter


‘A funny, honest and deeply relatable novel about the highs and lows of navigating your twenties. It feels at once like a crash out prompted diary entry and deeply reassuring hug from your best friend. Brimming with heart and humour, Burke’s debut is a warm exploration of love, friendship and the delightful messiness of being in your twenties’ Rufaro Faith Mazarura, author of Let the Games Begin


‘An utterly relatable rom-com with all of my favourite tropes. Jasmine Burke is one to watch’ Carlie Walker, bestselling author of The Takedown


‘A sparkling, buoyant debut that so deftly captures the highs, lows, and everythings-in-between of that period in your twenties where you know you’ve got the rest of your life ahead of you, but you also can’t help but feeling like you’re already falling behind. The romance between the leads absolutely sizzles, but the true star is relatable badass Maddison with her big dreams and even bigger heart. What a moving, authentic, joyful ode to one’s twenties’ Pyae Moe Thet War, author of I Did Something Bad


‘A smart and hilarious romcom, Jasmine has deftly mixed iconic 2010s nostalgia with sizzling chemistry and finished with a modern twist. Quarter-Love Crisis is an instant classic’ Annabelle Slator, author of The Launch Date









Prologue


Ten things I would go back six months and scream ferociously at myself:


1. There is no point keeping your outdated clothes from sixth form ‘just in case’. They are too small for you and you are in your late twenties.


2. It’s not a bad thing that you don’t know how to drive . . . But you can spare yourself that late-for-the-bus run and order a taxi sometimes.


3. You can paint as clear a picture of ‘adult you’ as you like, but life will show up, tear it to pieces and throw those pieces out of the window.


4. You are not a big drinker. Don’t try to be a big drinker, even if you are trying to prove a point.


5. If a man walks like a villain and talks like a villain, he’s absolutely a villain. DO NOT keep texting him.


6. There is no such thing as too many notebooks no matter what anyone may try to say. Buy another, actually! You know you deserve it.


7. You are far too good at sticking things out. If something’s not right for you, leave it, I beg.


8. Bottling up is not fun. You have friends for a reason and they are the best friends in the entire world.


9. Maybe, just maybe, you can know someone for most of your life and yet still not quite perceive them right.


10. You may have thought the day you blew your life up would stem from one big push. It has not. It has stemmed from six months of gentle nudges to the edge. And now the day has come. You know what to do . . . It’s time to jump.









Nudge 1


The Bus Pass


‘Wake up!’ I slam on the door, yelling. ‘Or I swear I will crease every single pair of your trainers.’


I promised myself that today would be different. I made a schedule, a tick-list and set a new wake-up time. And, yes, I snoozed two alarms before I got out of bed, but it still should have worked.




5 a.m. – Wake up; gym wear; go downstairs.


5.05 a.m. – Transfer last night’s clothes from washer to dryer; put on a forty-five-min cycle.


5.15 a.m. – Thirty minutes of yoga in the living room.


5.45 a.m. – Brisk morning shower (playlist pre-made).


6 a.m. – Remove clothes from dryer; pick an outfit.


6.15 a.m. – Body lotion; get changed; light natural make-up; try new hairstyle.


7 a.m. – Make green tea; pack lunch into black leather shoulder bag.


7.30 a.m. – Walk to the bus stop in new wool trench; log steps on new app.


8.30 a.m. – Arrive at work; use extra half an hour gained of workday for meeting prep.





But nothing is ever that simple and I should have known that from the moment I found my brother’s clothes in the dryer. The same clothes that have been sat there for over a week despite my multiple reminders. At that point I would have folded them myself, but Mum said we needed to ‘teach Anton a lesson’. What lesson? He’s learnt nothing and is only getting worse, and now the perfect outfit I’d planned is still sat, soggy, damp and likely smelly, in the washing machine. After digging around in my wardrobe, all I could come up with was a pair of thick tights, and a top and skirt that I haven’t worn since sixth form. I’m in a Peter Pan collar, for God’s sake! When I do not have the neck to pull those off!


There was a version of me from thirty minutes ago that believed I could get my perfect morning back on track. I ditched the yoga, skipped the tea and resolved to grab lunch on the go, and for a moment all seemed somewhat OK. Then I hit the bottom of the road, stuck my hand in my pocket and realised Anton still had my bus pass. A quick round of expletives and a speedy U-turn later, and here I am back at home at 7.50 a.m., having an almost one-sided screaming match with my little brother.


I slam three sharp, hard slaps on his bedroom door before immediately following with rapid-fire knocking. If I had any real courage, I’d barge through it, but I’ve already learnt the hard way that he doesn’t wear a stitch of clothing to bed.


‘Seriously, Anton. I mean it,’ I hiss through the closed door. ‘I’ll ruin every single pair you own.’


‘Go away, Maddison!’ His voice is a husky growl.


Anton has never been a morning person and it’s only got worse with age.


‘Where’s my bus pass?’ I ask, banging once more for effect. ‘I asked you to leave it on the table when you got in last night.’


I could ask him to take money from me and he’d still do it wrong just to spite me.


He grumbles something unintelligible and I hear the shuffling of his duvet, and scraping, before his door inches open. I can just about make out his face, set into pure resentment as he peers through the gap and recoils at the hallway light. He is a gremlin if I ever saw one. One who cannot go back to university quick enough, if you ask me.


‘Aren’t you too old to be getting the bus to work?’ he asks, reluctantly passing the card through the crack in his door.


‘Buy your own bus pass next time.’ I snatch it off him.


‘Move out.’


‘Grow up!’


There’s no use. The door is already closed and the shuffling behind it suggests he’s already back in bed.


I’m already so behind I could cry, and at this rate I may actually be late to the office again. So, I speed out of the door for the second time this morning, the gripless soles of my loafers be damned. There’s no time to be practical – it’s make or break. Get this bus or be late for the most important meeting of the year.


