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For Rich, Thomas and Alex. It always has been,
and always will be, for you.










The Untamed Heart Playlist



‘Worst Way’ – Riley Green


‘Home’ – Good Neighbours


‘Bed Chem’ – Sabrina Carpenter


‘Lose Control’ – Teddy Swims


‘Ain’t No Love in Oklahoma’ – Luke Combs


‘Get Good’ – St. South (Infinitefreefall remix)


‘You & Me’ – Disclosure & Eliza Doolittle (Rivo remix)


‘Doublewide’ – Gabriella Rose


‘Something in the Orange’ – Zach Bryan


‘Homesick’ – Noah Kahan


‘Daddy’s Mugshot’ – Laci Kaye Booth


‘Tennessee Whiskey’ – Chris Stapleton
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CHAPTER 1


It was 6.15 a.m. and I was sweating like a nun at a Magic Mike show.


My phone lit up again as I attempted to hoist my work bag onto my shoulder without creasing my shirt. My front door slammed shut behind me and I winced at the noise in the silent hallway.


‘Hi, Cressida,’ I said, squashing the phone against my ear, desperately hoping I hadn’t woken anyone up. My long working hours were already a talking point in the building. Between lovely Mrs Peterson next door, genuinely concerned that I was mid-burnout, and the passive-aggressive notes from the guy opposite, I was one early morning or late night away from an intervention. But, as my manager Cressida was about as warm and understanding as your average dictator, I forced my voice into corporate mode, burying the exasperation in my tone as I reached the outside door. ‘I’m on my way, won’t take much long—’


‘Yup, yup, I know – look, Lottie, can you pick up the coffee order on the way in? I wouldn’t normally ask but the whole team’s on their knees.’ I bit my lip. Why was she saying this like I didn’t already know? As if I wasn’t one of them? But I kicked my thoughts into the background and quickly opened the notes app, trying my best to keep up with the list of drinks she reeled off. As she finished, she paused before adding, ‘Oh, and Heather from HR has scheduled a 9 a.m. in your diary, just so you know.’


I slowed, turning off the path from my building and onto the main street. My new shoes, an unexpected gift from my boyfriend Kyle just the previous weekend, were already beginning to pinch and rub.


‘Okaaay,’ I replied, completely lacking the balls to ask why. ‘I’ll be there as soon as I can.’


She hung up before I’d finished speaking, just as she usually did. Staring at the blank screen of my phone for a moment, I fought the urge to mirror the scream of a 747 flying overhead as it cruised down towards Heathrow. Refusing to acknowledge the growing pain from my toes, I carried on up the street towards the tube station, almost breaking into a jog, despite the 4-inch stiletto heels. I figured they were worth it – beautiful, made from eye-wateringly expensive Italian leather. Kyle had stared at my legs, his eyes inching up my body as though he wanted to devour all of it. Slowly. I smiled to myself despite everything. He could be exacting, yes, and sometimes a bit of a snob, but sweet Jesus that man was HOT. Plus, he’d made me promise I’d wear them tonight for drinks and dinner. I couldn’t let him down; that would only bring out his moody, snarky side, and that was more than I had the bandwidth for at the moment.


As I forced myself to take a deep breath, the caustic scent of exhaust fumes and weed hit the back of my throat. I couldn’t quite suppress a wistful glance at the source of the illegal smell as I passed the two student houses tucked at the end of the street, likely still going from the previous night. Imagining Kyle’s disgust, I reminded myself that all of that was behind me now – there was no room for messing around any more, no room for failure. I snapped my head up and aimed for the entrance to the tube, for my extremely hard-won job on the Bowers & Johnson graduate scheme, and for everything I now had.


The temperature gradually rose as I descended on the escalator with a handful of other tired, blank-faced commuters, and I was beginning to sweat. Huge fans circulated the stagnant air at the bottom, giving everyone with long hair a Medusa-like appearance as they passed by. I knew my own wilful dark curls, hastily straightened just fifteen minutes earlier, wouldn’t hold. The tips were already threatening to twist and I cursed the unseasonably warm early May weather, my shoes, the tube and my job.


Finally on board, as we rattled east and drew closer to zone 1, the carriage filled. I gave up my seat to a pregnant lady as we got to South Ken, her grateful smile just about making up for having to squish myself into the sweaty armpits of two tall, highly perfumed City boys.


Forcing my mind to head for my happy place, the rest of the journey occurred largely in the countryside where I’d grown up, at the riding stables where I’d spent most of my time as a teenager until I’d left home for university – just me and a couple of close friends, shovelling the shit produced by about thirty horses. In exchange, I rode most days through the surrounding countryside of rolling hills and forests, free of people, of responsibility and of overpowering, overpriced cologne. Often I’d listened to audiobooks as I worked, measuring out the horses’ feed into buckets, or taking apart bridles to give them a thorough clean and polish. Sometimes I’d even taken my books up to the stables and snuck a read in the tack room, the comforting smell of supple leather and sun-warmed hay infusing the memory of the stories.


As I made my way off the tube at my stop and wound my way up to street level, I realized I couldn’t remember the last time I’d read or listened to anything. Work and Kyle took up so much of my time that anything else other than exhausted sleep felt like nothing more than a vague memory. Had those years at the stables been the happiest time of my life? If so, was it all downhill from there?


