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Chapter 1
 
There is absolutely no way I can go into work today. How much did I drink last night? Oh my God, my head hurts! I try to peel my eyelids back, fighting against the clumps of mascara and last night’s smudged eyeliner. The bright morning sun blares through the blinds, hitting me like the express train to London. Yanking the covers back up over my head to avoid being assaulted by the summer rays, I discover I am still in last night’s outfit. The gold, sequin bodycon dress that last night l was convinced screamed sparkle and champagne, now whimpers cheap cava, with the faint odour of tequila slammers. Why do I do this to myself? Why do I never learn? I am twenty seven for God’s sake, not seventeen! A quick glance at my newly acquired Michael Kors watch tells me that it is 8.35. I am going to be so bloody late. Again. 
I lay still for a minute, thinking of any excuse that I haven’t already used to wangle the day off. Mumps? Nope, used that one. Gastroenteritis? Flu? Extreme allergic reaction? No, I’m pretty sure they’ve all been used in recent months too. Also, I don’t think calling in sick the morning after a works night out would go down too well. Whose bright idea was it to have a ‘team building’ drinking session on a Wednesday night anyway? Without prior warning, I am violently snapped out of my brain storm by the screeching of my mobile phone. Has it always been that loud? I snatch it up from the floor beside me, only to discover that this isn’t my first caller of the day. My display happily flashes seven missed calls back at me. Unfortunately, they are all from the same number, the number I least wanted to see. Work. I hastily reject the call, typing out a quick message to my manager that yes, I am alive and yes, I am on my way.
 I didn’t even need to speak to Marc to know what he was calling for. I had worked with Marc for over five years now and could read him like a book. Don’t get me wrong, it’s fantastic being BFF’s with the boss, but sometimes he can be a right pain in the ass. My phone beeps annoyingly back at me. 
OK.
One word texts are never good. 
I spin my legs round to the edge of the bed, wincing in pain as I push myself up onto my feet. Never again am I wearing heels, I vow. My once ever so pretty nude, satin clutch bag is now covered in beer splodges and what I can only assume are the remnants of a dodgy kebab. Stay classy, Clara. Stay classy. I stumble into the bathroom and gasp at my reflection. I honestly don’t know whether to laugh or cry. I look somewhere between homeless heroin addict and Vegas drag act. I’m edging more towards the homeless heroin addict. 
Dragging my dress over my head and shedding my underwear, I shove a toothbrush into my mouth and turn on the shower. Stepping into the cubicle is bitter sweet. However refreshing it is to wash away the remnants of the night before, the thought of having to get dressed and presentable for work is more my than my throbbing head can handle right now. 
After scrubbing away all traces of congealed cosmetics, hairspray and fake tan, I wrap myself in my fluffy M&S bath robe and stumble back to the bedroom. Wiggling my way into a black pencil dress and trusty Donna Karen flats, I turn my attention to the mirror. Grabbing my salt spray and Touche Eclat, I try frantically to breathe some life back into my hung-over shell. 
Fifteen minutes and a quick spray of Armani Diamonds later, I am ready to face the world. Armed with my stunning Cavalli handbag and aviator sunnies, I grab my car keys and phone and head to the door. 
 
 
The drive to the office is pretty uneventful, given that I had missed the morning rush hour I am there in record time, albeit half an hour late. I jump into the lift and jab miserably at the shiny number seven, trying desperately to ignore the depressing nausea radiating throughout my body. Once the doors finally ping open, I make a bee line for the coffee machine.  As I watch the murky, brown liquid splash down into the paper cup, I make a promise to myself that never again will an alcoholic beverage pass my lips. It can’t be that hard, I mean loads of people are tee-total aren’t they? Maybe I’ll even go vegan, do the whole bohemian thing. 
I clutch my poor excuse for a coffee tightly and head over to my desk. Dropping my handbag down on the floor and collapsing into my seat, I scan my drawers for some pain killers. Nurofen successfully swallowed, I switch on my computer and load up my emails. 
 Don’t get me wrong; when I am not feeling like a pair of crocs, I absolutely adore my job. Working for Suave is a dream come true. I had always wanted to work in fashion, so landing the job when I was just twenty two was beyond amazing. Over the past five years, I have worked my way up from making the coffee and filing invoices, to being a newly promoted junior designer. Seeing my designs brought to life from paper to production line gives me feelings of utter utopia. From wedges and peep-toes to cowboy boots and mules – shoes are my porn. They are my addiction, apart from flatforms. Flatforms should not be seen on anyone. Go high or go home. 
I look up from my computer to hear a barrage of laughter and chatter falling through the office doors. I can’t help but smile as I see Lianna, phone to ear, clutching a Starbucks, heading my way. Even on 3 hours sleep, Lianna is still a ball of smiles and hyperactivity. I grin to myself as I watch my lovely best friend make her way over to my desk, almost tripping over her own two feet numerous times in the process. By her own admission, Lianna had always been a clumsy oaf. She blames it on being a total right brained thinker. I blame it on her skyscraper pins and ridiculous size eight feet.
‘Hey!’ Lianna exclaims, flashing me a huge grin as she sits down on the edge of my desk. 
‘Here, take this.’ I snatch the hot, creamy coffee gratefully, allowing the heat to soothe my sore head.
‘How are you so happy this morning? I feel like I have been run over. Thanks for the coffee by the way. I knew there was a reason why you are my favourite human.’
 ‘No problem. Lunch later?’ She asks as she jumps to her feet. 
 ‘Sure,’ I grumble, turning back to my computer.
 I watch out of the corner of my eye as Lianna works her way through the MDF jungle of desks, totally oblivious to the many admiring glances she acquires on the way.  I suddenly have a flash back to last night, Lianna sashaying across the dance floor, margarita in hand, batting away the paws of the many eager suitors, each one desperate for a meagre second of eye contact. I have a fuzzy vision of us dancing and laughing hysterically. Only it’s not just our high pitched squeals I’m recalling, it’s a deep, low laugh, along with the alluring, musky scent of men’s aftershave. Weird. Where did that come from?
A quick glance at my desk clock reminds me that I am already way behind with my days work. I allow myself a quick stretch, let out a little groan, a big sigh and pull up my drafts of our new winter line.  Something tells me today is going to be a very long day. 



Chapter 2
 
The morning flies by surprisingly quickly, considering my fragile state of body and mind. Almost unbelievably, I make it to 1.30 without giving in to my increasing need to vomit or fall into a delayed, tequila infused coma. I heave myself up from my desk, tugging my beloved handbag up onto my aching shoulders and slope off to the toilets. 
Strangely, I haven’t seen or heard a thing from Marc since his many missed calls this morning. Marc knows full well how my hangovers turn out. Over the years, we have had many evenings turn from a quick cocktail straight from the office, to crawling home in the early hours complete with chicken kebab and carry out bottle of house red. It has become something of a morning after tradition that Marc will call me repeatedly, until he is satisfied I am back in the world of the living.
 Marc Stroker and I have what you might call a love, hate relationship. I knew from my first day here at Suave that Marc and I would get along. It didn’t take us long to discover we shared a love of Rioja, Dexter and all things Mexican. With him being my boss however, things can sometimes get a little heated. I must admit though, it is impossible to stay mad at Marc for long. With his perfectly coifed, chocolate comb over and black rimmed Ray Bans, he looks every inch the womanizing conservative gentleman that he is very proud of being.
I haven’t so much as glanced at my reflection since I left the house. So, it is no surprise that I do not like what I am confronted with, when I finally come face to face with myself in all my hung-over glory. My normally big, brunette, bouncy curls lie frizzy and flat against my dried out skin. The copious amounts of Touche Eclat used this morning have done very little in disguising the obvious dark circles cradling my sunken baby blues. I hastily grab my make up case and begin to attack myself viscously with as much blusher, eyeliner and highlighter I can get away with without looking like an extra from Jersey Shore. 
Once satisfied that I look relatively alive and breathing, I flip open my phone to a text from Lianna.
Bistro? xxx
I snap my phone closed shaking my head. How she can even consider entering a premises that serves alcohol I do not know. Lianna’s ability to down six tequila slammers and awake ready to climb Everest, I will never understand. Our alcohol tolerances aren’t the only thing that separates me from Lianna. Physically, we could not be more different.  Lianna’s long, slender silhouette and poker straight, blonde hair make a stark difference to my wild, dark curls and 5’3 size twelve frame.
 Lianna has the stereotypical, statuesque model looks; it’s a total mystery how she manages to eat as much as she does. I often watch her demolish a burger and fries in envy, whilst I push a salad miserably around my plate. I on the other hand, only have to glance at a McDonalds for my cellulite to shudder. I lean against the sink, pondering about the fairness of life and why bad things happen to good people. I mean, what have I ever done to deserve cellulite? I am brought back down to Earth by the vibrating of my mobile. 
WELL!!?? Xxx
 She never has had any patience that girl. 
Fine.
 I hit send and snap my phone shut. Giving myself one last glance in the mirror, I head for the door. 