The heavens open above me, a non-forecasted torrential rain pouring demonically from the sky. I rummage through my bag as I continue to skid down the street, a mum on the school run eyeing me for my choice of language as I curse the clouds. I have an umbrella, of course – I always pack prepared – but what I do not have today is a hood – the only thing that could possibly keep my hair from frizzing. High-powered businesswomen walk down the road in wool trenches, not parkas they’ve hung onto since they were sixteen.


High-powered businesswomen, however, probably have their own drivers, or at least their own very fancy cars. I have a worn-out bus pass and a head of hair that’s frizzing the longer I remain in denial. I do a quick mental calculation.




Bus – Eleven minutes away from bus stop.


Bus stop – Seven minutes away from my house.


House – Three minutes away from where I had got to.


Raincoat – On our banister. A one-minute grab at most.


Time behind schedule: Zero if I move fast enough to be back at bus stop in eight minutes.





‘Back again?’ Mum asks as I run through the door. ‘What did you forget this time?’


But I have no time to give her more than a grunt in response as I lunge for the banister. I have no doubt I’ll hear all about my supposed attitude later, but my mother’s wrath is a price I’ll simply have to pay.


I plough through the rain once more, shimmying to keep my handbag from sliding down my arm, fingers grappling as I try to frantically close the zipper on the coat before realizing it’s on the completely wrong side. I look down. I grabbed Anton’s coat. It’s larger, bulkier, not tailored at all. But at least I will be on time, with my hair mostly intact. That is, of course, if the bus app stops acting up. Why the jump from six minutes to three when I’m five minutes away? I pick up the pace, my rain-soaked loafers hooked on my feet with nothing but the sheer force of my toes. It’s a race against time, gravity and the forces that clearly want me dead, but I power on. I must. My future hangs in the balance. I cannot have suffered all this for nothing.


By the time I reach the end of the road I can make out the bus, a once-distant blob becoming clearer and closer. I run. My lungs hate me, but there’s too much at stake. It’s close – far too close, but I reach the stop just in time, my sigh of relief synced with the stilling engine and the whoosh of the doors opening.


I press my card against the yellow reader.


A double beep and a red light flashes up.


I try again. The same happens.


‘You’re out,’ the driver snaps at me through his little glass window.


‘Excuse me?’ I’m panting, still catching my breath.


‘Out of money. It needs topping up.’


Of course it does. Anton is the devil incarnate. Why would he think to reimburse me after using the card I pre-load with the exact amount I need to get the bus to and from the office each month?


‘I don’t think I have my bank card.’ I’m still disorientated as I riffle through my bag.


‘Just use your phone, darling.’ He tuts. ‘Everyone uses the phone these days.’


And I know that. I’ve not lived under a rock. But after running through the rain and making this bus by the skin of my teeth, he’ll have to forgive me for not recalling the best practices when it comes to bus etiquette. He doesn’t acknowledge the apologetic smile I give him as I tap my phone on the reader, so I can only assume his morning is going just about as well as mine. But today can only get better. It has to get better. I have too much riding on it.


I got on the bus at 8.13. This bus ride is forty-two minutes with traffic. It is super close, but I should just about make it with a couple of minutes to spare. I take refuge in the first empty seat I find, and take a moment to breathe and re-centre myself. I skipped yoga (as I do every morning), but that doesn’t mean I can’t meditate on the bus. I take a deep breath, but my phone buzzes in my pocket before I can start.




Morning, sunshine. I’ve missed you.





Kimi’s message is followed by a whopping twenty-minute-long voice note.


‘Hey, bighead, I’ll try to keep this brief, but, honestly, I make no promises. The group chat went off last night and I know you won’t read back anything over forty messages, which . . . honestly, Mads, we really need to talk about. Anyway, I thought I’d check in and let you know you’re needed round Devi’s tonight – she finally closed on her flat and she wants to celebrate with one last wine night at her parents’ place. She’s supplying the wine, we’re ordering pizza and Raina’s gonna pick up some flowers and a card. Don’t even try to come at me with your whole “it’s a weeknight” thing – we won’t keep it too late and I can pick you up on my way. I haven’t been to yours in ages, actually, so it would be nice to pop in and say hi to your mum. Speaking of Auntie, is she going to . . .’


I zone out as I stare out of the window, making a mental note to listen properly before I see her later. Kimi, bless her, while one of my favourite people in the world, sure knows how to drag a simple point into five separate ones with additional backstory and side quests.


I text back. Is wine night straight after work? Her status jumps online the second it’s sent.




KIMI: Yeah, ASAP – why, you got plans?!


ME: The gym. I can meet you guys after?


KIMI: You weren’t gonna make it to the gym.


KIMI: Be honest with yourself.





She’s right and I know it, annoying as it is. The second I ran for the bus it was pretty much decided that my grand return to the gym could wait. That doesn’t, however, mean that Kimi has to be so loud about it. Especially so early in the morning.




ME: You are an enemy of progress.


KIMI: You can progress tomorrow when it’s not wine night x





I heart the message. She knows I’ll be there as much as I know I’ll be there. One of my best friends just bought her first home; I wouldn’t miss that for the world. But back to now. Deep breath. I pull out my journal and set my intentions for the day.


1. Apologise to Mum for not saying bye – throw in some kisses for good measure.


2. Don’t shy away from the facts with Pippa. I have worked hard. I have proof. I deserve a promotion.


3. Drink two litres of water (at least 1.5 while at work).


4. Go to the gym after work (you have the membership! Use it!). Wine night with the girls.


5. Plan revenge on Anton. Make it good. Make it super evil.









Nudge 2


The Reintroduction


Everyone told me that finding a job straight after graduating would be hard. They kept advising me to ‘pace myself’ and ‘not to worry too much’ and I nodded along and agreed to their faces. I saw all the stats and I heard about the state of the job market again and again. I also, however, secretly believed that I would be the exception.


That delusion made the shame and sadness I felt when I became part of the statistic absolutely unbearable. I cried and applied to everything I was even remotely suited for, only to be met with toneless, standard rejection emails.




Unfortunately, we have decided not to move forward with your application . . .


We have chosen a candidate whose qualifications more closely align with . . .