Before pushing my way onto the street, I pulled out my phone and checked my reflection. It revealed the true mess that my expensive clothes and make-up couldn’t disguise. Wide blue eyes now watery with exhausted frustration, overly pink cheeks contrasting with my otherwise pale, freckled skin. As for my hair . . . the ends had now bounced upwards, creating a curly chaos. My best friend Hestia had once described it as perfect surfer-girl hair, adding, ‘You know, if you had any chill at all, you could totally pull it off.’


She hadn’t meant it to, but it’d hit a nerve. Would I ever be able to relax? Could I afford to do that and be the success I needed to be?


My phone lit up again with more messages – two more coffee orders.


Apparently not.


Swallowing down choice expletives, I propelled myself towards the only café in this section of zone 1 that Cressida hadn’t declared ‘fucking abysmal’, and considered the years I’d spent studying, the months I’d spent cramming for my finals, the sheer effort and tears that’d gone into applying for the scheme – endless interviews, aptitude tests and team exercises. To get her and the rest of the marketing team coffee.


There was no way in hell that Kyle would have to fetch coffee for his team, but perhaps that was the difference between a marketing assistant at a law firm and a junior analyst at J.P. Morgan. Or maybe because his father was on the board, or just that he had the right accent and a signet ring.


I mentally slapped myself, knowing I needed to knock it off. Maybe I needed coffee too, way more than I thought.


Finally reaching the door of the café, I pushed inward on the long brass handle, but nothing happened. My frantic momentum almost propelled me through the glass, my eyes directly in line with a piece of paper taped to the inside.


‘Closed due to unforeseen circumstances on Tuesday 7 May. See you again soon!’


Oh. Fuck.


Cressida was exacting in the extreme, but the only other option without a significant walk and three more blisters was the Starbucks just up the road. Bowers & Johnson was part of a sea of steel and glass offices that swallowed the older stone buildings in their shadow and didn’t leave much room for anything else. We had our own café in the building, of course, but it wasn’t open until later. Because reasonable people don’t require caffeination at their office before 7 a.m.


Praying to any and every god, I jogged to Starbucks, rationalizing that turning up with some kind of coffee was better than none. I offered up eternal servitude, my new car – hell, my unborn children – for Starbucks to be open.


It was. Thank fuck.


The barista’s eyebrows rose as I barrelled in, groaning in relief and reeling off my order before I’d even reached the counter, grateful that it was empty.


‘Are you sure you need coffee? We have some herbal options?’ he said, a half-smile on his mouth as he added the order to his screen. I paused, mid-list, ready to narrow my eyes or poke his out when he winked. ‘I’m just saying, girl, you look like you need a Xanax, not caffeine.’


The sheer ridiculousness of the moment hit me and my mouth twitched.


‘You got a cold foam Xanax? I’ll take a Venti.’


He laughed, shaking his head.


‘I’ll fix you up,’ he added, nodding towards my phone, the list open on my notes app. ‘Give me the rest of it.’


I read out all eight drinks, then watched as he prepped them quickly, tapping my company card and collecting the receipt.


‘So, why’s a pretty girl in a beautiful suit with a bag to die for’ – he nodded at my new Bottega Veneta, another ridiculously lavish gift from Kyle – ‘having to fetch drinks for a whole bunch of people? You look too good for that, honey.’


I smiled. It felt hollow, but I knew he was trying to help.


‘I’m just the assistant and my boss is . . . well, she does things in her own way. It’s a great job, though, I’m just glad to have it.’


‘They give you a clothing allowance?’ he asked, finishing up the last two cups and arranging them all into two trays, carefully balanced inside a large carrier bag.


I shook my head. ‘Boyfriend in investment banking.’


He laughed, hand covering his mouth.


‘You come back and let me know if he’s all right with you bringing a friend out to shop on his card, okay?’


It was my turn to laugh, the idea of Kyle’s well-mannered bewilderment at me swanning around Harvey Nics with my new barista best mate setting off a feeling of mild hysteria, quickly stymied as I realized the time.


‘Deal. I’ll be back for the Xanax later.’


‘You got it, sweetie,’ he called, waving me off as I somehow made it back out onto the street without dropping anything or twisting an ankle.


Eventually, like a desert mirage, the main entrance to the office appeared, the security guard opening the side door to allow me through without having to navigate the revolving one.


‘Can I give you a hand with anything?’ he asked politely, holding out a hand towards one of the bags with the coffees inside.


‘Ah no, don’t worry – thanks so much, though!’ I lied as I struggled in, determined to make it up to the seventh floor without help. Almost defeated by the barriers, knowing my pass was buried in my handbag, the building’s night manager opened the one nearest to me. She nodded, her expression knowing, as I mumbled more thanks, using my elbow to stab the lift button and finally stepping out at the almost silent open-plan office.


‘Lottie, we’re in the boardroom. Get a move on, would you?’ a voice called out across the expanse of empty desks.


‘Be right there,’ I called back, almost whimpering at the sharp stab of the blisters, promising myself the sad reward of plasters for my feet after delivering the coffee.


Hurrying over, I opened the door with my hip and set the coffee down on the side counter. The main table was covered in laptops, a presentation slide on the big screen at the back and Tom, the marketing director, and Cressida’s boss, giving instructions for amends.


‘Did you really go to . . . Starbucks?’


Cressida’s face was aghast, as though I’d just presented a brace of severed heads.


‘Carrelli’s is closed today,’ I replied quietly. ‘There was a note on the door. I thought arriving with no coffee would be worse.’