Chapter 3
 
 
I approach the Bistro with an air of caution, praying to the universe that not even so much as a sniff of alcohol will come my way. No such luck, the distinct odour of Desperados hits me the minute I step over the threshold. A large group of men are being unforgivably loud for two in the afternoon and judging by the rancid scent cloud of tequila and lager hanging over them, they have been here a while. I push my way through the sea of chinos and checked shirts, holding my breath as I go. My eyes scan the monochrome restaurant in search of Lianna. 
The Bistro really is a cool place to eat. Everything is black and white, apart from the pillar box red menu placed on every table. The plush leather booths are filled with chit chat and the sing song chimes of glasses being clinked together. Don’t get me wrong, usually I am the first to order a cheeky prosecco with my prawn and avocado wrap, today however, I would rather stick pins in my eyes. I finally pick out Lianna, huddled up towards the back of the restaurant studying her menu, whilst sipping on what looks suspiciously like a G&T. My God Li, how do you do it?
‘Is that a G&T?’ I ask in revulsion, collapsing down onto the seat. 
‘Hair of the dog, want one?’
‘Absolutely no chance,’ I reply, screwing my nose up.
I pick up the menu and scan my eyes across the gourmet dishes, trying to find something that doesn’t make my stomach churn with dread. 
‘I think I’ll just go for the triple cooked chips. Maybe they will soak up any alcohol that is still swishing around in there. I honestly don’t think I could face anything else.’ 
‘Seriously? You’re such a baby with hangovers, Clara. Last night was totally worth it though. I had such a good time. Did you see Marc with Gina from accountants? That boy has no shame. I’m going for the gastro burger with curly fries. I’m absolutely starving.’
My eyes flit down the menu until they land on gastro burger. Succulent steak burger, smoked bacon, garlic mayo, sliced gherkins..... I shudder in disgust. I could really do with being back in my bed right now. The thought of dozing in a Jo Malone bubble bath, before crawling under my huge king size duvet is the only thing getting me through today.
 ‘Last night is pretty much a blur to be honest. All I know is that there was tequila and lots of it, so I would rather forget the rest if it’s all the same with you.’
We place our orders with the immaculately presented waitress and gladly accept some water for the table. As I listen to Lianna, filling me in on her morning with the client from hell, I sip my water tepidly. The second it hits my stomach I am suddenly questioning my decision to order a bowl full of greasy chips. Trying to ignore the growing sickness in my stomach, I rub my temples gently, silently cursing the loud lager louts in the bar into oblivion. 
Some people have zero consideration for others. Seriously, who gets hammered in the afternoon in a place full of corporate working lunches? There has to be at least twenty of them and to say they are a little on the loud side would be putting it nicely. I notice they are all at least in their late twenties. A little old one might think to be acting like hormone raged teenagers at a school disco. Who wears checked shirts and chinos these days anyway? It’s 2014 for crying out loud.
‘Gastro burger?’ 
The pristine waitress is back, holding out a monster of a burger and a stack of golden curly fries, complete with a massive pot of chunky coleslaw. 
‘Yes! That would be mine,’ Lianna accepts the slate plate greedily, clapping her hands in joy. 
I have honestly never known anybody get as excited about food as Lianna. The waitress presents me with an oversized bowl of golden cuts of potato and I eye it up dubiously. I respond with a polite smile and a small nod, afraid to say anything in case the sickness overpowers me and makes a break for freedom. Taking a deep breath, I begin to nibble on a crispy corner of a sunny chip. The texture of the food in my mouth is horrible. How can something so natural and normally so yummy fill me with contempt? Looking over at Lianna, happily tucking into her ridiculous burger, I push my bowl to the side. 
‘Here, have these if you want them. I really can’t face them.’ I hand over the bowl and watch in disgust as she slathers them in garlic mayonnaise. 
‘Do you want some Pepto Bismol? It will make you feel better, I swear by it.’ Lianna reaches into her battered, leather satchel and produces a teeny bottle of the prominent pink liquid. 
I take the medicine and give it a good shake, momentarily mesmerised by the nasty, chalky concoction. I detest Pepto Bismol and have never been convinced of its supernatural powers, but with the way I am feeling right now, I am willing to give it a go. I accept a dessert spoon from Li and pour the milky fluid out. God, I hate taking medicine. Eww! It tastes revolting! As I attempt to force the practically neon sludge down my throat, I begin to heave uncontrollably. Slamming down the spoon, I clutch my hands to my face and run straight towards the toilets. Pushing my way through the heavy double doors, I throw myself into a cubicle and slam the door behind me.
Flushing the toilet and tucking my hair behind my ears, I unlock the door and run my wrists under the tap. I think I need to go home, I decide as I look at my bedraggled, post vomit state. Pulling a hair tie from around my wrist, I twist my hair into something that can only resemble a bird’s nest. Taking my mobile from my back pocket, I type a quick out of office reply into my email settings. Luckily, Marc’s absence from work will make it easier for me to slip away.
With my hip, I push open the door to the restaurant and walk straight into a checked shirt. 
‘Oops! Sorry,’ I exclaim. 
Why am I so bloody clumsy? I look up into the face of my obstacle and I am pleasantly surprised by what looks down at me. It is easily six foot tall, with ruffled, mousey hair and big blue sparklers. He flashes me a huge smile and continues on his way. As I watch him swerve his way through the masses of tables, he turns back and smiles again. Not really wanting another projectile vomiting incident, I try desperately to stop the butterflies fluttering in my stomach. Blushing, I bow my head and stride back to my table. Only I could stumble across the hottest guy ever with vomit in my hair and panda eye makeup. 
‘I’m really sorry, Li but I’m going to head home. I knew I shouldn’t have come in today. I just need to get some sleep.’
‘Don’t worry about it. I haven’t seen anything of Marc anyway so it shouldn’t be a problem. You get yourself home and I will text you later.’
‘Are you staying to finish your lunch?’ 
‘Hell yeah, I’m not leaving this bad boy for anyone.’ 
I manage a little smile as she blows a kiss over the table before diving back into the world’s biggest burger. Wrapping my waterfall cardigan tightly around me, I secretly hope to see Mr Checked Shirt again before I leave. Trying to squeeze my way through the chino clan, my eyes search the room. Suddenly, I spot him, leaning against the bar, drink in hand. 
Argh! He looks directly at me, raising his hand and flashes another mega watt smile. I blush a ridiculous shade of crimson and practically throw myself out on the pavement. Fighting the urge to look back, I head in the direction of the office car park and climb straight into my black Hyundai i30.
As relieved as I am to be heading back home, to my lovely roll top bath and curling up for some well needed beauty sleep, I cannot help but feel strangely bothered by Mr Checked Shirt. I put the car into gear and pull away from the car park, thankful that by tomorrow morning today’s hung-over nightmare will just be one bad, nauseas memory.



Chapter 4
 
I awake on Friday morning feeling completely rested and weirdly gleeful, which is rather strange given that I am admittedly the world’s worst morning person. Mind you, it may have something to do with the incredible twelve hours of blissful sleep I had last night. What an amazing feeling it is to be hang-over free. Gone is the over powering nausea, the intense, throbbing headache and the mouth like a dusty sandal. I feel around under my pillow for my phone and have a quick scan through my emails. Mainly junk, the odd bank statement, a few Twitter notifications and one flagged urgent from Marc. 
I tap on the email and wait a second for it to pop open. My eyes skim over the lengthy message, taking in the gist as I go and tap out a quick fire response. Basically, I have an impromptu meeting at 9.30 with the new designer in the board room and under no circumstances am I to be late. I am actually quite excited to meet the designer as we are going to be working closely on the new winter line, so I really want it go well. This is my first big task since getting my promotion so I desperately want it to be a success. Thank God it wasn’t scheduled for yesterday, I chuckle to myself. 
I allow myself one last glorious stretch before hopping out of bed and making for the bathroom. After brushing my teeth for the required two minutes and almost having my head blown off by the power of Listerine, I wander back into the bedroom and open my wardrobe. Flicking through the rails of black in search of my most professional outfit, I chew my lip thoughtfully. I want something that shouts confident, elegant and creative, or at least one of the three. 
I must try on everything in my wardrobe at least twice over before deciding on some high waist, wide leg trousers, teamed with a sleeveless navy shirt and my killer black, patent courts. I attach my rose gold Michael Kors watch to my wrist and quickly run a brush through my hair. Rifling through my cosmetic case, I set to work on my face. Half an hour later I am blushed, concealed and highlighted to perfection. I gather my belongings and take a look at my watch, it’s only 8.15. I am actually going to be early. What a difference a good night’s sleep can make. As I walk out to the car, I decide the world would be a better place if only people slept more. After putting on my mirrored aviators and fastening my belt, I crank up the radio and pull out onto the road, telling myself that today is going to be a good day.
 
By the time 9.30 comes around, I am sitting in the board room, complete with a large Americano and dossier of my many ideas for the winter range, piled neatly  on one side. I quickly pull out my compact mirror to ensure my makeup has stayed put in the warm summer sun. I am still touching up my eyeliner when I hear the lift doors ping open. Shoving my concealer back into my handbag and kicking it under the table, I smooth down my hair and stand up. The heavy board room doors swing open and in floats Rebecca, Marc’s P.A. 
‘Just to let you know, Marc is on his way up with Oliver Morgan,’ Rebecca gives me a shy smile and disappears in a cloud of Chanel No 5 and Elnett hairspray.
‘Thanks Rebecca.’ I smile back and take a deep breath. 
Wait a minute. Oliver Morgan? I don’t know why, but I was convinced the new designer would be a woman. I suddenly feel a little cheated, like someone moved the goal post. I’ve always felt more comfortable around women, Marc is probably the only guy friend I have, but let’s face it he is the most feminine straight guy to ever have walked this planet. 
It must be all of 30 seconds later that the lift doors ping again. This time there are two sets of footsteps, accompanied by two voices, men’s voices. Definitely not a woman then, I sigh with disappointment. The footsteps get louder and closer until the board room doors swing open once more and in strides Marc. I can tell by the strained smile plastered across his face that something is wrong. I shoot him a quizzical look, but he just responds with a quick shake of the head and rolls his eyes. As Marc holds open the door, I tuck my hair behind my ears and attempt to smooth down my trousers, succeeding only in knocking my building pass out of my blouse pocket. Bloody hell! I push my chair back and reach under the table in a desperate bid to locate the card. 
‘Oliver Morgan, this is our junior designer, Clara Andrews, who will be working with you at each stage of the design process.’
I jump to my feet and set my mouth into a joker worthy smile. Only I am not smiling for long, as stood in the doorway, is Mr Checked Shirt. 



Chapter 5
 
OK. Don’t panic. Just take a deep breath and...
‘Clara? Aren’t you going to introduce yourself?’ Marc is looking at me bewildered. 
‘Clara?’
I somehow manage to regain the use of my tongue and try to form something of a sentence.
‘Yes! Hi! Hello! I’m Clara. It’s very nice to meet you.’ I raise my hand and wave erratically, feeling my cheeks start to burn. 
Why do I feel so embarrassed? 
The little voice in my head reminds me that it may have something to do with the fact that he has seen me with vomit in my hair and Pepto Bismol down my dress. Oh God! Oh God! Oh God!
As Marc pulls out chairs and excuses himself to grab some coffees, I tell myself to get a grip. I mean, what is the big deal really? Just be a professional, Clara. I mean, what evidence is there that he even remembers you and even if he does, who is to say that you remember him? Yes, ignorance is bliss.
 I look up from the floor and give him a tight smile. He doesn’t look like a designer. The majority of designers we work with at Suave are greying, with enough botox to smooth out a Shar-Pei. He definitely isn’t greying. He can’t be out of his twenties, incredibly young for a designer. He drops his comic book print messenger bag on the table and leans back lazily in his seat, smirking. Great. He definitely remembers me. I can see it written all over his face. I stare back, taking in his chiselled jawbone and 5’o clock shadow. God, he is good looking. I feel my heart pound and tell myself to stop being such a girl and pull myself together. 
I rearrange my stack of papers on the table and fight the urge to run away. Why is he getting to me so much? He hasn’t so much as said a word to me, so why am so hot and bothered? I can feel his eyes burning into me and rack my brains for something to say to fill the awkward silence. I find myself cursing Marc, how long can it take to make three coffees? 
Thankfully, I am saved by Rebecca, who is teetering around the massive board room table with a tray of hot, frothy coffees. I accept mine and place it down in front of me, watching dubiously as Oliver takes a black coffee and adds an unhealthy amount of brown sugar to the mix.
‘Clara, could I just borrow you for two seconds?’ She smiles apologetically at Oliver as I follow her out into the lobby. 
‘Marc has just had to run over to HR. There is a signature needed to complete Mr. Morgan’s working visa, but he won’t be too long. He said if you could go ahead and show Oliver last year’s autumn/winter lines for an idea of what we are going for, that would great.’ She hands me huge, purple folder and scurries back towards the glass lift. 
Wait a minute. Working visa? Where is he from? Maybe he doesn’t speak English! Oh please don’t let him speak English. I walk slowly back into the board room trying to work him out. German maybe? French? Dutch even? Are clogs back and I haven’t heard? I take my place at the table and take a deep breath.
‘Is there a problem, ma’am?’
Oh God, he’s American. My decade long Matthew McConaughey obsession has given me the ability to recognise a southern drawl when I hear one. I seem to lose all strength in my legs and I’m suddenly grateful to be already sitting down.  
‘No, no. No problem. Just a little HR issue that Marc needs to deal with, but he shouldn’t be too long.’ I flip open the folder and position it between us.
‘He has asked that we go over the designs from last year’s line to get a feel for the vibe here at Suave,’ I flip through the plastic wallets until I come to a selection of beautiful, studded ankle boots and peep toe knee highs. 
He takes the folder and studies it for a second before nodding and slamming it shut. 
‘Ok, I got it. Now what?’
’I’m sorry?’ I stammer, taking the folder back.
‘I said, I got it,’ he repeats with a smile.
‘Ok,’ I respond slowly. ‘Erm, do you have any questions at all? Anything I can help you with?’
‘Actually I do. Where is a decent place to grab some brunch around here?’
I stare back at him incredulously, really not knowing what to say. How can he be so laid back and blasé about this? Who is he anyway? Suave may be relatively new to the fashion world, but it still carries a fair amount of prestige and is not a brand to be sniffed at. Now I know why Marc seemed so stressed earlier, this guy is not going to be easy to work with.
‘If you would just excuse me a minute,’ I grab my mobile and head to the lobby.
‘Again? You know if you are going to talk about me, you could at least do it to my face.’
Flustered, I jab at the screen to bring up Marc’s number and tap impatiently on the window ledge as it rings. 
‘Marc? It’s me,’ I babble as soon as he picks up. ‘This guy is a nightmare! He took one look at last year’s designs and said he wanted to go for brunch! How long are you going to be?’ I pause for breath, twisting my hair around my fingers as I always do when I’m nervous.
‘Look Clara, I’m sorry about this, but someone has royally messed up over here and I need to sort it out. Forget the portfolio and just take him for brunch. Use your company credit card and we will sort it out with accounts later.’
‘What? Where am going to take him? What are we going to talk about? Can’t someone else take him?’
‘For Christ’s sake Clara! I have far too much to deal with today. Take him out for brunch. Tell him how fabulous it is we have him working here at Suave and just keep him sweet. Just. Do. It. Please.’ The line goes dead and I stare at the phone in disbelief. 
 OK, I can do this. I mean how hard can having brunch with a devastatingly handsome American designer be?