We have received a significant number of applications from qualified candidates and we regret to inform you that . . .





It went on for months. I was never experienced enough or, in most cases, even good enough for a reply. I watched my friends slide into their degree-determined grad roles and tried not to resent them as they vented about their hard workdays, but it got dark after a while. So devastatingly hopeless that I even considered going back and doing a masters.


I needed a break. An escape. I threw my energy into literally anything else I could get my hands on, which just so happened to be my dad’s fiftieth birthday party. At the end of the night, as everyone danced and ate from the incredible buffet I’d organised from four different caterers, it was actually Anton who suggested that organising parties might just be my calling. So, I refocused my search to anything to do with events.


Eventually, along came a beacon of hope, offering rudimentary pay in a shiny personal assistant role to the head of events and project management of Abbingtorn Accessories. I applied in a rush on the closing date and got invited to an interview the very next day.


Abbingtorn has earned their place as one of the best luggage providers around, dominating the UK and beyond with their chic but practical items and accessories. Not only has their aggressively flashy marketing got every content creator around flaunting their bags, but their launch parties and collaborations dominate the news sphere for weeks at a time.


Before I started at Abbingtorn I imagined that each morning would take place like a flawlessly choreographed dance, in which I floated through the revolving doors, whipped my coat off and glided up to my desk. Each team would greet me with smiling faces, and cute sassy one-liners, complimenting my shoes and my effortless style. I’d go for afterwork drinks with Design, lunchtime coffees with Production, and gossip with the IT girlies over shaken espressos. But then I joined, and it took about two weeks to realise that workplaces are just school-level arenas with fewer repercussions. My dream came crashing to a rough halt and here I am, four years later, still caught in the wreckage.


‘Sorry I’m late – had a nightmare with buses!’ I pant as I weave my way through the sea of office chairs.


‘It’s 8.58,’ Gus says, looking up at me in confusion.


‘Exactly. Pippa’s here already?’ I ask. Her lilac handbag sits in pride of place on her desk, taunting me with its earlier-than-usual arrival.


‘She got here before me and she’s wearing a blazer today.’ Gus grimaces.


‘A blazer?’ I ask, my heart sinking.


I know my outfit’s not cute, but at least it’s still smarter than Pippa’s normal attire. She wholeheartedly ignores the ‘smart’ in ‘smart casual’. The blazer must mean something – a mind game or a statement to snatch that pay rise right out of my already shallow hand.


‘How early did she get here?’ I ask, sniffing for more clues.


‘Jackson said she signed in a little before eight. It’s got to be because of this big meeting, right?’


The words make my heart plummet even further down in its new pit. My appraisal’s been booked in for the better part of a year, rescheduled more times than I’ve been able to count, and each time it’s been called just that – an appraisal. There’s no reason she’d be referring to it as the ‘big meeting’ unless there’s more to it now. Unless it’s been continuously moved to bide time for a bigger purpose . . . a dismissal.


‘What big meeting?’ I try to level my breathing.


I need clarification before I fully freak out, but Pippa saunters through the door before Gus has a chance to answer.


Pippa Shaw was the first person I met at Abbingtorn. She collected me from Reception with a freshly whitened smile and gushed over how excited she was to have another girl around. She was chirpy and bubbly, and gave me a whole twenty-four hours in the role before asking if ‘that was my real hair’. Her constantly upbeat nature and intrusive questions took some getting used to, given that most of it is rooted in how easily everything has come to her, but, once I realised that she’d lobbied for me to get the job, my resistance to her lessened. Mostly.


‘You’re not usually this late in – everything OK?’ she asks, taking a sip of her mint tea.


She wouldn’t know – she’s never here when I get in. She’s never usually here within the first twenty minutes of the workday. Of course she’d pick today to outshine me, to dress smarter and portray the image of a perfect manager. An image she has never once kept up.


‘Bus troubles,’ I say, my heart beginning to thump in my chest.


She coos. ‘Bless! In this rain as well? No wonder you look so . . . tired.’


Of course, I look tired. Anyone would look tired if they’d been up since the crack of dawn fighting for their life.


‘Wild night?’ Gus asks from across the desk. ‘I can barely function the morning after the night before!’


‘Nah, just dinner with my family and some reading in bed,’ I reply.


‘Ugh. I wish I was more like you. Someone suggests one drink and that’s it, I’m out until two.’ Pippa sighs wistfully. ‘By the way, Maddison, your hair suits you like that! All frizzy and puffed out.’


I flinch and try my hardest not to link Pippa with every mean girl I’ve encountered rolled into one. Then I grab an elastic band out of my desk drawer and drag my hair into a sad little bun that hangs limply on my scalp with no structure. It’s the best I can do without a hairbrush or edge control, and it’s not like anyone in the office will even notice. Pippa plops down onto her seat, running a hand through her own hair and giving herself a quick once-over in the reflection of her blank desktop screen.


The two of us have pretty similar stories, in the sense that we graduated with no clear career path or professional events experience. The main difference, however, is that she then turned to her uncle, whose golf buddy happens to own significant shares in Abbingtorn. One informal ‘interview’ at a family party later and she jumped into a project manager role that she was entirely unqualified for. A year later, the head of department quit, two weeks before one of Abbingtorn’s biggest events. Left with very little time and no other real options, Pippa was thrust into her current role as head of events and project management.


‘Look at the time – we should probably start heading upstairs.’ She fishes a purple notebook from her bag.


‘Upstairs?’ I flick through my calendar. ‘Weren’t we booked in for Meeting Room H?’


‘Shit, I was meant to email you.’ Pippa sighs, unapologetic as can be. ‘I have to move your appraisal – we have a team meeting upstairs.’


‘Oh? The three of us?’ I ask.


‘Yep. And Olly and Max.’


She lifts her bag from the desk, avoiding my glare as she smooths down her skirt and makes her way to the exit.


‘A meeting, right now, with Oliver and Maxwell?’ I say slowly.


She nods, confused as to why it’s not clicking. Like she didn’t just drop an atomic bomb on my lap.