Tom quirked an eyebrow.


‘Right,’ she said, pinching her brow. ‘And you didn’t go over to Notes on Victoria Road because . . .’


‘Oh Cress, give it a rest.’ Tom gestured me over with his hand, shaking his head. ‘She’s trying. It’s just coffee. We can go out after we’ve delivered this.’


I passed him his drink as some of the others came over to help themselves, not daring to catch his eye or hers, fear suppressing the internal seething. Cressida huffed, flicking her perfect, poker-straight blonde hair over one shoulder. It was the colour of champagne, contrasting with the sharp black skirt suit and blood-red lips.


‘Well, I can’t drink that slop,’ she snapped, grey eyes piercing mine. ‘Could you get me a bottle of water, if you can manage it? It’s in the small kitchen by the double doors.’


Her voice was slick ice, every other gaze and reaction from the team sliding off her to me. The passive-aggressive directions to the kitchen we used every day threatened to bloom across my cheeks, so I left before they could.


Feet still on fire, I marched to the kitchen and snatched a glass bottle from the fridge, delivering it to the boardroom as quickly and silently as possible. No one so much as looked up, Cressida actively ignoring me and the rest engrossed in making the final tweaks to the slides I’d spent the last week creating.


Finally, tears rising, I took off the torturous shoes outside the meeting room and hobbled to the toilets. In silence I peeled and stuck plasters on both feet, grimacing as I slid the shoes back on. Then, sighing, I pulled myself together and scraped my now rampant curls back into a tight bun, reapplying my make-up to calm myself, as though painting on my composure.


Back at my desk, I tried to settle myself, methodically making a list of tasks and highlighting the ones that absolutely had to happen that day. Working through my emails, I eventually came across the one from Heather, as Cressida had mentioned. It was weird – very vague but also very definite in its tone. The meeting was scheduled for an hour at nine, and even more strangely, my diary was clear for the rest of the day.


Frowning and checking Cressida’s calendar, rammed full after nine, I tried to think of a time when I hadn’t been in near constant meetings. It must be the effect of the board coming in today, the whole reason for the presentation I’d been prepping and the latest excuse for making me work twelve-hour days. I refocused on my list and, headphones in, I let Dolly soothe my frayed nerves.


The office gradually filled around me, more fixed expressions and shadowed eyes than I’d noticed before. Giving the occasional nod and smile to people I knew, I wondered if it’d always been this way, or whether today was somehow different. It felt different, but I had no fucking clue why. Neither Cressida nor the rest of the team came back over to the marketing department, but I was more than grateful for the reprieve.


Just before nine, clutching my laptop and phone to my chest like a shield, I entered the meeting room.


Heather from HR looked up, a tentative smile forming. Sitting opposite her at the round table was Cressida, sporting a very different kind of smile.


‘Hello, Lottie,’ Heather said, gesturing to the empty chair nearest the door. ‘Have a seat.’


My own rictus expression froze in place as I sat down, laptop all but sliding out of my instantly sweating palms and onto the polished walnut wood.


Was this about the coffee? The first missed call this morning at five thirty? I hadn’t meant to turn my phone to silent last night, but Hestia’s drunk messages had been endless.


‘You’re probably wondering what this is all about, I imagine?’


Heather’s expression was guarded, her eyes still and measured. I nodded, swallowing as Cressida’s head tilted to one side, as though she was enjoying whatever was unfolding.


‘Well, I won’t draw it out, but you might’ve heard that market conditions are tough at the moment, what with all of the various global challenges we’re facing.’ She paused, clearly expecting some kind of response. When I offered nothing, my head blank and my heart beginning to pound in my ears, she continued. ‘So unfortunately, we’re having to make a difficult call across the business, in multiple departments, to let a small number of people go at a certain level.’


The silence in the room between us was absolute, broken only by the sound of a phone ringing somewhere down the corridor. A hollow feeling opened in my stomach, as though someone was busily vacuuming the contents out, leaving me reeling. I knew I had to say something, even as the same prickling feeling behind my eyes threatened again.


Cressida lifted an eyebrow, the corner of her mouth curved in challenge.


‘I see,’ I breathed, focusing on Heather, her careful neutrality easier to navigate.


‘Unfortunately, that does include your role. It’s not a reflection of your work – Cressida assures me that everything you’ve done has been largely satisfactory. I can walk you through the practicalities, of course, but this is your one week’s notice.’


Largely satisfactory? Almost a year of back-breaking, exhausting slog, delivering everything asked of me and more, on time – no, early – for ‘largely satisfactory’?


My stupor shattered as I looked over to Cressida’s face, the same vindictive expression I’d shed tears and lost sleep over present once again.


‘I can appreciate that it’s not easy to be made redundant, but you’ll receive good references and I’m sure will have no problem finding another role. Do you have any immediate questions?’


‘No,’ I said quietly, instead keeping a handle on the tears that threatened, resolving that I would be absolutely damned if I let Cressida see me upset again.


Heather nodded, rising to standing.


‘I’ll need you to prepare a handover for the team,’ Cressida drawled, stretching like a cat. ‘Then you’re free to go.’


I paused as I stood, keeping my face blank. My temper was rising, something I worked hard to keep a lid on, especially amongst the unflappable lawyers around me. As I opened my mouth to agree, another glance at her bored, lazily amused expression choked the words that had been forming.