Chapter 6
 
We take the endless stairs down to the ground floor and use the revolving doors to escape out on to the street. We walk in silence for a few minutes, weaving between the thousands of lunch goers until we arrive at the March Hare. I’ve always had a soft spot for the March Hare, with its mock Tudor facade and low ceilings. It’s a popular choice for those wanting to escape the hustle and bustle of the busy streets. 
I head towards the back of the restaurant and take a seat at a beautiful antiqued table. I stifle a giggle as I watch Oliver ducking and diving his way over to me. I’m guessing they don’t have low ceilings across the pond. He flashes me that Hollywood smile and I feel my stomach flutter. Once he sits himself down, I push a menu card towards him and shake off my cardigan. 
Whilst Oliver is studying his menu, I take the opportunity to give him a good once over. His eyes are darker than I remember, but he is every inch as handsome. He has more stubble than the other day and his hair seems unruly and unkempt. He is still wearing chinos, albeit black ones and in place of his blue and white checked shirt, is a plain navy jumper with a lumberjack collar. Which is still technically checked. I hate check. 
He looks up from his menu and seems quite pleased with himself to catch me staring at him. I immediately look away and signal for the waitress. The petite, raven haired waitress bounds over and happily takes my order for a sparkling water and cheese ploughman’s. She turns her attention to Oliver and scribbles down his request for a coke, along with a bacon topped cheeseburger and sweet potato fries. You can take a boy out of America, but you can’t take America of a boy. 
As we both watch the waitress rush off to another table, I decide we have been sat in silence for far too long. 
‘So, Oliver, how long have you been in the UK,’ I ask innocently, thumbing the edge of the drinks menu, silently wishing for a champagne cocktail.
‘I flew in Monday evening, so only five days,’ he replies easily. 
‘Wow. Is this your first time here?’
‘Actually, no. I spent a year travelling in my early twenties. Made some good friends here, well when I say here, I mean Cornwall but it’s all England right?’ His eye’s crinkle into a smile and I can’t help but return it. 
The waitress returns with our drinks and leaves some mouth-watering bread rolls on the table. Oliver immediately takes one and expertly pours the vinegar and oil into a delicious, pretty swirl onto his side plate. He pushes it towards me and I hesitate for a moment before ripping a crusty roll in two and dunking into the dressing. Yesterday I must have consumed minus calories, so technically I have an extra two thousand to play with. 
‘Have you always worked in fashion?’ I ask, with a mouth full of yummy bread.
‘I have, sort of. Back in the States I worked as a photographer for Flash magazine. We had a blast. I loved being on the road, but when I hit thirty I decided I wanted something more settled. I applied for a junior designer job on a whim and it turned out I was pretty fucking good at it. Four years later here I am, head-hunted from six thousand miles away. Pretty sweet if you ask me.’ 
Wait a minute. He turned thirty four years ago? My eyes flit down to his comic book print man bag. That can’t be right! He doesn’t look a day over twenty six. He either has kryptonite genes or is using some bloody good beauty products. I watch him mop up the remainder of the oil and wipe his fingers on his napkin. 
Flash magazine, I think to myself. Wow, that’s pretty cool by anyone’s standards. I try not to show how impressed I am and offer a little nod and a smile instead. For a split second, I wonder if I should mention yesterday’s Bistro gate, but then think better of it. 
‘Are you a local girl, Clara?’ 
I feel stomach drop at the mention of my name. 
‘Well, kind of. I was born and raised in Knutsford, but my parents moved us down south when I was just seven, so I do class myself as a southerner. When I left home at eighteen, I moved closer to the city and have never left.’ 
Oliver looks at me expressionless for a moment before leaning back and chuckling to himself. Before I have chance to ask him what was so funny, our waitress returns and presents us with our meals. I eye up his plate enviously. Why does somebody else’s food always look so much more appetising than your own? I prod my sandwich miserably and try not to stare at Oliver’s mountain of a burger and pile of crispy fries. 
‘So, have you found a place to live yet?’
‘Not as yet. I am currently staying at the Wilshire. You know it?’
‘Very nice,’ I nod in appreciation. ‘You know, there’s a house on my avenue that has just come up for rent.’
‘Really? Is Monday through Friday not enough for you, you want to see me at weekends too. Is that it?’ 
My cheeks burn like hot lava. That is not what I meant! It’s not what I meant! God, he really is an arrogant asshole. I bite the inside of my cheek furiously, willing the skin on my face to return to its usual porcelain white. Nibbling on my sandwich, I rack my brains for something to say to change the subject, anything at all. Just something to talk about that can’t possibly be taken the wrong way. The weather, perhaps? Strength of the Euro? Madonna’s greatest hits? No, Like a Virgin makes it way too risky. 
‘So, tell me Clara, do you have a boyfriend?’
Oh God. 



Chapter 7
 
After embarrassingly confirming that no, I don’t have a boyfriend, we eat the rest of our food in uncomfortable silence. Well uncomfortable on my behalf anyway, Oliver seems blissfully happily tucking into his meaty burger, totally oblivious of the humongous elephant in the room. I finish my sandwich and fight the urge to wrestle a spring onion out of a back tooth. Watching Oliver practically wipe his plate clean, I wonder why I let this man bother me so much. I mean, he is only a guy, a very handsome, American, asshole of a guy but still. 
‘All finished?’ The waitress is back and whips away our used plates with a flourish, quickly replacing them with a very tempting dessert menu. 
‘Can I get you anything more to drink while you look over the dessert menu?’
‘Can I get another sparkling water please?’ 
She turns her attention to Oliver.
‘Actually, can I get a Guinness?’
She makes a quick squiggle in a tiny notepad and marches off with our plates piled high.
‘A Guinness?’ I ask in confusion.
‘Well, when in Rome.’ He gives me wink and snatches the dessert menu of the table.
‘Erm, you know that Guinness is Irish, don’t you?’ I suppress a smile and dig to the bottom of my bag for my phone. He shrugs, nonplussed and leans back in his seat, stretching his arms over his head. 
‘I think I’m going to take the chocolate fudge brownie. If you’re gonna do it wrong, do it right.’ He flicks the laminated menu across the table at me. I push it immediately back to him.
‘I’m actually quite full to be honest and it’s only just gone 12!’ I say with a frown. 
‘Oh don’t be such a party pooper!’
I catch his eye and smile as the waitress appears back at our table with our drinks.
‘Have you guys decided?’ 
‘Yes, we have! Can we get the chocolate fudge brownie please? Two spoons.’ 
Before I have chance to protest, the waitress speeds off, menus tucked under her arm. Two spoons? Why has he asked for two spoons? Two spoons make it look like a date. We’re not on a date! Oh God! This is weird and feels kind of inappropriate. When Marc said to take him for brunch, I’m pretty sure he meant a quick sandwich and a lot of work talk. I can’t even imagine going back and telling him we have shared a chocolate brownie and washed it down with a pint of Guinness. 
I don’t even know what is going to happen today. I’ve not heard anything from Marc since our phone call before. I need to speak to him and find out what is going on. I chuck my phone into my handbag and stand up.
‘I’m just going to nip outside and make a phone call. I won’t be a minute.’ 
Oliver smiles and takes a big gulp of Guinness. I hope he doesn’t want another one. I can’t take him back pissed. I work my way through the restaurant and out into the beer garden. Taking a seat on the nearest bench, I grab my phone and speed dial Marc. It rings for what feels like an eternity before clicking through to his voicemail. I hang up, biting my lip in frustration and take out my compact mirror. I touch up my lipstick and reach for my concealer as my phone rings.
‘Hi, Clara,’ Rebecca’s sing song tones come down the line. 
‘Hi, Rebecca. How are things going over there?’
‘A little better, things have calmed down now. Mr. Morgan’s work permit has been submitted successfully, so there’s no need to worry.’
‘Excellent. We have nearly finished up here, so should we head back over to the office?’
‘That’s actually why I am calling. Marc is tying up some loose ends with the Ethereal order, but it might take a little while longer. He has asked that you take a half day and inform Mr. Morgan that we will postpone the introduction meeting until Monday morning.’  
Half day? It’s not very often that Marc throws the term half day around.
‘OK,’ I respond slowly. Half delighted at the prospect of an early finish, half concerned as to what Marc’s motive is in letting us go.
‘I have rescheduled the meeting for 10.30 Monday. You should receive an email confirming all the details.’
‘That’s great, Rebecca. See you Monday.’ I end the call and toss my phone into my handbag before heading back into the restaurant. 
As I approach our table, I notice a huge plate of chocolaty goodness and two huge bloody dessert spoons. I drop down into my seat and down my drink.
‘Well, good news. Marc has had some drama with a big order that is going to take up the majority of today, but he has insisted that we talk a half day and reconvene Monday morning.’ 
‘Excellent. You can join me in a Guinness then.’ He winks and passes me one of the spoons. 
I think about it for a second before accepting it and scooping up a huge mound of the delicious looking cake. God, it’s yummy! I hope I’m not getting it all over my face. I suddenly wonder if this is pushing the boundaries of a healthy working relationship. I mean, should I really be getting butterflies in my stomach whilst sharing a chocolate cake with a Guinness swigging American designer? 
I catch the eye of our waitress and signal for the bill, taking another few scoops of cake for good measure. I watch Oliver down the rest of his stout and finish off the last of the dessert, wondering what to do with my afternoon off. 
‘Any plans for the weekend?’ I ask, trying to act nonchalant.
‘I do, as a matter of fact. I have a hell of a lot of sleep to catch up on. Oh and not forgetting my hot date on Sunday with Melissa.’ 
Hot date? I feel an overwhelming coldness and try not to look bothered.
‘Oh,’ I try my best to plaster a smile onto my face, but I’m not convinced it quite meets my eyes. What is wrong with me? I seriously need to get a grip and fast. 
‘Yeah, Melissa. Melissa the fifty something realtor. She is helping me find a place.’
Realtor? Isn’t that American terminology for estate agent? In spite of myself I feel a swell of relief. He laughs wickedly and snatches the bill that has magically appeared on our table. I dig out my business credit card and make a grab for it. 
‘This ones on me, Clara.’ He produces a battered, leather wallet and drops down some notes.
‘Absolutely not! This is on Suave as a welcome to the company.’ I insist.
‘Nope, I’ll get this one and you can treat me to dinner sometime and repay the favour.’ 
Blushing a ridiculous shade of purple, I decide it best not to argue. 
‘Thank you very much. It has been a pleasure and I am very much looking forward to working with you at Suave.’ I flash him what I hope is my most professional smile and lean under the table for my handbag.
We thank the waitress and leave the restaurant, walking back in the direction of Suave headquarters. As we approach the car park, I notice Oliver dig a set of keys out of his back pocket and unlock a top of the range Audi A5. Very nice. He opens the door and throws his bag onto the passenger seat. I catch his eye for a second too long and force myself to look away.
‘Well, Clara Andrews, I shall see you Monday morning.’
‘See you Monday, Oliver Morgan.’ 