Maxwell Abbington and Oliver Tornton built Abbingtorn Accessories from the ground up (depending on how far down you’d consider the ‘ground’ to be when you already have the money, capital and a network of popular influencer friends that will flaunt your products for free). What started as a drunk conversation between two friends quickly transformed into a finely oiled machine, with a hundred and fifty-plus direct employees and factories worldwide. After an exclusive deal with a very famous actress and a gold-medal-winning athlete, they have rapidly scaled up their operations, headquartering themselves in a repurposed warehouse building in Clapham and bringing all of their events and marketing in-house.


‘Why do they want to meet with all of us?’ I ask, swallowing the panic rising in me.


‘I’m not sure, didn’t ask,’ she says, waiting at the door.


‘You didn’t ask?’ I try to hide my horror.


‘We’ll find out upstairs, hun. I want to be a couple of minutes early.’


With her flightiness, her story is almost believable. Except for the fact that I have access to her calendar and do the majority, if not all, of her scheduling. I do a quick scan and this meeting isn’t in her diary. Nor is the appraisal that she has supposedly rescheduled. But there’s no time to dwell. There’s no time to do anything but slap on a smile and head for the elevator.


It is then, for the first time today, that I catch my entire outfit in the mirrored door. It is worse than I feared. Far more juvenile and bordering on offensive to the eyes. As I tug at the eight-year-old velvet skater skirt, I pray it might bring some maturity or at least some decency, but it still hangs obscenely, the hem ending two or so inches from my crotch (if I’m being generous). I subtly twist to the left, trying to catch my side view in the reflection without raising eyebrows from Pippa or Gus, but, as I move, the silly, stiff collar rubs at my neck, scratching a tiny mark by my collarbone.


I need to focus. Turn my anxious thoughts to the exact way Anton will pay for his crimes against my wardrobe, and away from whatever Oliver and Maxwell could possibly want with us. Also, more importantly, why Pippa went to such lengths to keep the meeting a secret from me in the process.


‘There’s my favourite team!’ Maxwell gives a cheer as we walk through the door. ‘How’s it going down in Events and Project Management?’


‘Great as always!’ Pippa flashes her most winning smile.


‘Great to hear!’ he says, clasping his hands together. ‘Take a seat, take a seat.’


I shuffle around the table and into a seat as quickly as I can, hiding the belt of a skirt under the boardroom table before anyone else has a chance to clock it, but they barely acknowledge Gus and I as we sit. My stomach churns, pushing against the cheap blouse as the buttons start to close in. I can’t help it – in my four years of working here, we’ve never all met with them at once. Something has got to be up and the sooner we find out, the sooner I can stop feeling so queasy.


Maxwell glances over to Oliver, who takes a painfully slow sip of his coffee, revelling in the quiet as the rest of us wait on his every move.


‘Do you all know who Evie Eesuola is?’ Oliver asks eventually.


‘Everyone knows Evie!’ My exclamation is meant to come off as cool, but it’s more of an involuntary, awkward laugh. I can’t help it, I’m pumped full of adrenaline from the nerves, and the relief that the first topic of discussion isn’t firing us all. Maybe that’s why I’m met with staunch silence. I look from Pippa to Gus, who seem completely thrown by the question, and even more by my spontaneous and bubbly answer. ‘The lifestyle blogger turned business mogul?’ I continue, starting to doubt myself. ‘Ridiculous numbers on socials . . . ? Recently got her own TV show?’


I thought that everyone had heard of Evie Eesuola. It’s impossible not to have at least seen her name. She is a Black woman in a field dominated by white blondes; she sticks out like a sore thumb, but she makes that thumb the best finger. But the way Gus and Pippa are staring back at me, it’s clear they’re encountering a blind spot. A very specific and somewhat telling blind spot, if I say so myself.


‘Oh, yes, of course, that Evie! I totes love her.’ Pippa blags her way through without an ounce of authenticity.


‘Good’ says Oliver. ‘Well, I don’t know if you’ve seen, but she’s created a travel-tailored loungewear line as part of her business—’


‘Evielution!’ I say excitedly. ‘She launched it a couple of years ago. It’s stocked by most high-end retailers.’


Oliver nods. ‘Yes. And now she’s launching a luggage line to go with it. A luggage line that she has signed on to release with us.’


‘No way!’ I gasp.


‘It’s our biggest brand collaboration to date.’ Maxwell beams. ‘Working with Evie could open a new set of doors for us.’


Pippa claps her hands. ‘That’s an awesome get, guys! Where do we come in?’


‘With the Summer Splash, the annual July extravaganza she holds at her place. I’m sure you’ve seen them in the tabloids – big production, flashy décor, real expensive. This year she wants to use it to launch the new range and we’ve convinced her to give our events team a chance before outsourcing,’ Oliver says. ‘If she’s impressed with what we do with her launch, it could lead to future collaborations and events with her and, in time, her large network of rich friends.’


‘We would be honoured to plan it.’ Pippa’s cheeks have reached their limit with just how far they can stretch into a smile.


‘Good to hear it.’ Oliver nods approvingly. ‘We’ve arranged a meeting next Friday to survey her grounds and figure out exactly what she wants from us, and we want you all there so we can show her that we are a friendly and united front. In the meantime, Evie has popped in to say a quick hello. She likes to meet large suppliers in person.’


‘She’s here?’ Pippa straightens herself in her seat.


‘On her way up as we speak. I trust you’ll all give her a proper Abbingtorn welcome.’


Only a man like Oliver would think it non-sociopathic to spring this on us last minute. Pippa’s putting on a front and Gus is trying to bottle his worry, but it’s clear they’re both more than ready to blow. They may not know exactly who she is, but they know that she’s important and needs to be impressed, and that’s enough to rattle them both to their core. I’d revel in the irony and the fact they now know how I felt having this meeting sprung on me, but, unfortunately, I’m right there with them. Evie Eesuola, trendsetter and absolute fashion icon, is about to walk through those glass doors and I am in a crumpled skater skirt with my hair in a bedraggled bun.


There’s a light tap on the door and Maxwell shoots out of his chair.