‘Oh no, I’m sure that’s not necessary,’ I said instead, savage joy stirring at the surprise in her eyes. ‘You’ll figure it out. I know how anything less than excellence won’t fly in your team, Cressida. My notes would only be largely satisfactory, so it’s probably better if you do them yourself.’


I did my best to stalk out of the meeting room without hobbling, clamping my hands around my laptop to prevent myself from flipping her off.
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CHAPTER 2


I held it together until I’d left the building.


Then as I walked down the now bustling street, my head held as high as possible, I let myself cry. With no idea where to go, I wandered past the Starbucks I’d been so relieved to see, so desperate to please Cressida, when she’d known full well what was going to happen.


Frustration, fear and anger all took turns at spurring me forwards, and I didn’t even notice the sting from my damn shoes until the right one felt damp. Pausing mid-stride to glance down, I could see a rivulet of blood snaking from my heel, the lining of the shoe now ruined.


I forced myself to take a breath, and crossing the road, hailed a cab.


‘Where to?’ he asked as I climbed in.


‘Covent Garden,’ I blurted, thinking only as far ahead as finding some other shoes and my date with Kyle later this evening. We were meeting early at Christopher’s, his favourite bar near the Opera House. He hadn’t said why, but he loved to surprise me, so I hadn’t asked. At least there was that.


But the closer we got as the taxi wound through the congested streets, thrumming with purposeful people, the more uneasy I felt. Somehow, I couldn’t imagine telling him about what’d just happened, couldn’t picture his reaction.


By the time the cab dropped me off outside the Zara on Long Acre, my stomach was a butterfly-ridden mess. Kyle was the life and soul of every situation, his easy, roguish charm and lazy smile turning every female head. I’d been one of them, a year or so after I’d arrived in London, fresh from uni. Introduced by a mutual friend in one of the City bars, we’d immediately hit it off. In fact, I couldn’t think of a situation where we’d had to navigate something like this until now, approaching our one-year anniversary.


I walked into the store, scouting for shoes but my mind churning. Ignoring the niggling voice in the back of it, I called the one person I knew would say exactly what I needed to hear, however hard that was.


‘It’s me,’ I said as the ringtone cut and she picked up. I kept my voice low amongst the few tourists shopping around me. ‘I’ve just been made redundant.’


There was a pause, then what could only be described as a high-pitched yell, then a celebratory cackle.


‘You’re free! Ding dong the fucking witch is dead!’ Hestia exclaimed. A murmur of voices in the background and some obscure indie EDM confirmed that she was at work. Recently qualified as a tattoo artist and with an attitude as bold as her designs, she’d just taken the plunge and opened her own studio. ‘Oh Lots, I know you’re probably feeling gutted but honestly, I couldn’t be happier. That boss of yours – what was her name? Cretin? Whatever – she was a fucking asshat, and the hours they made you work were insane. Are you freaking out yet or are you doing that weird stoic, icy-calm thing you do?’


‘Icy-calm,’ I replied, hearing how dull and blank I sounded compared to Hestia’s natural effervescence.


She laughed, then apologized to someone in the background.


‘Listen, I’m mid-ink – let’s meet up later? I’ve got a client until seven-ish, but dinner after, maybe? Or come to mine?’


Suddenly wishing I could ditch my date with Kyle to cry and bitch about Cressida with Hestia, I told her I wouldn’t be able to make it.


‘Well, tomorrow then?’ she replied, as the buzz of her needle started up. ‘Or if the surprise date is boring you to death at the bloody opera again then develop a headache and come over here, okay?’


‘Got it. Thanks, Hes,’ I said, fighting back a fresh wave of tears. ‘Thanks. I knew you’d say the right thing.’


‘Listen, chin up for now and save your breakdown for me – you know I love pretending to use my useless degree. Love you, Lots. It’ll all be okay. Worst comes to worst, you can be my coffee bitch instead.’


I hiccupped a laugh, lovingly telling her to fuck off as I hung up. Pouncing on a pair of soft-looking ballet flats in my size, I was hit once again by our random but fortuitous meeting on campus at Bristol uni. It had been simultaneously one of the most mortifying yet most wonderful moments of my life, and as I paid for the shoes and wandered back out onto the street, I lost myself to the memory. To when, in a desperate bid to meet people and fit in, I’d been persuaded to assist the student union with promoting safe sex in freshers’ week.


Handing out condoms on campus.


Dressed as a giant condom.


Hestia, already the ringleader, had rounded the corner of the library with a new group of friends from halls, and, unable to see properly out of the costume, I’d promptly tripped right over her feet.


She’d stumbled, landing on top of me as condom packets rained down on us like confetti from the bucket I’d been holding.


‘Oh fuck,’ I’d groaned as we untangled ourselves, listening to the laughter around us, other students stopping to survey the chaos. I could feel my mortification growing with every second, the only crumb of comfort in the anonymity of the costume.


There was a pause and her head turned from me as she sat up and shook out her long black hair, strands of flamingo pink peeking out from underneath. My instant impression was that of meeting Goth Barbie, with stunning blue-green eyes and full lips, both painted black, the freckles smattering her nose over-emphasized with eyeliner.


‘Good job you were wearing protection,’ she murmured, turning to me with barely concealed amusement, those bright eyes sparkling in a way that would for ever come to define her in my mind.


I couldn’t help it – I snorted with laughter, the shit joke and ridiculous situation fully dawning on us both.