Chapter 8
 
Friday afternoon is pretty uneventful to say the least. After my brunch with Oliver, I head straight to Sainsbury’s to do my weekly food shop. As I push the trolley up and down the aisles, I wonder when I became so old and boring. For a split second, I consider calling Lianna and arranging a last minute trip to Cosmo for a night of cocktails and fun, but the lure of a Taste the Difference ready meal and a few classes of Rioja wins me over. 
I continue working my way through the rows of yummy food, stopping occasionally to throw the odd thing into my trolley. Red wine, Kettle Chips, a selection of ready meals and the odd bag of Florette. How original. I make my way to the checkout and wait in line, stacking my items in neat piles. My attention is drawn to a couple at the checkout to my left. I can’t help but think what a beautiful family they make. Both are olive skinned and dressed immaculately, even with a burgeoning baby bump. I feel a twinge of jealousy. 
At the ripe old age of twenty seven, I have never had a long term relationship. Not that I haven’t had the opportunity, I have had more dates than I can care to remember. I just always seem to find something missing. Either they are nice, but a bit too nice, or rich but a flashy bastard. Something always seems to stop me from making that final commitment. I pay for my shopping and head back to the car. 
All the way home, I keep imagining myself with a baby bump. Hair tied up in a perfect chignon, pulling up next to a white picket fence and being greeting by my beautiful husband. The immaculate picture of the American Dream. Before I can stop it, Oliver pops into my head, helping me from the car with arms full of groceries. I feel my heart jump and physically shake my head to erase the image. Get a grip Clara. 
 
By 8.30 that evening I have polished off a crab linguine for one and sunk a good half bottle of white Rioja. Feeling rather satisfied and content, I decide to run a bubble bath and lose myself in a book.  Filling the bath dangerously high and chucking in a couple of bath bombs, I perch on the edge of the tub and watch them fizzing away. I head back into the bedroom and gather some essentials. Throwing a face mask, book and vanilla Yankee candle onto a towel, I pad back into the bathroom. 
Sinking down into the bubbles, I feel every muscle in my body relax. I love being in the bath. I lay there for a minute, enjoying the hot water soothing me from head to toe. Before I fall asleep, I grab my face mask and apply a thick layer onto my t-zone, cheeks and chin. Once happy that I have covered all the troublesome areas, I pick up my book and take a sip of wine. This is the life, I think to myself. All that’s missing is a hunky hubby waiting for me in the other room and maybe a fluffy dog. I’ve always wanted a dog. 
Just as I am sinking back into the tub and opening my book, I am disturbed by the high pitched pinging of my mobile. I bet its Marc. I haven’t even spoken more than a few words to Marc in the past few days. I know he is busy at the minute sending out the spring/summer lines, but a night of gossip and wine is way overdue. I dry my hands on a towel and reach down for my phone. It’s a number I don’t recognise, not Marc then. I double tap the flashing icon and the message springs open.
Nice meeting you Wednesday. If you are still up for that drink, give me a shout. George x
I stare at my phone in quiet confusion. They must have the wrong number, I conclude. I debate replying and informing them, but decide it best not to rub salt in the wound. Before putting my phone back down, I go to my playlist and hit play. After enjoying a couple of John Legend tracks, I go back to my book. I must be two chapters in when the playlist comes to the end and automatically connects to the radio. Before I have chance to dry my hands and jab at the off button, Happy by Pharrell screams out of the speakers. 
I have a flashback to Wednesday night and let out a little giggle. As horrible as the hangover was, we did have a really good night. I suddenly remember Cosmo and Velvet Bar before ending up in the Bubble Club after a few too many tequilas. I remember laughter and dancing and eww, a dodgy kebab. I smile to myself and open the photo album on my phone. Why do selfies seem a good idea whilst paralytic, when in reality you look like a violated duck? I flick through the pictures, deleting the vast majority which are far from flattering. Me, Lianna, me and Lianna, Lianna and Marc, Marc and Gina – bleurgh. Marc is such a tart. 
I’m working my way through the rest, hitting delete repeatedly until I come to a blurry photo of me and Lianna at the bar. It would actually be a good picture if it wasn’t so blurred. We are leaning over the bar with our arms around the bar tender. He looks strangely familiar. I squint at his name badge and can just about make it out. George? Or is it Greg? He looks more of a George, I decide before closing the album and pressing off on the radio function. I reach for my shower gel and I’m just about to start lathering up when a thought hits me. I make a grab for my phone and open the messages folder, my heart pounding. I re-read the message in disbelief,
Nice meeting you Wednesday. If you are still up for that drink, give me a shout. George x
No! It can’t be! I would remember giving someone my phone number, surely? My mind flits back to the tequila slammers, maybe not. I must read the message ten times over before locking the screen and throwing it down onto my towel. Maybe it said Greg after all. 



 
Chapter 9              
 
After a night of tossing and turning, Saturday morning comes way too soon. Why does it bother me so much that a single twenty seven year old would dare to leave her number with a potential suitor, I really don’t know. 
I’m still feeling uneasy as I fry my bacon for breakfast a couple of hours later. Buttering my toast I tell myself to forget about it. I mean, I’m not going to text him back or anything so why am I letting it bother me so much? I suddenly feel much better. I’ll just ignore the message and pretend I never received it. 
Taking my bacon sandwich and coffee, I prop myself up at the kitchen island and load up the Daily Mail on my laptop. Dipping my sandwich into a mound of brown sauce, I click onto the showbiz section. I am watching a tutorial on how to achieve a smokey eye when the land line rings. Licking the remnants of brown sauce from my fingers, I make a run for the phone.
‘Hello?’
‘Hi Clara, it’s me.’
‘Oh, hi Marc,’ I respond happily, glad to finally hear from him.
‘Sorry I’ve not been in touch much his week. It’s been mayhem with getting the spring/summer lines out, not to mention all the crap with Oliver’s work permit. I don’t suppose you fancy a takeout later? I’ll bring the wine?’
I feel my stomach drop at the mention of Oliver’s name and twirl my hair around my fingers excitedly.
‘Well, I was kind of looking forward to a pedicure followed by a night of consuming my weight in Ben ‘n’ Jerry’s on my lonesome, but seeing as it is you.’
‘I’ll be with you at seven.’ 
He hangs up and I click the phone into its holster by the stairs. I head back into the kitchen and put my empty plate into the dishwasher before settling down on the couch to finish my coffee. I’m actually quite excited to see Marc later. It must be over two weeks since I have seen him out of working hours. Well, apart from Wednesday nights ‘team building’ tequila session. I shudder at the thought of tequila. I am suddenly reminded about the text message and push it to the back of my mind. Along with all thoughts of tequila.
 
After an hour or so of the Eastenders omnibus, I decided I should probably do something productive with my day and push myself to my feet. Dragging the laundry basket down the stairs, I begin sorting piles of black and white fabric. Once I have stuffed them into the washing machine with a big dollop of fabric softener, I carry the basket back to the bedroom and flop down on the bed. Maybe I’ll just rest my eyes for a few minutes. I mean, if you can’t nap on a weekend, when can you?
 
What time is it? Peeling my face off my pillow, I try to focus my eyes.  The alarm clock on my bedside flashes 5.40pm. How have I slept for this long? Stretching out my arms and legs, I let out a yawn and roll onto my back. I hop off the bed and change into my onesie, pulling my hair into a messy bun on top of my head. After unloading the washing machine onto the clothes maiden, I pour out some Kettle Chips and olives into bowls before digging out some take out menus and pouring myself a glass of wine. God, I heart lazy weekends. Sleeping really is my favourite thing to do. I must be sat down all of five minutes when there’s a knock at the door. I put down my glass and skip down the hall. 
‘Hello! How are you?’ I sing, pulling him in for a hug.
‘What’s with the onesie? I hope you haven’t been in that all day,’ he wrinkles his nose in disgust. What is it with men and not understanding the onesie? 
‘Here, take these,’ He hands over 3 bottles of Rioja and shakes off his Superdry jacket, throwing it down on the couch. 
‘Good day?’ I ask, pouring him a glass of wine and dumping the rest in the fridge to cool.
‘Meh, you?’ He takes the glass and has a big gulp.
‘I actually haven’t done anything! I did a load of washing and then had an epic five hour nap.’
‘You seriously sleep more than a sloth,’ he throws a cushion at me and picks up the menus. 
‘What are we having? Chinese? Indian?’
‘I actually thought we could get some pizza? There’s that new Italian in the precinct...’ I trail off at the look of repulsion plastered on Marc’s face.
‘Indian then?’ 
‘Indian,’ he confirms, opening the menu.
I grab a notepad off the table and drop it onto his lap. 
‘How was it with Oliver yesterday anyway? The girls over at HR said he was a complete sleaze. I hope he didn’t give you too much trouble?’
‘No, no trouble. Don’t get me wrong, he has an ego the size of Texas, but I like to think I can handle myself,’ I respond, trying to hide my smile.
‘Why are you smiling like that?’
Obviously, I didn’t try hard enough. 
‘Smiling like what? Am I not allowed to smile?’ I laugh.
‘Not like that no! Seriously Clara, don’t even go there. The guy is an asshole. I mean it,’ he scowls at me for a second too long before going back to his menu.
I decide to drop the Oliver talk as a grumpy Marc is no fun.
‘Have you decided what you’re having? Should we get starters?’ I ask, crossing my legs and getting comfortable.
‘Obviously. I’m going for the chicken tikka starter and a chicken balti.’ He passes me the menu and kicks off his shoes. 
I should have known, to say Marc is a creature of habit would be putting it mild to say the least. He has never gone for anything else, despite insisting on studying the menu each and every time. I pick up the phone and head into the kitchen to place the order. I love our local curry house, but the fact that they know my name as soon as I say hi does make me question my takeout habit.
Order successfully placed, I head back into the living room, grabbing a bottle of wine from the rack as I go. I fill up our glasses and curl up on the sofa.
‘So, Gina?’ I ask mischievously.
‘What about her?’ He responds, not looking me in the eye.
‘I thought you two were an item after Wednesday night?’ I make a face and take a sip of wine. 
‘God no. You can talk anyway,’ he retorts with a chuckle.
‘What are you on about?’
‘Errr, barman?’
I feel my cheeks flush and try to disguise my embarrassment with a laugh. 
‘What barman?’ 
‘Oh ok, like that is it. Selective memory loss?’
‘I have no idea what you’re talking about,’ and I honestly don’t. All I know is that I have a picture of a cute barman on my phone and an open ended text message. Maybe I am being too uptight, I mean what’s the worst can happen? If Marc can sleep his way around the entire country, I’m pretty sure one quick text message can’t hurt, can it? 