‘Evie, welcome!’ he says, as the rest of us look on in awe.


I know Evie Eesuola is gorgeous – I’ve followed her online for years – but in person she is ethereal. She exudes glamour and elegance with each miniscule movement, every eyelash in place and every wisp of an edge laid. Her glittered French tips catch the light as she extends her hand to shake Maxwell’s, creating a small kaleidoscope of colours on the white office wall.


‘So nice to meet in person! This must be the team you told me so much about.’ The words tinkle as she speaks and scans our faces intently.


She pauses when she gets to me, a fleeting but genuine smile flicking across her face as I twitch nervously and adjust the stupid collar digging into my neck. I know she must be disgusted by the outfit. I try to make it clear I hate it too with a subtle, self-deprecating grimace, but there’s only so much you can do while being completely starstruck.


‘These three are our events and project management team, who will take your Summer Splash to new heights. This is our head of department, Pippa, her assistant, Maddison, and our junior project manager, Gus.’


‘Nice to meet you, Pippa, Gus, Maddison!’ She nods at us in turn. ‘I’m Evie.’


‘We know!’ Pippa lies through her lying teeth.


‘I never like to assume.’ She smiles softly. ‘Thanks for taking some time to meet me today. I know some companies can be quite weird about last minute pop-ins, but we just wanted to put some faces to names before the whole formal meeting next week.’


‘It’s never a bother here at Abbingtorn,’ Oliver says, strolling over to shake her hand. ‘I’m Oliver by the way – Managing Director. It’s lovely to meet you both ahead of next week.’


Oliver’s eyes flick past Evie to acknowledge the stone-faced, casually dressed man standing next to her. I hadn’t even noticed him in my Evie-induced trance and now, as I digest the sight of him properly, I feel my blood run ice-cold. He stands there, tall in a crisp white T-shirt, a pair of soft black trousers and a silver chain. It’s simple, effortless, and yet anything but plain, accentuating his defined chest and muscular arms without trying. His face has changed ever so slightly, more chiselled and dignified with age, but the way he makes my stomach turn on itself remains the same all these years later.


‘Nice to meet you, Oliver! I’m Evie, as you know, and this is my talent manager—’


‘Aiden Edwards,’ I murmur under my breath, the name tasting like pure venom on my tongue.


But I’m not quiet enough. The words ring out across the room and bounce off the walls as clear as day. His deep-brown eyes reach my face and flick up and down as he takes me in slowly. He doesn’t move – he doesn’t have to – the raised hairs on my arms and my racing heart are enough. I feel like I’ve seen a ghost, which is fair because as far as I was concerned, he was well and truly dead to me.









Nudge 3


The Wine Night




The FGA


-----------


Stands for: The Feral Girls’ Alliance.




An inseparable group of friends consisting of Raina, Devi, Kimi and Maddison, founded after a teacher at school called them feral.





‘You only got red?’ Kimi asks, face scrunched in disgust.


‘I asked if you had any preferences!’ Devi cradles one of the bottles defensively, stroking its neck as if it needs soothing from Kimi’s insults.


‘I didn’t think that you would go this wrong,’ Kimi scoffs, shaking her head slowly in dismay.


‘I like a red,’ Raina weighs in as she hands out the glasses.


Kimi grunts. ‘Nobody likes a red. They just pretend to because it sounds more mature. Red wine tastes like Ribena that’s been left out in the sun. And not in a good way.’


‘There’s a good way?’ I ask as she pouts harder.


‘So, no wine for you then?’ Devi asks, pouring them out and dodging Kimi’s glass.


Raina and I smirk as Kimi continues to purse her lips.


‘No, I’ll still drink it. I just want you to know that I am appalled,’ Kimi says.


Ever since listening to Kimi’s voice note this morning, the idea of tonight has weighed on me heavily. Not because I didn’t want to see my darling friends, but because being an adult is more exhausting than I would like. Between the messy morning and the draining commute, and the general fatigue that comes from sending and receiving emails, the last thing I wanted to do was slap on a smile and play happy for my friend’s near-impossible milestone. However, after seeing Aiden again, the idea of wine in my loungewear with my best friends has never sounded sweeter. Even if it is with the corner shop’s cheapest red wine.


‘You all right, Mads?’ Raina asks as she hands me a glass.


I swear, I could sigh from a million miles away and Raina would be able to hear it. She is the only person in this world that I will allow to unironically call themselves an empath. It was clear even in the formation of our friendship when she took pity on me in sixth form and beckoned me into their fold. With ten years and six degrees behind us, you wouldn’t even guess that I was a later addition to their close-knit group of three.


‘Yeah, sorry. Work is kicking my butt right now.’ I snuggle further into the sofa.


‘So your appraisal didn’t go well?’ Raina asks.


‘It didn’t go at all, actually. Got rescheduled. Again.’


I do my best to wave the topic away, but it’s not enough. She moves to sit opposite me and stares me dead in the eyes, face scrunched with determination.


‘I know your Pippa face, Mads. This isn’t your Pippa face.’


Kimi and Devi stop their squabble to join her pursuit, each one hanging on the promise of my forced brain dump.


‘It’s honestly nothing.’


Because it has to be nothing. It has to disappear, in the same way that I hoped and prayed that he would disappear from my life before. I can’t go back to who I am when he is around. Not now. Not again.


‘We don’t have to talk about it, we can just drink,’ Devi says.


Kimi shakes her head. ‘Nope. We are talking about it. It’s something to you, Mads.’


And they’re right. As much as I would like to move on unaffected, I cannot ignore the gnawing pain in my gut. Today dragged up raw emotions I didn’t believe I was still capable of feeling.


‘Aiden Edwards showed up at my work today,’ I say into the rim of my wine glass.


I might as well have dropped a physical bomb with the way the room shakes with the sheer force of their collective gasp at my news. Kimi clutches her chest, Raina’s mouth drops open and Devi’s eyes widen, as they all stare with tender concern.


‘He was in your actual place of work?’ Kimi asks.


‘In the flesh.’