She joined in, shoulders shaking as I tried, fruitlessly, to wriggle into a seated position, which only resulted in me producing a demented breakdance move on the concrete.


‘Oh God, stop,’ she gasped, tears gathering. ‘I can’t breathe, I’m going to piss myself.’


Caught between mild hysteria and utter humiliation, I tried, one more time, to roll onto my side and bring my legs up.


‘What the fuck is going on?’ a male voice said, vaguely registering as the student union supervisor for the campaign. ‘If you’ve damaged that costume, you’ll have to pay for it.’


‘Here,’ said Hestia, still laughing, a warm, firm hand gripping mine. ‘One, two . . . and up.’


I tried to steady myself, but ended up wobbling into her again, causing us both to giggle again alongside the fresh peals of laughter from the people around us, mercifully hidden from my view.


‘Sorry,’ I replied.


‘Are you serious? What the fuck for? I haven’t laughed this much since my dog dry-humped our local MP on national TV.’ She arranged the eyeholes in the costume to align with my actual eyes. ‘True story. I’m Hestia, by the way.’


‘Lottie.’ I blushed.


The supervisor had approached and was standing over us, open exasperation on his face. ‘Are you drunk or something? Get the costume off and take it back to the union. I haven’t got time for this.’


But before I could answer that I was not nearly as drunk as I wanted to be right now, Hestia stuck out her hip, eyebrow raised.


‘Here,’ she said, scooping a couple of condom packets off the ground and pressing them into his hand as he stared, eyes widening. ‘Sounds like you could do with getting laid. Chill the fuck out, bro. It was an accident, she could’ve hurt herself – isn’t it your job to make sure she’s safe while she’s carrying out work on behalf of the student union?’


‘Fucking preach,’ I agreed, my voice muffled inside the condom.


Before he could reply, she’d served the most imperious glance I’d ever witnessed, then put her arm around my shoulders and helped me shuffle towards the nearest toilets, thankfully just inside the library building.


‘What a prick,’ she huffed, not bothering to keep her voice down, attracting yet more stares before we finally reached safety. I directed her to the zip at the back of the costume and emerged a minute later, sweaty and ruffled, my cheeks pink. ‘Huh,’ she added as I adjusted my T-shirt. ‘How the fuck do you look like that after rolling around in a giant condom?’


I frowned, glancing from her surprise to the mirror.


‘What do you mean?’ I asked, seeing only a humiliated mess, my curls in a nest, last night’s mascara now smudging in the corners of my eyes.


She ignored me, tilting her head for a second.


‘You’re not gay, are you?’ she asked, as simply and honestly as if she was asking me whether I took milk in my tea.


I smiled, liking this girl more and more each second.


‘Sadly not,’ I replied, trying to comb through my hair with my fingers, making it worse if anything.


‘Worth a shot.’ She shrugged, arranging herself in the mirror too. ‘I’m bi, mostly guys so far, but . . .’ Her eyes flicked to mine, assessing me, before creasing as she smiled. ‘Well, if you’re sure. Friends it is.’


‘Did I hurt you at all? Are you sure you’re okay?’ I asked, gathering up the wretched costume and checking for rips. Thankfully there were none; a welcome result given the state of my bank balance.


‘No, I’m not,’ she replied, helping me with the costume and then linking her arm through mine as we carried it back out. ‘We need to go out and get wasted. Immediately.’


I laughed, her carefree vibe contagious. We walked over to the student union, my old, yard-worn trainers falling into step with her battered DMs.


‘Okay, okay, but one of the nasty, cheap bars – I haven’t got much at the moment. I need to get a job—’


‘Oh, do fuck off,’ she said, patting my hand as we ceremonially dumped the costume inside the reception area. ‘With a face and body like yours? We’re not paying.’


And before I could scoff at her imagined success, within the next twenty minutes we were deep into the first of many free drinks of the evening.


That night, we told each other everything, from my struggle with this first week of city life, to her true passion for art and tattoos, some distance from her choice of a psychology degree. My choice of business intrigued her, and she frowned as she tried to connect her building impression of me, a clumsy ex-condom with a passion for horses and books, with spreadsheets and suits instead.


But unlike our choice of studies, those early moments of our friendship felt just right; like a padlock, opening to the only correct combination in 40,000 variations. We were the right answer, the satisfying click.


I realized now, some six years later, how far removed from that sensation every decision since then had felt.
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The rest of the day passed in a hazy fog. I gave myself chores, taking myself from minute to minute, hour to hour, knowing I just had to last until five thirty. First, I found a chemist and patched my foot up properly, then a hairdresser with a free slot to wash and blow-dry my hair, and tame the chaotic curls into something sleeker. I browsed in a bookshop for longer than I ever usually allowed myself to do, buying a new romance by an author currently blowing up on social and settled into a nearby café to read. I just needed to make it until Kyle arrived. Then I could forget it all for a while.


Except, by the time five thirty rolled around, the soft light of early evening casting shadows across the cobbles, my nerves were jangling. I’d done what I could to look good at least, and I’d even rehearsed how to tell him what’d happened. But the moment his long, lean frame strode into view, hand sweeping back his burnished blond hair, I chickened out.