Chapter 10
 
I awake on Monday morning feeling fresh as a daisy. After my takeout night with Marc, I spent most of Sunday recovering from yet another hangover. I did, however, manage to squeeze in a quick visit to the hair dresser along with a cheeky French manicure. With my confidence boosted from the beautifying and a lot of self encouragement, I decided to compose a response to the mysterious George. After typing and deleting for over an hour, I turned off my phone in frustration and headed up to bed, telling myself that I would return to it in the morning. 
Well, now it is morning. With a sudden burst of adrenaline, I snatch my phone and wait impatiently for it to spring to life. I double tap the screen to load up my messages and hit the reply icon.
Hi George, a drink sounds great, how are you fixed for Saturday? Xxx
Before I have chance to change my mind and chicken out, I tap on the send button. My heart races and I clutch my phone excitedly. That was actually really fun, I think to myself. What was I so scared about? With a wave of exhilaration I jump out of bed and make for the shower. 
Once satisfied that I am suitably clean, I wrap myself in a towel and give my teeth a good scrub. Turning up the radio, I head back into the bedroom and slather myself in moisturiser before flinging open my wardrobe and assessing my outfit choices. I dig out a black, tailored, fit and flare dress and chuck it on the bed along with a pair of suede courts. A quick look out of the window convinces me to throw a pair of opaque tights on the pile too. Where has the summer gone? The scene outside could easily be confused for a chilly November morning. 
I pour myself into my chosen outfit and turn my attention to my face and hair. Using what seems like a million Kirby grips, I twist my masses of curls into what I hope is a pretty yet professional up-do. Grabbing my make up bag and positioning myself at my dressing table, I set to work on bringing some definition to my face. After giving myself a smokey eye and a touch of red to my cupids bow, I’m all set to go. 
Putting on my military inspired coat, I collect my handbag and keys and give myself a final once over. Maybe a little over dressed for a Monday but since when was that a crime? With a spring in my step, I lock the front door and make my way to the car, ready to face the day.
 
‘You look very nice.’ Lianna comments, giving me an accusing look as I enter the office complete with Starbucks coffees and a couple of blueberry muffins. 
I hand her the brown paper bag and perch on the end of her desk. She gladly accepts the coffee and immediately begins nibbling on the muffin. 
‘Thank you very much,’ I respond, lapping up the compliment. 
‘How was Saturday? An invite wouldn’t have gone a miss,’ she frowns and takes a sip of coffee.
‘You said you were at a wedding!’ I protest, knowing full well that she is winding me up. 
Her desk phone starts to ring and she brushes crumbs off her fingers frantically. 
‘This will be Kate from Ethereal. I’ll call you later.’ 
I pick up my breakfast and head over to my desk. Kicking the chair out and sitting down, I notice a sticky note on my computer screen. As I take in the message, I can’t help but feel incredibly disappointed. Apparently there’s no need for me to attend Oliver’s introduction meeting as we already got acquainted on Friday. Annoyed, I screw up the paper and chuck it into the bin. What a waste of makeup. 
Loading up my computer and responding to this morning’s emails takes all of ten minutes. I pull out my sketch pad and start elaborating on last week’s drawings. Losing myself in my work comes so naturally, it’s almost like a virtual comfort blanket. I can spend hour upon hour lost in lace and leather and not even notice. 
I must have been sketching for at least a couple of hours when I am disturbed the vibrating of my mobile phone. Reaching into my handbag I have a mini heart attack. George. I totally forgot about the text I sent to George! Oh God! I dig out my phone from the depths of my Cavalli handbag and hesitate for a moment before looking at the screen. It’s him! With my heart beating fast I open the message and scan the text.
Saturday it is. Ice bar at 8? X
Not a man of many words then. Wait a minute, Ice bar? A quick Google search informs me that Ice bar is a small, indie hangout in the centre of town. Why have I never heard of this place? The little voice in my head reminds me that it is probably because it looks like a heroin addict’s lair. I tell myself not to be so judgmental and just go with it. 
Ok, see you then x
Before giving myself chance to chicken out, I hit send and throw my phone back into my handbag. A thought suddenly hits me. Did I text back too fast? Isn’t there like a two hour rule or something? Have I just made myself look like a desperate bunny boiler? Trying to stop myself hyperventilating, I get up and head to the water distiller. 
Filling a plastic cup and downing it in one makes me feel instantly better. I really have to stop over thinking things, why I always have to go worst case scenario I have no idea. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Lianna chatting animatedly to Marc. I wish I could be more like Lianna, always happy and care free. Unfortunately, I inherited Mum’s worrywart gene. Marc catches my attention and gestures towards his office. 
Throwing my cup into the recycling bin, I return to my desk and screen lock my computer before following Marc into his huge, glass fronted office. Watching him check his phone and smile like a school boy, I shake my head in amusement. He slams a set of folders down on the desk and sits down in his executive leather chair. 
‘How did Oliver’s introduction meeting go?’ I ask, crossing my arms and legs in unison.
‘Funnily enough, that is what I wanted to talk to you about. The delightful Mr. Morgan has insisted on having his own studio and office space. Apparently, shared studios are not something he feels he can work with.’ Marc rolls his eyes and leans back, putting his feet up on the marble desk. 
‘What does that have to do with me?’ I ask, slightly confused. 
‘It has everything to do with you seeing as you are our junior designer. Head office have been in touch and we have eight weeks to get our winter lines over to production.’
‘Eight weeks? That’s pushing it isn’t it?’ 
‘It is, hence why Oliver wants his own office and studio to work solidly on this for the next two months. This is where you come into it. You and Oliver will temporarily move into the sixth floor studio until the winter line is finalised.’
I feel my heart pound and try to keep a poker face. Just me and Oliver? In our own studio? For two months? Oh my God! Before I get chance to respond, Marc jumps in.
‘I don’t want any funny business, Clara. This is your big chance to show them all what you are capable of and prove that you actually have some half decent ideas rolling around in that teeny head of yours.’
‘You can count on me, Marc. I promise I won’t let you down!’ I squeal excitedly and clap my hands together like a very happy seal.
‘After you have taken your lunch, make the move downstairs. Oliver is already down there going over the past two years portfolios.’ 
I flash him the thumbs up sign and jump to my feet. 
‘I meant what I said, Clara. No funny business,’ Marc glares at me and turns his attention to his computer. I am just about to reach for the door handle when it suddenly springs open and in prowls a leopard print clad Gina. Her joker worthy grin drops the second she lays eyes on me.
‘Gina! What are you doing here?’ I demand, shooting Marc a furtive look. 
‘I’m just err, I was just um, I was just wanting to speak to Marc about an overdue invoice,’ Gina stammers looking incredibly guilty.
‘Well don’t mind me, I was just leaving.’ I make for the door, willing myself not to start laughing.
It’s not that Gina is not a nice woman, she is. It’s just that she isn’t exactly what I would call Marc’s type. For starters, she is at least ten years his senior, although she claims to be thirty one with the help of a truck load of botox. Her size twelve frame is dwarfed by her generous chest in a way that is almost comical. In the five years I have worked here, I have never seen her in anything that isn’t pillar box red or leopard print and her jet black locks and ruby red pout complete the caricature. Well, they do say love is blind.



Chapter 11
 
 
Getting back to my desk, I decide to take any early lunch. I open my emails to see if Lianna wants to join me for a sandwich, when a message flagged urgent pops up on the screen. It’s from Oliver!
Fancy joining me for lunch? I ordered a ton of pizza.
A ton of pizza? Who orders pizza to their work place? I stifle a giggle and hit reply.
Have you seriously ordered pizza to the office??
I wait for a few minutes until another message springs into my inbox.
No, I have ordered pizza to my office I’m in the new studio if you fancy giving me a hand getting through it?
I feel my pulse race and lock my computer screen, before hurriedly touching up my makeup in my compact mirror. I honestly don’t know what it is about Oliver that makes me feel like a teenager again, but I like it, a lot. I head for the lift and dive straight in, immediately tending to my hair in the mirror. Impressed that my up do has stayed put for the duration of the morning, I stride down the corridor to the studio. 
Pushing open the double doors, I am actually lost for words. The minimalistic work table is drowned by at least ten pizza boxes, the smell is incredible. 
‘You made it then,’ I spin around at the sound of Oliver’s southern drawl.
‘Why did you order so many pizzas? Who else is coming?’
‘Just you,’ he smiles and gestures over to the pizza.
‘I couldn’t make my mind up, so I ordered pretty much everything they had.’
I prop myself up on one of the stools and flip open a box. Wow, I have never seen so many toppings on one pizza! Opening the lids one at a time, I feel like a fat kid in a sweet shop. Deep pan, Italian, pepperoni, vegetarian, the list goes on. I grab a slice of Hawaiian and take a bite.
‘This is amazing! Beats my usual cucumber and Philly sandwiches any day.’ 
‘I’m glad you approve. It’s nice to see a girl with an appetite.’ He winks at me and makes a dive for the Pepperoni.
Wait a minute. Did he just call me fat? I pause, pizza slice halfway into my mouth and debate causing World War 3. 
‘What do you think of our new crib?’ He asks, sitting down opposite me.
‘I like it,’ I nod in approval, trying not to get pineapple chunks down my very expensive Armani dress.
‘You don’t think it’s too soon to be moving in together?’ he says with a hint of a smile in his voice. 
‘Very funny.’ I respond, trying to avoid all eye contact. 
We sit in silence for a while, both thoroughly enjoying the amazing pizza. On my fourth slice, I make a mental note to go for a jog later, already knowing full well that I won’t. I watch Oliver devouring his pizza, happily and content. Considering he is so cocky and arrogant, sometimes he has a real air of childlike innocence about him. He chucks his pizza crust back into the box and flips the lid shut.
‘That was great, seriously good pizza.’
‘You’re very welcome Miss Andrews. That will be two lunches I have stood you. Now, if you want to take me out for dinner as a thank you, you should know that I’m a very busy man.’ 
I make a half cough, half spluttering sound and try not to let my face burn up. For the want of something to do, I pile the boxes high and place them on one side. Oliver laughs heartily and shakes his head.  
‘So, this winter line. Marc tells me you already have some ideas drawn up?’
‘Yes, I have been working on this line for a few weeks now.’ I reach for my sketch pad and lay it out on the table. 
I am actually really proud of my designs. They have taken many hours of mental and physical work, but I honestly believe they are fantastic. He pulls the papers towards him and studies them thoughtfully, before taking a pencil and getting to work on a pair of leather studded ankle boots. 
I try not to feel annoyed as he mutilates the original drawing with a series of strokes and shading techniques. Does he have any idea how long it has taken me to create the perfect take on the classic ankle boot? From the shiny, patent leather and pointy toe to the silver studding down the heel, they are seriously beautiful and probably my favourite design to date. He suddenly puts down his pencil and spins the pad around for me to see.
Wow! The previous patent upper has been substituted for distressed, buffed leather and the sharp, pointed front replaced with a slight peep toe. The studding has spilled out onto each side of the shoe and incorporated a selection of metal spikes. They are seriously the coolest pair of boots I have ever seen, far more out there than any design previously seen at Suave. I stroke the paper in admiration.
‘Fantastic! Marc will love these!’ I smile from ear to ear and watch in awe as he studies a pair of lace up wedges before picking up his pencil and starting to sketch. 
No wonder he was head hunted. We’ve had designers before that have had two years to complete an assignment and still over run. It must have taken him all of twenty minutes to transform my original art work into a couture masterpiece.  I have never worked with anyone like Oliver. The design process usually takes hundreds upon hundreds of drawings and fabric sampling to achieve the perfect finish, where as he is hurling final ideas down on paper in one quick sketch. 
He catches my eye and I realise I have been staring for longer than is what is socially acceptable. I hold his gaze for a few seconds before looking away, feeling his eyes burning into the back of my head. I really need to kick this stupid crush if we are going to be working together for another eight weeks. I mean, what exactly am I expecting to happen here? Aren’t inter work relations against the rules anyway? I find myself procrastinating over the politics of office life and what exactly constitutes an ‘inter work relation.’ I glance over to Oliver and a devilish thought dances around my mind. Well, if Marc and Gina are doing it. No, Bad Clara. 