Devi stands up. ‘I’ll open the second bottle.’


‘And I can Deliveroo a third if needed – I know a place.’ Raina reaches for her phone. ‘Is he working on one of the events?’


I huff. ‘Worse. He is Evie Eesuola’s talent manager.’


Talent manager to an icon at my age, while I’m stuck booking Pippa’s bikini waxes and chasing her expense receipts. My stomach fills with a thick, sticky jealousy.


‘The Evie Eesuola? How the hell did Aiden Edwards score that?’ Devi pours out a fresh glass.


‘Knowing him, it probably just fell into his lap.’ I sigh.


‘What did you do? What did he say? Please tell me you spilled coffee on him or something?’ Kimi downs her glass and joins Devi’s second pour.


‘Unfortunately not. I chose to be an adult about it and asked him how he’d been,’ I reply bitterly.


‘Very mature,’ Raina says.


‘Did he match that energy?’ Kimi asks, eyebrow raised.


Of course, he didn’t. But Kimi knows that. They all already know that.


‘Everyone was confused, so Evie asked if we knew each other.’ I sigh again, feeling the anxiety and frustration build in me. ‘He responded, in front of my entire team, and my bosses, by saying, “I think she was maybe in my class for something at school.”’


My throat burns, the words somehow harder to swallow now than they were when he said them to my face. We spent years at war with each other, we set each other’s blood on fire, and now he just looks right through me. It’s borderline offensive to be reduced to just another background character in his life, especially after the way our last altercation ended.


‘That utter prick,’ Devi whispers. ‘What is it we used to call him again?’


‘The Primary School Prick!’ Raina chuckles. ‘It lost the ring to it after what happened at uni, though.’


‘Yep. That was far too sinister for any nickname . . .’ Kimi sighs.


‘Girls.’


My warning brings them to an abrupt halt, each one freezing in panic and unsure of what to say next. I watch as their eyes cautiously dart between each other, before silently agreeing on a way forward.


‘Sorry, moving on. I hope you slapped him,’ Kimi says.


I shrug. ‘I shut my mouth and avoided eye contact for the rest of the meeting.’


‘Actually, can we backtrack to this meeting for a second . . . Evie Eesuola?’ Devi asks, helping herself to another glass.


‘Oh, yeah – turns out we’re planning this year’s Summer Splash.’


This new collective gasp could power a wind turbine, blowing the last one out of the water.


‘Why, and I cannot stress this enough, why aren’t you more excited?’ Raina asks.


Kimi claps her hands. ‘I swear this is literally part of your whole five-year plan?’


Honestly, in the midst of all the drama, I hadn’t even thought about my five-year plan. The list that has refreshed itself cyclically since I was fifteen; the list that’s got me where I need to be and will now take me to thirty. Kimi’s right – Evie’s Summer Splash would be the portfolio gold dust I’d need to cross ‘organising an event I can be proud of’ off my list. But the mere presence of Aiden Edwards has wiped all sense and logic from my brain. I have seen him for one day – a couple of hours at best – and I’m already starting to revert to someone I don’t want to be.


‘Maybe you can mostly avoid him. Didn’t you say your boss usually takes the lead on big events anyway?’ Devi asks gently after seeing my expression.


She’s right. Pippa has this fun little quirk where she will ask me to plan out an event, liaise with suppliers, then take my work and pass it to the client ‘for me’. Does she tell them it’s me who did it? I’ll never know. But I would put money on that being a no. While frustrating, it might just be the silver bullet I need to save myself from completely losing my mind this time.


‘Yeah, maybe you’re right.’ My chest already feels lighter.


Maybe, in this less-than-ideal world, Aiden and I can co-exist purely through our bosses. I can go back to burying all the times he made me feel inferior and he can go back to pretending he doesn’t remember the history between us.









Nudge 4


The Group Project


This is never going to work. I am going to kill him. And everyone here will have to watch.


Even now, as we survey Evie’s illustrious grounds, I can’t maintain a normal composure. I’ve been here for three hours, strolling directly next to him, and he has done absolutely nothing. Not a ‘hello’, not a ‘remember when . . .’, no small flinches at my presence. I could be anyone or no one, and I don’t know which is worse. It’s infuriating and embarrassing, and incredibly rude.


‘Are you all right?’ he asks gruffly.


‘What?’ I ask, snapping out of my rage-filled haze.


‘Your hand. It’s going pale from how tightly you’re holding that pen.’


‘Just taking notes,’ I lie curtly.


‘Yeah . . . and lots of them.’


His eyes scan pointedly over my paper full of annotations. It awakens a deeply savage instinct inside me that demands I gouge his eyes out right here on this grass.


The first time I ever really interacted with Aiden, he looked at me not too dissimilarly to now. It was a tale as old as time – I was a quiet, young people-pleaser and he was a disruptive class clown, eager to be everyone’s best friend. The teacher, dying to destroy some formative years, thought, How could I make both of these small children miserable? and ripped us from our friends and sat us next to each other, in the hope that my quiet nature might tame him.


‘They’re not dissimilar to the type of notes I took when we were at Winterdown.’ I study him closely, but his face remains neutral. It’s psychotic. ‘You remember Winterdown? The school that we went to? Together.’


‘I know the place,’ he replies coolly.


Of course, I never tamed him. I don’t know why she thought it would be possible, for the devil cannot be turned with such ease. Even back then, he took one look at my page of notes, asked why I bothered writing so much and that was the beginning of the end. Although, the innocent eight-year-old me couldn’t have possibly imagined just how awful that end would be.


‘But not me?’ I keep pushing. ‘You don’t remember anything except me being “in your class for something”?’


I think it’s a perfectly sane, normal thing to ask. So, I have no idea why he’s staring at me like I have grown an extra head.


‘What are you doing?’ he asks, lowering his voice significantly.


I know he’s smart enough to pick up on context. I’ve experienced the unfortunate strength of his mind games first-hand. But I will not waste any further time explaining myself to someone who does not have the basic empathy to engage. It’s undignified and stupid, and, most importantly, another instance where he comes out the winner.