‘Have you been waiting long?’ he said, swooping down to press his lips onto mine, the sun catching the green flecks in his hazel eyes. ‘I got away as soon as I could. Bit of a heavy lunch, if you know what I mean.’ He winked. ‘You know how Henry necks Bolly like it’s Evian.’ I smiled, suddenly unsure of what to do or say, the weight of my news flattening my words. ‘Christ, what’s with the shoes?’ he added, standing back, face aghast. ‘Thought you were wearing the new ones? Doesn’t do your legs many favours – you know how I love your legs.’


I opened my mouth to explain, protest – anything – but, hand on my elbow, he propelled me inside the bar with him, his other hand giving my ass a squeeze.


‘Listen, I’ve got a confession,’ he began, a sheepish smile breaking out that melted my growing irritation. He was somehow still tanned from his family’s Easter skiing trip, and his chiselled profile and sharp suit were utterly distracting. Dimples formed and his eyes lit up as he recognized my expression. My heart gave a stutter, not ready for another surprise today. ‘We can absolutely get some drinks, but we’re being gate-crashed, I’m afraid – and then I’ve been roped into dinner with Henry et al. Some of our US partners have flown in today and we’ve got to show them the town, the usual.’


I raised my eyebrows.


‘Gate-crashed?’ I asked, looking around, but not seeing anyone we knew. The bar was filling up with pre-theatre drinkers, loud, braying voices and the clink and pop of champagne flutes and bottles.


‘Ma and Pa,’ he replied quickly, raising a hand towards the bar staff before I could reply. He ordered for us, his pedantic choices – ‘No, not Gordon’s, Christ – Hendrick’s. And no lemon for her – no, the chilled glasses’ – earning him sidelong glances from the group nearest to us. The two women had already gone from listening to his order to outright ogling.


I felt myself sink even lower. There was no way I could tell him about the job now – the thought of it being picked over by his parents was more painful than the damn heels had been.


‘Right, okay,’ I sighed, leaning on the bar and recalibrating. ‘When are they getting—’


‘Daaarling!’


A shrill voice echoed behind us and as Kyle handed me a martini, he was enveloped by his mother. Marina Montgomery was . . . a special breed of woman. ‘Christ alive, the devil literally does wear Prada,’ Hestia had hissed to me once on meeting her. ‘Do you think they insert the sticks up that type early on, or is it something that happens once they get married?’


As I took a laboured sip of my drink, Marina turned to me.


‘Oh Charlotte, how lovely,’ she said, stooping slightly from her heels to kiss the air near my cheeks, her own height dwarfing me. She wrapped her bony fingers around my arms, the cloud of Chanel No 5 that surrounded her threatening to choke off my air supply.


‘What a nice surprise,’ I lied, plastering my corporate smile back on, replicating the greeting with Dominic. A thirty-year window into Kyle’s future, his father had almost the same hair, now receding and as grey as it was blond. The same handsome face beheld us both, eyes crinkling.


‘Looking smart, old chap,’ he said to Kyle, shaking his hand. He beckoned the bar staff with the same gesture as Kyle had used.


‘Oh yes, I do like this,’ Marina added, French tips grazing the lapels of Kyle’s jacket. Standing between us, her body was angled towards him as if to cut me out.


‘Lottie chose it,’ he said, giving me a dazzling smile, working hard to keep me onside, knowing just how little I would be enjoying the presence of the gate-crashers.


Marina turned to smile at me, but it didn’t reach her eyes. I braced myself.


‘Oh . . . yes,’ she replied, glancing at my handbag before looking back at Kyle. ‘Excellent taste, clearly. Expensive, too.’ They tittered at her joke, my excellent choice of boyfriend. My smile felt fixed, as though held by setting spray. ‘Just as it should be. Nothing wrong with aiming high, is there, Charlotte?’


And there it was.


If passive-aggressive digs were a sport, Marina would be the most decorated Olympian of the last millennium. I took a gulp of the martini, accidentally finishing it.


‘Steady on, old girl,’ Dominic guffawed. ‘Quick out of the blocks, I see. Rough day at the office?’


I nodded, placing my glass on the bar for the staff to take away. Kyle’s expression was quizzical.


‘So where are you going this evening?’ I deflected, turning towards Dominic instead.


‘Oh, don’t ask me, I’m just the passenger. What is it, Marina? Carmen? Imagine I’ll be asleep by the interval.’


‘La traviata,’ Marina corrected as Kyle handed her a glass of champagne. ‘At the Royal Opera House, of course. Didn’t you go recently, darling?’


She turned to Kyle and the conversation switched to the performance we’d seen on our date the previous month. As they went into detail about the singers, then on a tangent to people they knew – some story about a yacht sinking off the coast of Italy – I subtly fished my phone out of my bag.


PLEASE tell me you can still do dinner later? I messaged Hestia, waiting for her reply, but knowing she’d be unlikely to respond whilst with her client.


‘. . . I mean I know it’s terrible,’ Marina said, hushing her voice. ‘But really, it’s all so gauche, isn’t it, flitting about on these boats. Asking for it, if you ask me.’


Kyle nodded, but his eyes were on me, his unspoken question about my rough day as clear as Marina’s hatred of me. My crime had been and would always be the difference in our backgrounds, my ordinary, middle-class family, attendance at a state school and absolutely no friends or family of ‘note’.


As I watched Marina drone on, her face merged with Cressida’s in my mind. The martini swirled my emotions.


‘Sorry to interrupt,’ I blurted. Marina turned to me in barely concealed astonishment. ‘I’m afraid I’m going to need to run.’ Kyle frowned, his mouth opening. ‘Dinner with my friend, I completely forgot,’ I added, before he could continue.