Chapter 12
 
The next few days race by in a cloud of fast food, fun and I have to admit it, a little flirting. By the time Friday morning arrives, I can not to wait to get into work. My usual morning routine of a quick shower and change, has evolved into a fully blown military procedure. I have been getting up an entire hour earlier than normal to ensure I am preened and presented to perfection.
 I can honestly say that I have never enjoyed work more. My typical boring, lunch times have been replaced with take outs to the studio. Chinese on Tuesday, Mexican on Wednesday and yesterday we had the most amazing Thai curry. I really am going to have to squeeze in some spinning classes. I must be consuming my daily calorie allowance in my lunch hour alone. Oliver’s addiction to junk food isn’t the only thing I have discovered this week. He also has a love for the Caribbean, astronomy and weirdly the Royal Family. He is also an only child and grew up in Houston, Texas before moving to Austin for work when he was just twenty three.
Being so wrapped up in Oliver has made me almost forget about my date with George tomorrow night. It feels rather bizarre to have a date lined up with one man, whilst crushing like crazy on another. I keep reminding myself that it isn’t a crime to find someone attractive, and let’s face it, who wouldn’t find Mr. Morgan attractive? 
 
I arrive at the office and head straight for the seventh floor, clutching a tray of Starbucks coffees tightly. I haven’t really seen much of Lianna, working from the sixth floor studio and not heading out for lunch means we have missed our afternoon gossips. Marching over to her desk, I notice that she is not here yet. I place a cappuccino in front of her computer and draw a smiley face on a sticky note before attaching it to her phone. Smiling to myself, I make a beeline for Marc’s office and let myself in. He is shaking his head furiously, with his phone stuck to his ear. Raising his hand in acknowledgment, he takes the coffee and mouths thank you, before flashing me the universal ‘I’ll call you’ sign. Nodding, I give him a little wave and let myself out.
Good deed done for the day, I head for the stairs. Having that delicious Friday feeling makes the final working day of the week so much better. What is it about being set free for two whole days that is so exhilarating? Feeling rather giddy, I shrug off my jacket and place the two remaining beverages on the work top. I prop myself up on the surface and begin scrolling through my emails. I am deleting the junk messages when I hear Oliver enter the studio.
‘Good morning!’ I smile and hand him a steaming hot coffee, black just as he likes it.
‘Sugar?’ He responds, taking a sip and grimacing.
I produce a handful of brown sugar sachets from my handbag and watch as he pours the contents of three packets into his coffee. 
‘Better?’
‘Perfect.’ He nods gratefully, lifting his bag up on to the table and pulling out a plastic wallet. 
He takes out a sheet of paper and hands it to me. It’s an invite to a fashion exhibition in Manchester. My eyes take in the print and I feel a frisson of excitement. 
‘I was sent this last night. I thought it might be useful to go down there, try to get some inspiration, see what else is out there, that kind of thing.’ 
‘I think you mean up there not down. Manchester is about three hours north of here.’ 
‘In that case, we should probably set off on the Friday,’ he muses, taking the sheet from me. 
‘We?’ I stutter, my heart starting to pound.
‘Yeah. I just need to square it with Marc, but I can’t see it being an issue. You cool with giving up your weekend for this? I promise it will be educational.’ He winks and finishes his coffee before throwing it in the paper bin.
‘I’d actually love to go! Marc goes to these things all the time with head office.’
‘Well in that case, he shouldn’t have a problem with us going. I’ll go clear it with him. Can you have a look through the leather samples we received yesterday? We are looking for distressed leather, preferably in charcoal.’ 
‘Leave it with me,’ I watch him leave the studio, the flyer shoved in his back packet. 
I really hope Marc goes for this. A trip to Manchester with Oliver is just far too tempting of an offer to turn down. I feel butterflies buzzing around in my stomach at the thought and grab the fabric samples. Turning the radio up, I open a word document on the laptop and start making notes. 
It’s not long before my mind begins to wander to my date tomorrow night. I wonder what he will look like? The Channing Tatum-esque image I have conjured up will take a lot to live up. Hmm, a hot date tomorrow, possible trip away with Oliver, Samantha Jones eat your heart out. 
 
As we lock up the studio at 6.30 that evening, I am looking forward to a glass of Rioja and a bubble bath. The chaos of today’s events has left me exhausted. It took a good hour of pleading with Marc for him to agree to our trip to Manchester. After initially declining Oliver’s request, I took it upon myself to pursue it further. I practically had to beg Marc to agree. I don’t know what his problem is, I mean, it’s not like anything is going to happen and it is most definitely something that will prove useful in the design process. You would think he would be cool with office relationships being on the menu, considering he has been having Gina for dessert all week. 
I have been mentally planning my pre-date beautifying regime all day. It has been a while since I’ve had to prepare for a date and I have to admit, I am really looking forward to it. Tanning, conditioning, manicuring, bring it on. 
‘Any plans for tonight?’ Oliver asks, as though reading my mind. 
‘Not really, glass of wine and a bubble bath,’ I reply, stepping into the lift and hitting the ground floor button.
‘If you don’t have any plans, why don’t you let me take you out for dinner?’ 
I feel every muscle in my body tighten and seem to lose the ability to speak. I can’t go out for dinner with him! It’s against the rules! I look up at him and feel my knees go weak. Oh my God! I can’t! What about my date tomorrow? How do I say no? How do I turn down the hottest, most talented man I have ever met? I open my mouth, ready to politely decline.
‘OK,’ the word is out before I have chance to realise the enormity of what I have said.
He pauses for a moment before breaking into a huge smile.
‘Great. What do you fancy?’



Chapter 13
 
Sitting in La Fleur, sipping a very nice glass of Chateauneuf du Pape feels incredibly surreal. I have just polished off a lovely Lobster Bisque and I’m slightly concerned that this second glass of wine has pushed me over the driving limit. Oliver has spared no expense and I really do feel rather spoilt. Upon arriving at the restaurant, he ordered the taster menu for both of us and chose a rather pricey bottle of red. My initial panic at having dinner with Oliver was intensified when he ordered a taxi and we pulled up at La Fleur, a quirky French restaurant famed for its champagne dinners. How he even knew about this place, I have no idea. 
The yummy food and incredible wine has sedated me massively in the past hour and I really am starting to relax and enjoy myself. I have stopped worrying about Marc and convinced myself that it is only a meal with a colleague, just like when I go out with Lianna. Sort of.
The ridiculously tall waiter collects our plates and refills the wine glasses without saying a word.
‘So tell me, Clara, how does a girl as talented and pretty as you end up single?’ Oliver asks, taking a slug of wine. 
His expression is unreadable as he plays with the stem of the glass, not taking his eyes off me for a second.
Oh God. I feel my pulse beating fast and bite my lip in an attempt to stop myself burning up. This is definitely breaking the rules, what was I thinking? I really need to get this back onto a work related path before it gets out of hand. I pause for a second before answering.
‘Well, I have always been truly dedicated to furthering my career and working my way up the ladder. When you are completely committed to something, it makes you very independent, leaving very little time for anything or anyone else.’ Feeling quite pleased with my diplomatic answer, I lean back in my seat and sip my wine. 
‘Nice script, but I didn’t want the interview answer.’ We lock eyes for a moment, neither of us saying a word. 
Thankfully, I am saved by the return of the waiter. He places our sizzling plates down on the table and wishes us bon appetite, before disappearing to another table. The smell of the Filet Mignon fuses with the Bordelaise sauce, awakening my caveman senses. I pick up my cutlery and dive in, glad to have an excuse not to talk for a while. 
I finish up my steak and resist the urge to lick my plate clean. That was seriously good grub. 
‘Good?’ Oliver asks wiping his mouth with a napkin.
‘Amazing! Honestly really good.’ I nod enthusiastically and drain my glass before checking my watch. 
9.30! Well, I guess that’s my pampering evening out of the window. The little voice in my mind tells me not to be so ungrateful. Here I am, in a beautiful restaurant, being treated to dinner by a gorgeous, talented man and I am grumbling that I have missed out on a night shaving and plucking. Priorities Clara, priorities. 
‘How is your house hunting going? Have you managed to find anywhere yet?’
‘I have as it happens. I signed on an apartment in Limechurch just yesterday.’ He digs around in his pocket and pulls out his phone. 
I watch him scrolling and tapping until he hands me his phone. Apartment? That is not an apartment! On the screen is a Rightmove listing for a penthouse on the outskirts of town. It has four bedrooms, two bathrooms and decorated throughout in opulent shades of cream and gold. He is rich! I suddenly feel ridiculous at suggesting the modest semi on the corner of my street. 
‘Wow,’ I am actually close to speechless.
‘You like?’ He takes the phone back and lays it on the table, ‘It’s not ideally what I would want, but it’s available on a short term lease and I can move in right away, so it ticked a few boxes.’
‘Ticks a few boxes? It’s amazing!’ I exclaim, unable to contain myself.
‘Glad you approve,’ he laughs, ‘I didn’t want to commit myself to buying a property without knowing how long I will be here for, so renting seemed the right way to go.’
I suddenly feel quite saddened at the thought of Oliver not being around. He has only been here for a mere seven days, but it already feels like an eternity. I smile back and move my elbows from the table to allow the waiter to remove our plates, whilst another replaces them with a couple of pots of Creme Brulee. 
‘I think I’m going to struggle to fit this in!’ I joke, inspecting the sugary, golden crust.
‘I’m sure you will manage,’ he winks and picks up his spoon. 
Right! That was definitely a fat jibe! I give him my sternest look but he just laughs and carries on with his dessert regardless. I return my attention to my Creme Brulee. Cracking the top with my spoon, releasing the gooey goodness is my favourite part of the entire meal. 
I find myself thinking that I have really enjoyed myself tonight. Between my mini panic attacks about the nature of our relationship, Oliver has been a true gentleman. In any other circumstance, this would have been my perfect date. My feelings towards Oliver have intensified over the course of today and after tonight, I am pretty sure those feelings are reciprocated. 
I have to put a stop to this. I value my job way too much to throw it away by getting involved with a colleague. It’s not professional and as I keep reminding myself, it’s against the rules. At least I have my date with George tomorrow night to keep me occupied in the men department. From now on, my relationship with Oliver will be purely platonic.
‘All done?’ Oliver asks, signalling for the bill.
‘All done. Thank you for a fantastic evening.’ I raise my glass and clink it against his.
‘You are very welcome, Miss. Andrews. We will have to do it again sometime.’
‘We will indeed.’
What. Did. I. Just. Say? 
 
 



Chapter 14
 
I lay in bed on Saturday morning, reminiscing over my meal with Oliver. It has been a long time since I have been wined and dined. Well, I have been treated to the odd dirty kebab from Marc, but that doesn’t count. It feels quite bizarre to have a post date high doubled with pre date nerves. 
I really don’t know what to expect from George. I don’t know, or rather can’t remember, anything about him. What I do know, is that he will have to pull it out of the bag to beat last night. 
I roll out of bed and wander over to my wardrobe. What do you wear to an indie night anyway? I haven’t been to an indie club since I was twenty one and going through my Arctic Monkeys phase. I pull out some skinny jeans and hang them on the door handle. You can’t really go wrong with skinny jeans. I study the rail for a while longer, before taking out a red pussy bow blouse and hanging it next to the jeans. Simple, yet sophisticated and hopefully not too librarian.
Satisfied with my outfit, I make for the kitchen, checking the porch for letters on the way. Clutching a handful of junk mail, I switch on the coffee machine and take a seat at the kitchen island. How people get through their daily activities without the help of coffee is beyond me. I pop two slices of bread in the toaster and flick through the pile of letters. After putting the obligatory bills on one side and tearing up some supermarket leaflets, I pour myself a coffee and smother some peanut butter onto my toast. 
Curling up on the sofa, I make a mental note of all the beauty treatments I need to do today. For me, getting date ready is almost as fun as the date itself. I munch away at my toast and switch on the TV. Daytime TV is always terrible, even at the weekend. I must go through every channel twice before turning it off in annoyance. Finishing up my breakfast and dumping the plate in the dishwasher, I turn on the radio and dig out my cosmetic case. Spilling out the contents onto the carpet, I pick out a glossy red nail polish and a bottle of instant tan. 
As I head into the bathroom, tan in hand, I can’t help but wonder what Oliver is doing tonight. Maybe he is on a date too. Even the thought makes me feel sad. If I am lusting over Oliver, why am I going on a date with a guy I hardly remember? Why am I even bothering? Sitting on the edge of the bath, I try and fail to find a reason for going through with my date with George, but on the other hand, I can’t find a reason not to.
 