‘Just forget it,’ I hiss.


‘You’re angry with me.’ The corner of his lip twists into a smile that could launch a thousand deathly missiles.


I lie again. ‘No.’


He responds with a chuckle that activates my fight-or-fight-harder instincts. ‘You seem it.’


I take a deep breath, close my eyes and remind myself that I am not a person that would fare well in jail. I have spent years building everything on my way to success, and I will not allow him and his stupid laugh to knock it down for me. But it’s so loud and so pressing, and bounces around my brain with so much vigour, that I can’t drown it out despite my best efforts.


‘Will you be quiet?’ I snap back louder than I intended. ‘You ruin everything.’


He shrugs. ‘I’m just standing here.’


‘Standing here and judging me when you should be paying attention,’ I reply.


‘I can’t multitask?’


‘This is important!’


‘Well, if it’s so important then maybe you should stop talking to me.’


‘Can you please go and stand next to literally anyone else?’


‘There she is – there’s Moany Maddy!’


I hear the triumph in his voice and time stops, trapping us both in it. Blood pounds in my ears as I turn to face him, my icy stare a contrast to his proud warmth.


‘What did you say?’ I hate how thin and weak my voice sounds.


‘Moany Maddy.’ He cocks one eyebrow. ‘I thought you might have grown out of her by now.’


He does remember me.


I lose all concept of space, time and all that surrounds me as my eyes narrow in on his face. There’s a challenge in his eyes, a dare almost. That’s the guy that’s haunted my thoughts for over a decade.


‘Maddison!’ Oliver’s call breaks the moment and I turn to see everyone else, Evie included, looking my way expectantly.


‘Evie asked if you had any thoughts,’ Pippa says, the words squeezing through her incredibly false smile.


‘My personal thoughts?’ I ask.


‘Yes, your personal thoughts.’ Evie chuckles. ‘You’ve taken so many notes – what do they say?’


‘Oh, Maddison’s just like that – she always takes loads of notes!’ Pippa rushes to say, attempting to sweep me back under the rug. ‘She gives such detailed write-ups; it’s so helpful when Gus and I are getting stuck in.’


‘I love that! And I’d like to know what she’s thinking,’ Evie says, perfectly mimicking her sickly-sweet tone. ‘I am really keen to hear what plans you’ve got brewing, Maddison.’


She looks at me with an open, earnest smile.


Don’t get me wrong, I have plenty of ideas, but, in the four years that I have worked at Abbingtorn, nobody has ever asked me for any of them. I’m not used to voicing my ideas and I don’t really know where to start. There’s a line of communication, which is always filtered through Pippa, and we do not ever break that mould.


But Evie is staring at me now, glossy lips pursed into the softest and most supportive of smiles. I try to speak, but the words get stuck somewhere in my throat. So, I do the only thing my anxiety-riddled body will allow and hold out the notebook. She crosses the space between us and I hold my breath as I let her scan the pages in my hand. Delight and confusion dance across her features, nose scrunching at sentences, fingers tracing over my wobbly letters and shoddy diagrams. She actually wants to know. She actually cares. And even from here, I can tell it’s making Pippa furious.


‘There’s a question mark by water features. You don’t like the idea either?’


I hear Pippa’s sharp inhale at Evie’s query, daggers shooting into the side of my head.


Two years ago, Pippa decided she needed an ‘event signature’ – something people would see and know they were at a Pippa Shaw soirée. Why she decided on water features, I could not tell you. I also couldn’t tell you why she consistently picks the tackiest ones around. I just can’t bear to see Evie brought down to her level. They’re not her brand – they’re not even remotely close – and she shouldn’t endure them at the expense of Pippa’s weak attempt at having a personality.


‘We all love water features, of course. They’re a Pippa Shaw staple,’ I say as diplomatically as possible.


‘But?’ Evie asks.


She can already tell what I’m thinking and she’s pressing me to go on, despite Pippa’s death stare.


‘I just don’t know if they should be the main feature for this event.’ I hesitate, but Evie nods for me to continue. ‘It’s called a “Summer Splash”, which to me implies more water park than it does water feature. You know?’


‘I do,’ she says, musing this over. ‘So, you think we should go down a water-ride route?’


‘Your brand screams luxury, and luxury is not found in family water parks.’ I wrinkle my nose, thinking of the garish colours, the smells, and the screams of children. ‘I think you could still have some fun with it, though – water parks and pool parties with a twist, you know? More adult, more upmarket, more . . . you.’


Her face grows more animated the longer I speak, at least until she surveys the crowd and narrows in on the less-than-impressed man to my right.


‘Aiden, you’re frowning.’


Of course, he’s frowning. I could tell him he’s just won the lottery and he would frown at me. Aiden hates my guts, and, by the looks of it, he’s done pretending otherwise.


‘It’s all good.’ He shrugs, feigning apathy.


‘Well, it’s clearly not.’ Evie continues to watch him closely. ‘Speak your truth.’


‘I just feel like it’s a bit obvious.’


‘Obvious?’ I say.


I’ll tell him what’s obvious. The way he dresses like a nineties R&B singer because he hasn’t got any style of his own, that’s obvious.


‘Resort . . . Summer . . . It just seems a little basic, you know? An obvious link,’ he says.


Pippa barely masks her snort of derision and I scoff at his words.


‘We would obviously make sure it wasn’t basic,’ I say.


‘And how would you do that exactly?’ he asks.


Well, I don’t know, Aiden. I just came up with it and no one was supposed to read my half-thought-out notes until they were fully formed and typed up.


I think for a moment, trying to recall the key points from the brief Aiden emailed around.


‘The point of the event is to launch a luggage line, so we could make this place a holiday resort – multiple holiday resorts.’ I wave a hand around the grounds, sectioning it off as the vision springs to life in my brain. ‘If we have multiple water rides – one in each quadrant, there could be a theme with each representing a different country you’ve been to. So, we—’


‘It has potential, but I don’t think it’s big enough,’ Aiden cuts in.


‘And how, exactly, would you make it bigger?’ I say.