‘At least finish your drink?’ Dominic started, placing another martini in front of me. ‘Shame to—’


Fighting back temper, tears, a whole vortex of chaos in my mind, I picked up the fine crystal stem and knocked it back in one.


Marina’s mouth fell open in tandem with Kyle’s.


‘Great to see you,’ I said to no one in particular, placing the glass down carefully and backing away.


‘Lottie?’ Kyle said, stepping out of his mother’s clutches. ‘What—’


‘I’ll call you tomorrow,’ I replied as I turned and walked out, breaking into a run as I hit the pavement and taking an immediate left around the back in case Kyle tried to follow me.


Fuck, fuck, fuck.


YES! Get over here now, was Hestia’s reply to my message as I checked my phone, almost breaking into a sob as I reached the tube. My hot tech start-up guy is here and I’m tattooing his thigh. I should be live-streaming this on OnlyFans, I’d make a fucking fortune.


I all but ran into the station, relief at my escape mingling with dread. What the hell was I doing?
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CHAPTER 3


The door to Hestia’s studio, The Inky Hearth, was ajar when I arrived.


‘Can I come in?’ I shouted, checking my face in my compact mirror one last time. Reapplying make-up on the tube was not my forte. I scrubbed at a smudge of eyeliner, sighing.


‘Yep, we’re in the back,’ she replied, the whirr of the needle just audible over the music. Nine Inch Nails, I thought, remembering it from our time as roommates.


The interior was as moody and intense as the song, the walls a deep blue-black, contrasting with the vibrant pinks of the Japanese cherry-blossom mural surrounding the window opposite, a train rattling over the tracks behind. The studio fitted right into Shoreditch, the edgy other end of the spectrum to my City world of marble, suits and fake smiles. I realized I was at home in neither, my own corner of London yet to be revealed to me, if it ever would be. Perhaps my mum had been right: you can take a girl out of the country . . .


Through the doorway into the second room, Hestia looked up and smiled.


‘Scott, this is my friend Lottie, the hot one I was telling you about.’


She winked, but before I could scowl, I realized what was underneath her arm. A very round, sculpted butt-cheek clad in tight boxers.


‘Hello hot Lottie,’ he replied, face down in the black leather, his voice muffled against the bed. ‘Don’t mind my ass.’


‘Bloody hell,’ I muttered, trying to look anywhere except the bed as Hestia laughed. I didn’t think of myself as prudish, but around Hestia I sometimes felt like Mother Teresa.


‘Heard you lost your job,’ Scott said and my eyes narrowed. Hestia kept her eyes on his skin, the corners of her mouth uplifted.


‘Mm-hmm,’ I replied, determined not to discuss my life with a stranger, even if he did have a peachy ass.


‘Come work for me,’ he offered, trying to turn his head so he could face me. His hair was long, a deep brown, almost black, like mine. ‘What do you do? Marketing? Always need decent marketing people.’


‘You only employ hot women,’ Hestia murmured, concentrating intently as she honed in on a detail. The tattoo was a snake, curled around some kind of foliage. ‘Lottie’s too good for you. Definitely hot enough, but way out of your league.’


He snorted.


‘I’ve sued people for saying less, you know,’ he replied, still trying to turn to look at me. ‘I mean, you’re right, I do, but still.’


‘And I could be very tempted to change this design into a pig,’ replied Hestia, nudging him as she sat up for a moment, straightening her back. Bright cherry-red hair spilled over her shoulders; her kohl-lined blue-green eyes sparkled. ‘Keep still – one last bit and we’re done for today. I need to take Lottie out and get her wasted.’


Exhaustion suddenly threatened to take over and I grabbed the spare chair next to the other, empty bed. Hestia glanced over at me, her eyes reading my expression in seconds. The smile from their banter still on her lips, she leant towards Scott again, touching the needle to his skin, focusing intently for a few seconds.


‘There, all good. Outline’s done – only one more session now.’


I watched as she packed away and Scott shifted, stretching. I realized how much I wished I could be as easy with people as she was, to be able to be myself, even at work. My work clothes felt like a cage, the ends of my hair as limp and frazzled as my thoughts.


‘Hi,’ Scott said, looking up at me. ‘She’s right. You’re gorgeous, Lottie – nice to meet you.’


I shook my head, trying not to blush.


‘Thanks. I’ll umm . . . wait out there,’ I replied, catching Hestia’s eye and mentally threatening all the ways I would make her pay for this.


Their combined laughter, although not unkind, only served to dampen my mood further. My phone buzzed.


I’m so sorry about tonight, Kyle’s message read. I swear I’ll make it up to you. Date to end all dates next week? Are you sure you’re okay?


I stared at the screen, my thumb hovering over the reply but typing nothing. His second message followed. I’ll call you tomorrow, get some sleep. Love you x


‘Right, let’s get you drunk,’ Hestia announced as she strode in, Scott following. ‘And no, you’re not invited, Scott. We need to discuss your exposed ass in private.’
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Guilt surged as Hestia brought over a third round of drinks, tongue sticking out of the corner of her mouth in concentration. Her ripped Fleetwood Mac T-shirt, black denim shorts, fishnets and silver Doc Martens fitted this place perfectly, one of the last genuinely grungy bars in a street otherwise swallowed whole by gentrification.