By 7.30 that evening, I am feeling rather nauseas and it’s not solely due to the taxi drivers erratic driving. I have literally spent no less than five hours getting ready for tonight and I have to admit, I am pretty pleased with the outcome. My hair is glossy and tousled and my skin is perfectly golden. After a few attempts, I have, or rather I hope, mastered the perfect winged eyeliner. According to the YouTube tutorial, there is a thin line between cat eye and wang eye. I pray to God I have done it right. Unfortunately, I don’t have time to check, as before I can locate my compact mirror, the taxi pulls to halt.
I look out of the window and tell myself not to panic. It’s not that the place doesn’t look nice, that’s that the problem at all. It’s the gathering of young girls outside in Converse and hoodies that are causing me concern. I look down at my skin tight, wet look, jeans and sky high stilettos and bite my lip. Oh, God. I take a deep breath and pay the driver before climbing out onto the street, telling myself it will be OK. As Mum always said, it’s better to be over dressed than under dressed. 
Squeezing between the crowds of hooded teenagers and into the bar, I am pleasantly surprised. If I forget the clothing issue, this place is actually quite nice. It’s bigger than I thought, with individual retro booths surrounding a small stage. Thankful for the dim lighting, I head for the bar and have a quick read through the drinks menu. Champagne cocktails? Indie bars have come a long way since I last stepped foot in one. I order a Kir Royale before taking out my phone and having a quick scan of the room. It is pretty empty to be honest. There are a few couples dotted around and the odd group of friends laughing, but that’s about it. 
Convincing myself that I am early, I pick up my cocktail and take a seat at the back of the room, deliberately choosing a table next to the fire exit in case I need to make a run for it. Scrolling through my phone, as to not look like a total loser, I send Lianna a quick text and drop my phone back into my bag. I haven’t seen much of Li this past week and I’m starting to miss my better half, a girly gossip is way overdue. 
I am watching a blonde haired Kurt Kobain-a-like setting up a microphone stand when a glass is placed on my table and a man sits down opposite me. 
‘Anyone sitting here?’
Oh, God. It’s not a man. It’s a rather plump, tattooed woman, sporting a shaved head and numerous facial piercings. She gestures to the seat and looks me up and down, whilst taking a huge gulp of snake bite. Horrified, I try to string a sentence together that is firm, yet not offensive. I don’t fancy a smack in the mouth from a butch lesbian. 
‘Actually, yes they are. I am waiting for my boyfriend,’ I smile apologetically as she shrugs her massive shoulders and stomps back to the bar. 
I down my cocktail and look at my watch. 8.15. He is definitely late now, I am well within my social rights to get up and leave. What was I thinking coming here? I am heading for the door when I notice a cute, dark haired man in a checked shirt at the bar, looking directly at me and laughing. I am about to shoot my mouth off when he waves and walks over to me. 
It’s him! Has he been stood there laughing at me the whole time? Feeling my blood boil with humiliation, I fold my arms in a strop. 
‘You made it,’ he smiles and holds out his arm for a half hug. 
I manage a small smile.
‘You’re late,’ I reply before I can stop myself, he laughs hard for a moment before pulling himself together.
‘As a matter of fact, I was two minutes early. I was on my way over when I overheard you say you were waiting for your boyfriend and I didn’t fancy getting a black eye so...,’ he smiles and scratches his beard. 
‘Hilarious,’ I frown, trying my hardest not to laugh.
‘Drink?’ He asks, pointing towards the bar.
‘Definitely.’
 Something tells me I’m going to need a lot more than one. 



Chapter 15 
 
Several Kir Royale cocktails and a few hours later, I must admit, I am having a fantastic time. The place is now packed out and there’s a cool band playing music I don’t even know, but it doesn’t seem to matter. I didn’t really have high hopes for tonight, but I haven’t laughed this much in ages. Which may have something to do with the vast amounts of champagne that I have swimming around inside me? George is not what I would normally label as my type, but he has something about him that I can’t quite put my finger on. Don’t get me wrong, he’s not bad to look at, in fact he is very handsome. With his olive skin, brown eyes and gentle dark curls, he looks more of a Spanish Mateo than an English George. That is until he opens his mouth and a cockney drawl comes spilling out. I just don’t have those stomach churning butterflies that I have when I look at Oliver. Not being one for love at first sight, I decided to brush past it and I’m so glad I did. 
Putting the world to rights with the aid of alcohol is probably my favourite thing to do. We must have covered everything from pizza to politics before I develop the overwhelming urge to pee. Excusing myself before my bladder bursts, I push my way through the crowds of people and squeeze into a tiny cubicle. After peeing and flushing, I stand at the sink and rinse my hands before refreshing my makeup. Making my way back to our table, I pause at the bar and grab a couple more drinks. As much as I love champagne, I think I should make this my last. I’m pretty sure if I have much more I am going to be seeing bubbles not just drinking them.
 Drinks in hand, I drop back into my seat and pass one to George who happily accepts.
‘Oh, so that’s where you went. I was beginning to think you had fallen in.’ He takes a sip of his cocktail and nods in approval.
‘How do you like the band?’ He turns around in his seat and claps as the song comes to an end.
‘They’re great,’ I grin enthusiastically and join in the applause, ‘I’ve had a really good time!’ 
‘Really? I was a little concerned when I saw the outfit that this wouldn’t be your kind of place.’
‘What’s wrong with my outfit?’ I demand, jumping on the defensive. 
‘Nothing! You look fantastic! I just wouldn’t have put you in an indie club that’s all. I would have thought you were more of a Velvet Bar kind of girl.’
‘Err, hello???’ I waggle my champagne flute in his face.’
‘Exactly!’ He shakes his head and laughs. ‘I’m pretty sure these are the only champagne cocktails they have ever served.’  
‘To be honest, it is usually more prosecco than champagne, but don’t tell anyone.’ 
‘Secrets safe with me.’
 
After making drunken chit chat on the subject of cocktails and music, talk changes to work. 
‘Suave, eh? I think I have a pair of those.’
‘But we only do women’s?’ 
‘Maybe not then.’ He laughs, shrugging his shoulders. ‘Do you enjoy your work?’
My mind flicks to Oliver and our lovely meal last night. My heart swells and my stomach churns at the thought. Nothing can happen so stop torturing yourself. The little voice in my head reminds me to pull myself together. 
‘I love designing and I love shoes, so it’s a win win.’
‘What girl doesn’t love shoes?’ George asks and drains his glass.
‘A stupid one. Give a girl the right shoes and she can conquer the world.’
‘And what shoes do you have on?’ He glances down under the table.
‘Dancing shoes!’ Downing the rest of my champagne, I jump to my feet and hold out my hand.
‘Oh no, I think I am going to need at least one more before I get up there.’
‘To the bar it is then!’
Sighing, he stands up and leads the way, before placing his order for two champagne cocktails plus two dreaded tequila shots. I stand in front of him to avoid being squashed by the crowds and breathe in his musky, alluring scent. God, he smells good. He pays for the beverages and passes me a tequila shot. I take the shot glass and get my salt and lemon ready. This has to be my last drink, after the champagne, obviously. 
‘Thank you for tonight, George. I’ve had a fantastic time.’ I hold up my tiny glass,
‘Me too.’ His eyes crinkle into a smile and he raises his shot to mine.
‘Cheers.’
‘Cheers.’
‘So, do you normally give bar men your phone number after a few too many tequilas?’
‘How do you know I had a few too many?’ I shoot back.
‘Because I was the one serving them!’ We both laugh and down the tequila.
‘No, but I am glad I did.’
And I really am. 



Chapter 16
 
Sitting in McDonalds on Sunday morning, I shovel down my egg McMuffin and sip my coffee tepidly. 
‘So, you went out with Oliver on Friday and then with George on Saturday?’ Lianna exclaims, her eyes glittering. 
‘I know it sounds bad, but I didn’t exactly go out with Oliver. It wasn’t a date or anything, just dinner after work with a colleague.’ 
‘Right, because a burger on the way home is exactly the same as lobster at La Fleur.’ She rolls her eyes and laughs. ‘Isn’t it awkward? Dating someone you work with? Especially being cooped up in the studio on your own all day.’
‘How many times? It wasn’t a date! Now last night, that was a date.’ I break off a piece of hash brown and raise my eyebrows teasingly.
‘I can’t believe you didn’t tell me you were meeting up with him!’ Lianna shrieks and snatches the last of the hash brown before I have chance to make a grab for it. ‘What was he like?’
I smile and consider my reply carefully, ‘He was a really nice guy. Funny, confident, cute. I had a really good time.’
She studies my face for a second before slamming her hands down on the table. 
‘Oh my God. You spent the night with him!!’
Unable to talk with a mouth full of greasy potato, I have to respond with a violent shake of the head. Hurriedly swallowing and burning my throat in the process, I raise my hands in protest.
‘No, Lianna, I absolutely did not.’ I give her the most sincere look I can muster and hope she takes the bait.
‘Yeah, right.’ She laughs wickedly. ‘Spill.’ 
I stare at her in disbelief. How can she always tell when I am lying? Am I that bad an actress? Sighing in defeat, I twirl my hair around my fingers and try to find the words to make this not sound cheap.
‘OK. I did. But it wasn’t like it sounds! I did stay at his place, but we did not, you know, do it. I swear.’
‘Go on,’ she screws up her sandwich wrapper and throws it in the bin behind her. 
‘We met at Ice Bar, this indie bar in Greenton. One drink became six and six drinks led to tequilas and before I knew it, it had gone two in the morning.’ 
She crosses her legs and purses her lips, ‘That still doesn’t explain why you stayed over.’
‘Come on, you know how far it is to Greenton! The taxi queue was around the block, he had a spare room so you know, it made sense.’ 
‘Hmm, one protests too much...’  Lianna winks and picks up her handbag. ‘Only joking. I believe you. Come on.’
I grab my coffee and follow her out into the car park.
‘Fancy a trip into town? Might as well make the most of being up so early.’
The last thing I feel like doing is traipsing around town when I’m sleep deprived with a headache, but on the other hand, I don’t want to be stuck in the house like a crazy cat lady. 
‘Go on then.’ I chuck my cup into the bin, knowing Lianna would rather chop her eyelids off than let me take a coffee into her sparkling new BMW. I fasten my belt and brace myself for Lianna’s wacky races driving. 
 