I don’t quite understand what’s not big enough about multiple holiday resorts, and, frankly, I’m not convinced that he does either.


‘I don’t know . . . I just feel like it needs more,’ he says.


‘Like more rides?’ I grill him further.


He shakes his head. ‘Like more substance. Anyone can throw a party – Evie always does things with meaning.’


He makes an annoyingly good point. Evie has always been someone that posts with a purpose, be it a good cause or someone she can lift up.


‘We could reach out to tourism boards for the gift bags – include fact cards and links to causes people can donate to,’ I say.


‘Yeah, and serve authentic cuisine from each region, from smaller family-run businesses who would really benefit from the money and exposure,’ he adds.


‘And of course, if we’re going immersive, we’ve got to go all the way. What about if we have the waiting staff in cabin-crew uniforms or traditional cultural dress?’


‘That works, then theme the invites around travel kits,’ Aiden continues. ‘I’m thinking boarding passes, custom passports . . .’


‘We could ask Production if they can make some event-exclusive passport cases just for guests as pre-event promotion.’ I throw out the idea.


Aiden nods. ‘Actually, if it isn’t too late to add passport cases to the range, they could be released on the website a week after the party. We wait a couple of days to announce it, so fans have time to ask where they can get one and then boom – surprise drop with instant sell-out potential.’


‘We make it clear that it’s limited edition – that way we not only get hype, but massive resale value,’ I say.


We both stop to catch our breaths, the rush of the back-and-forth knocking us speechless. The moment is fleeting, but it’s just long enough to notice the five now-startled faces staring at us.


Evie gasps. ‘That was electric.’


I still can’t speak. I’m forced to stare back at her silently, and by the sounds of the poorly concealed panting to my left it seems that I’m not alone.


‘Oliver, Maxwell. You heard that, right? I want all of it, just like they suggested. How possible would you say that is?’


‘Well, we’d have to look into suppliers and run some numbers, but if you’ve got the budget I can’t see why not,’ Oliver replies.


‘We can get a deck together by, let’s say, this time next week?’ Maxwell looks to Pippa for confirmation.


‘Perfect. Friday works for me,’ Evie says, flicking through her phone calendar. ‘How does eleven a.m. sound? We can swing by the office.’


‘Oh, absolutely!’ Pippa forces herself back into the spotlight. ‘We’ll get on it right away!’


The deal’s in the bag; everyone is visibly more relaxed at the knowledge. We’ve got Evie’s Summer Splash and I managed to play a part in it.


‘Brill! So we’re done.’ Evie’s eyes are still glued to her phone. ‘And I want those two leading on this.’


The sentence sends a visceral ripple through the group, ripping apart any trace of status quo as all eyes follow her pointing finger to where Aiden and I stand. I can barely process the words myself; a rush of adrenaline vibrates through my body. If this is everything I’ve wanted for years, why does it feel so terrifying?


Pippa splutters, plastering a strained grin on her face. ‘Well, as a team, we tend to work in a certain order . . . Maddison will, of course, be heavily involved, but she works in an assistant capacity. I really don’t want to overwhelm her at this stage in her career. Especially with something as important as this.’


The words drip off her tongue like honey, but I see them for the lumps of coal they really are. She was not concerned about how ‘overwhelmed’ I was when she made me take over hosting duties at our last Christmas event so she could shed some mulled-wine-fuelled tears, or when she was passing all of her incomplete tasks to me before going off for unscheduled annual leave, or while sending me off on three buses and two trains to location-scout because she just had ‘too much on’ to do the half-hour drive in her car. It doesn’t fool me one bit and it doesn’t look like it fools Evie either.


‘I believe in empowering people, especially young women in the workplace. I would never have got to where I am otherwise. I am sure you agree that if Maddison is big enough to come up with the idea, she’s big enough to execute it, right?’ she asks bluntly.


‘Oh, yes, we believe in empowerment and have a strong focus on diversity at Abbingtorn too,’ Pippa recites robotically.


Evie’s done with Pippa. Bored, even. Her eyes swoop over her head and land on me.


‘Maddison, do you feel capable of leading this, if you are supported?’ she asks, her face softening.


I’ve always known what I could do if I were just given the chance, but it feels validating to know that someone else can see it too. There’s something about the way Evie carries herself and the support in her eyes that lights a fire in me that I have not felt for a long time.


‘One hundred per cent,’ I reply, holding her gaze and trying to block out the sets of eyes burning into my skull. ‘I won’t let you down.’


‘Perfect.’ The smile she gives me is like a warm bear hug. ‘And, Maxwell, you trust in your team, right?’


He’s flustered under her gaze, his face matching the salmon of his shirt as he mumbles a response. ‘Well, I suppose . . . provided you are happy with the deck she produces, and it doesn’t interfere with her other tasks, Maddison can lead with Pippa’s supervision.’


‘Then I don’t see a problem!’ Evie claps her hands together and keeps grinning as they all nod in tandem, dazzled by the power in her stare.


‘I reckon I can part with Aiden two days a week so he can work with Maddison on the logistics.’


And that’s when the second part of her sentence truly hits me.


‘I want those two leading on this.’


Two of us.


Me and Aiden.


‘Wait, when you said “both” . . . you want me doing events?’ he asks, sounding about as horrified as I feel.


I’m not being dramatic when I say that I’d rather chew gravel than work side by side with him.


‘I need more of that fire.’ She sweeps a perfectly manicured finger between the two of us.


I feel my blood run cold. I have been waiting for four years for any modicum of recognition – a new title or a pay rise that wasn’t a fraction of the inflation rate. And now, I have been handed the ultimate chance to show just what I’m capable of and prove that I’m worthy of more. It’s the exact rocket up the ladder that I need to make up for stagnant time, and Aiden has shown up to rip it all away.


He tries to argue. ‘I’m sure Abbingtorn won’t need my input for the deck.’


‘Yes, we’re good to handle it on our end!’ I nod in agreement.


I will not have him walk his way into something I’ve spent years preparing for and outshine me. Not this time. Not ever again.
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