‘You should have seen me with Kyle’s parents, Hes. I downed my martini. Not a dainty sip, I knocked the whole thing back, all £20 of it. Marina almost had an aneurysm.’


Hestia barked a laugh, handing me a long glass and clinking hers against it.


‘Fucking right, that woman would turn anyone to hard drinking. Listen, you’ve got to stop beating yourself up about acting the way you feel – it’s totally justified! You got made redundant from that place, despite all your hard work, and then that bitch turns up and begins the pass-agg parade. I’m just pissed you didn’t throw it in her smug face.’


I knew she was right, but I felt stifled. I can’t upset Kyle’s mum without upsetting him and after his message, I was starting to feel like a complete ass for behaving as I had.


‘I couldn’t even tell him about the job,’ I replied, sipping on my drink, pulling a face at the paint-stripping gin. ‘Totally chickened out. And not just because his parents were there. I just couldn’t picture his reaction, you know? I think part of the reason he’s with me is because I’m on an ambitious career path, like him. Or at least I was. What’s he going to say when I tell him I couldn’t get a year beyond the bloody graduate scheme?’


Hestia pursed her lips, a sure sign she was keeping her thoughts to herself. For once.


‘Look. You know I’m not Kyle’s biggest fan,’ she began carefully, waving away my narrowing eyes, ‘but he’s clearly into you, right? It’s been, what, a year now? In all likelihood he’ll be supportive. I mean, his lot are all nepo babies – he’s more likely to get you a better job at his dad’s firm than judge you. Everyone’s either screwing the boss or their son in that world. Come on, tell me I’m wrong.’


She raised her eyebrows above her own drink, daring me to disagree. A flash of light from the dancefloor highlighted the tattoo on her neck, flames licking up to her jaw, as though her passion had burnt through and branded her skin.


I couldn’t disagree. She was right, as usual.


And it made me queasy.


‘What about you and Cal?’ I asked, deflecting. She smiled, but let me get away with it. The complexities around her on/off boyfriend and business partner could’ve filled a week’s worth of conversation, and I felt bad that, what with my recent schedule and Kyle, I hadn’t asked her about it lately.


She shrugged, crimson lips pursing. That was the first hint of her true feelings; the hesitation and sip of her drink were the next. Hestia was easily the most open, blunt and big-hearted person I’d ever met, but when it came to the really deep feelings, the ones that mattered the most, she kept those well guarded.


‘Oh fuck, I don’t know,’ she sighed. ‘I love him, I do. We’ve been together so long now, he feels more like an extension of myself, you know? But . . . maybe it’s because we’re in business, running the studio, living together . . .’ She tailed off, sipping again when she couldn’t express what she felt.


‘You’re a long way from the reason you got together, right?’ I offered, watching as she held my eyes, considering. ‘It’s not exactly romantic, is it? Working 24/7 and having to live other roles before being a couple. You need more connection than that, Hes.’


‘Lottie Wright, you’re an old soul,’ she replied after a pause, her voice gentler. ‘Sure you don’t fancy a gay awakening with me?’


I laughed, half spraying her with my drink at our longstanding banter. I’d never let her forget that she’d all but propositioned me in the toilets, when I was still half dressed as a condom. She’d repeated it at least once a year since, usually saving it for the least appropriate moments, for maximum reaction.


‘Girl, your mighty rack is wasted on me,’ I smirked, saluting her chest. ‘But I will always love you more than anyone else ever can.’


She smiled, fading as her face became serious again.


‘How do we know when it’s right? In a relationship, I mean?’ she asked, staring at her drink, swilling the contents. ‘Does anyone ever really know when they’ve met someone they love? Or if they’re fucking in love, whatever that is? Sometimes I feel like Cal and I were just all fire and passion to begin with – I mean, Jesus, we didn’t stop fucking for a solid month,’ she noted, smiling briefly at my look, the one that confirmed I’d heard most of it in the next-door bedroom. ‘But it all just went so fast, and with the end of uni . . . Maybe if we’d met at a different time, had had less pressure to make a call on the future . . .’


I put my hand on hers. ‘What are you always telling me? What’s for you will find you. Right? Like this bullshit with my job. If you and Cal are meant to be, then that’s how it’ll turn out. And I guess, maybe, if you find love, a soulmate, whatever the fuck you want to call it, you’ll know.’


We both realized it at the same moment. That if what I’d just said was true, then the only relationship either of us could apply it to was our own.


‘Fuck.’ Hestia sighed, offering her glass up to mine again. We clinked and then both took an overly large gulp. ‘Well, however things pan out, at least you don’t have to work with Kyle.’


‘True,’ I agreed. Then, ‘I’m just going to have to apply to a load of other places,’ I went on, inwardly groaning at the thought of completing application forms and revamping my CV.


‘There’s always Scott,’ she replied, smiling. ‘Nice ass, right?’


I tried not to return the smile and failed.


Hestia squeezed my arm. ‘It’ll all work out. You like the actual marketing side of it, so maybe look out for a job in a more interesting industry? Become an influencer!’


She slapped the table as though some kind of epiphany had blasted through her thoughtful reverie.


‘Yes! Oh my God, Lots, I could SO see you doing that – you’re Insta perfect, you know what you’re doing, always immaculate . . . there’ll be a ton of brands that’ll want your face plugging their stuff. Do it!’


My heart lifted at her enthusiasm, her crooked grin and wide eyes.
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