Collapsing on my bed later that evening, I pour the contents of my shopping bag out onto the floor. Hangover shopping is never a good idea. All my usual bargain hunter traits have gone right out of the window. I pick up my favourite purchase of the day, a beautiful, turquoise, leather, biker jacket and rip off the tags. I give it pride of place in my wardrobe and dig the receipt out of my purse. Without giving it a second glance, I tear it up and drop it in the bin along with the tags. I’ve always hated receipts, they remind me of little death certificates for the money that you no longer have. How morbid.
I wander into the kitchen and head straight for the medicine cabinet. Popping a couple of ibuprofen and washing them down with a glass of water, I pad into the living room and stretch out on the sofa. Thank God for Nurofen. Tequila hangover plus Lianna’s horrific driving makes for one monster migraine. I must admit, the retail therapy did manage to take the edge off, just a little bit. 
I haven’t heard from George since he dropped me off this morning. Not wanting to be the first one to text, I’ve tried to avoid looking at my phone in order to not give in to temptation. Thinking back to last night brings an idiotic smile to my face. Champagne cocktails followed, by dancing and a huge chicken kebab makes for one very happy Clara. The hangover, not so much. I have been absolutely shattered all day. After my late night on Friday with Oliver and last night’s epic antics with George, my mental battery is in desperate need of a recharge. 
Once I have ensured all doors are locked, twice due to my incessant OCD, I pull on some pyjamas and snuggle up under the duvet. Mmm, it feels so good to be back in my own bed. Stretching my legs and flicking off the light, I wrap my arms around my pillow. It can’t be past nine but my eyes are already closing. 
Beep! Beep!
Groaning, I roll out of bed and grab my phone from the charger, trying to get my eyes to adjust to the bright screen.
It’s George!
Hope your head hasn’t been as bad as mine today.We will have to do it again sometime, but maybe with coffee and not tequila Speak soon George xxx
My fingers turn to butter and I drop my phone on the floor with a clatter. Whether it’s with excitement or exhaustion, I really don’t know and I don’t think I can stay awake long enough to find out. 



Chapter 17
 
I am happily munching my way through a foot long Subway sandwich when Rebecca appears at the studio doors. Prising myself away from my delicious steak baguette, I wipe my hands on a grubby napkin and beckon her to come in.
‘Hi, Clara,’ she fidgets with her blouse and looks around the room awkwardly. 
‘Hi,’ I follow her gaze, trying to work out what has gotten into her. ‘Everything OK?’
‘Marc asked me drop these in for you.’ 
I take the envelope and look inside dubiously. My adrenaline hits an all time high as I pull out two train tickets and an accommodation voucher for a hotel in the centre of Manchester. Trying to act nonchalant, I pop them back in and drop them onto the work top. 
‘That’s great, thanks Rebecca.’ I smile and wait for her to leave, only she seems frozen to the spot. 
‘Hi Oliver!’ Rebecca springs to life in a bubble of giggles and hair flicks. 
I spin around to see Oliver pushing his way through the door, arms laded with folders and brochures. Oh my God. She fancies him! I feel so jealous I’m surprised my skin doesn’t turn green. He offers her a tight smile and simply nods in response. Relieved that her crush doesn’t seem to be a two way thing, I turn my attention back to Rebecca. 
‘Was there anything else Rebecca?’ I smile through gritted teeth and lean on the door handle, hoping the subliminal messaging gets through. 
‘No, nothing else.’ She smiles shamelessly at Oliver before backing out of the room and scurrying off down the hall. 
Seemingly totally oblivious to Rebecca’s advances, Oliver takes a seat at the work table and eyes up my sandwich. 
‘You finished with this?’ He asks as he pulls it towards him and rolls up his sleeves.
Laughing at his pure arrogance, I snatch the baguette back and take a huge bite.
‘Didn’t your parents teach you to share?’ He chases me around the table and wrestles it from my grip. 
‘Here! Take it.’ I surrender and hold it out to him, my sides aching with laughter. 
We lock eyes and I feel my heart jump into my mouth. Tearing my eyes away, I brush myself down and hand him the envelope.
‘So, Rebecca brought these down.’ I watch as he studies the tickets and accommodation voucher before putting them back in the envelope. 
‘I don’t think so,’ he shakes his head and pulls out his laptop. ‘We are not travelling three hours for some two bit motel. Leave it with me, I’ll sort it out.’
Two bit motel? I take the voucher and scan down to the residency details. Marc has booked us in at the Governors hotel. I do a quick Google search on my phone. It’s not too bad, granted it isn’t the Ritz, but I have stayed in worse. I contemplate defending the hotel for a second, but stop myself just in time. A little bit of me wants to see what he can come up with. 
‘Good weekend?’ Oliver asks, pulling up his emails. 
Before I can stop it, my cheeks flush purple and I feel weirdly guilty. 
‘Um, yes, I did. You?’
‘I did as it happens. Moved into my new place, went on a date, did a little car shopping.’
Date? He went on a date? Who with?
‘Date?’ My voice is strangely high pitched. 
I try to remind myself that I also went on a date. Not that it matters to me who Oliver dates. 
‘Yeah, real nice English girl, we had fun.’
‘Lovely,’ I respond, trying not to sound bitter. 
‘She was. Took her to this little French place, lobster, fine wine, really pushed the boat out.’ He leans back in his seat and folds his arms behind his head. 
Wait a minute. Is he talking about me?
‘What do you say, Clara? Do you think that would warrant a second date?’
He is talking about me! It wasn’t a date! He never said it was a date! What do I say? Feeling truly embarrassed, I pick up the fabric samples and get to work on choosing a lace overlay for some ankle boots. 
‘What do you think of this Chantilly lace?’ I push the book towards him and try to pretend I haven’t heard him.
‘Geez, you English girls are so uptight! Lighten up!’ he laughs and shakes his head, taking the sample book from me and feeling the fabric. 
‘I like it. Call the company and see what they can do on it. We need a nude and a maroon.’ 
Picking up the book and opening my emails, I begin to type out a message. I can’t believe he thought we were on a date! Well to be fair, I kind of did too, I just didn’t want to admit it. After the weekend, I really like George but Oliver has something about him that draws me in. Like he’s the spider and I’m the fly, caught up in his tangled web. 
Peeking at Oliver from behind my screen, I can’t help but mentally compare the two men in my life. George is so lovely, funny and kind. Exactly the type of man you would be proud to take home to your parents. Oliver on the other hand, is enigmatic, intriguing and frankly, a bit of an ass. Exactly the man your parents warned you about. On paper it seems like a no brainer, where as in reality, I want to have my cake and eat it too. 
If only I could merge the two and create my very own Superman. Turning my attention back to my email I find myself wondering, is it really that terrible to date two men at once? At twenty seven, I am well within my rights to play the field, but is it possible to play the field, without becoming a player?
 
After a ridiculously hectic afternoon, it must be gone midnight when I finally fall into bed. I may have been run off my feet, but today has been quite a success. Not only have I secured a fantastic deal with Martin’s for a shed load of lace, I also managed to squeeze in a coffee with Marc and Lianna and arranged a date with George for Wednesday night. Things seem to going rather well at the moment. 
 



Chapter 18
 
After locking up the studio on Tuesday afternoon, I make a quick trip to the little girl’s room, before heading to the car to wait for Lianna. As a result of breaking two nails, we had arranged at lunch for a late night manicure and a bite to eat in town. Silently cursing her lateness, I turn on the heaters and rub my hands together for warmth. I secretly love winter, dark nights, mulled wine and chunky jumpers. Bring it on. 
‘Hi! Sorry I’m late!’ Lianna swings open the car door and throws her handbag onto the back seat before climbing in.
‘Do you have to treat your bag so badly?’ I wince looking at the scuffed red leather that was once so pretty.
‘I am starving! Where are we eating?’ She pulls out her highlighter and begins to touch up her already perfect complexion.
‘When are you not starving? And we are manicuring first and then eating.’ 
She pulls a sad face and fiddles with the radio. 
‘How have things been with Mr. Morgan? When Marc told me about the Manchester exhibition I thought he was joking!’
‘It’s no big deal!’ I say, trying to play it down before she blows it way out of proportion. ‘It is purely educational.’
‘Whatever, let’s see if you’re still saying that on Monday.’
I turn the radio up in a bid to drown out any background Lianna noise but she immediately turns it back down. 
‘When are you seeing George again?’ She demands, turning in her seat to face me. 
‘Tomorrow. We are going for coffee after work.’ I can’t help but smile as Li screeches with excitement. 
‘I want to meet him!’
‘Absolutely not! We have only had one date!’ 
We pull up outside the nail salon and Lianna jumps out before I even have chance to apply the hand break. 
‘Are we having pedicures too?’
‘Yeah, OK.’ I slam the car door shut and press the key fob. 
‘I thought it was just educational?
 
Two sets of hot pink toes and a couple of French manicures later, we are sat in Pizza Express looking over the menu. Lianna has taken advantage of having a designated driver and is already knocking back a frosty glass of prosecco before we have even placed our order. 
‘Should we get some garlic bread?’  I ask, sipping on my Diet Coke miserably whilst eyeing up the prosecco. 
‘Have you seriously just asked me that question?’ She rolls her eyes and beckons over the waiter.
Once we have placed our orders and Lianna has her prosecco replenished, we return to the subject of men.
‘So, what has been keeping you occupied in the office without me there anyway?
‘What do you mean?’ Lianna’s cheeks immediately flush a violent shade of red. 
‘I think you know full well what I mean!’ I fire back, not willing to back down. 
She shakes her head and looks away before slamming her drink down on the table.
‘OK, don’t make a big deal out of it, but I have been speaking to Dan again. Nothing has happened, it’s just talking.’
I stare at her in disbelief before raising my eyebrows, not quite knowing what to say. Lianna and Dan were an item for well over a year and to say she was smitten would be an understatement. They were a perfect example of loves young dream. Weekends away in Paris, surprise picnics in the park, they even went as far as exchanging house keys before Dan got cold feet. It is not as though Dan isn’t a nice guy, he really is. It’s just that he has a past history of doing this. From Sarah on reception to Jessica over in HR, he has quite the reputation for being a jack the lad. 
‘OK,’ I respond slowly, not quite knowing what the right thing to say is. 
‘I know what you are thinking, but he has changed! I swear he has!’ She reaches out and touches my arm. ‘I know what I am doing, don’t worry.’
I offer her a tight smile and bite my lip. I know Lianna can handle herself, but I also know that Dan hurt her more than anyone else ever has. 
‘Just be careful. Don’t fall too hard, too fast.’
She squeezes my arm and smiles gratefully, just as the garlic bread is placed down on the table. 
Thanking the waiter, I rip off a huge chunk and devour it in record time. Totally worth the saturated fat. Looking at my best friend, I can’t help but smile. She does look happier than I have seen her in a long time. Her cheeks are rosy and her eyes are sparkling. I knew there was a man involved somewhere down the line. It’s just that I would have chosen anyone for her but Dan. 
A little part of me feels bad for judging Lianna, I mean, who am I judge someone else’s love life when I am in a bit of a pickle myself. When I was younger, I used to think that dating would be easy. The fact of the matter is, the older you get, the more you realise it is just a minefield. A minefield that could explode at any minute and only the lucky ones make it to the end in one piece. I wonder what our chances are of making it to the end without a broken bone, or even worse, a broken heart. 



Chapter 19
 
I spend an extra half an hour on Wednesday morning choosing my outfit and as a result, my bedroom looks like department store vomit. Why can’t I choose an outfit the night before and stick to it? Turning around in the mirror, I check out my selection. After a lot of dressing and undressing, I settled on a pair of skinny, tailored trousers with a fitted blazer over a cream, loose fitting blouse. I kick my way through the piles of viscose and leather covering the floor and head for the kitchen. 
Hurriedly buttering a slice of toast and swallowing a multi vitamin, I chuck the essentials into my handbag and check my phone. George and I have been texting back forth for days now and I feel like I am really starting to get to know him. Despite only meeting him once, he has really opened up to me. Over a series of text messages, I have found out that he is one of five siblings, him being the only boy. His family are from Essex, he has a degree in History that he has never used and is currently doing bar work whilst contemplating his next career move. Now these may sound like boring facts to some, but every time my phone pings, my stomach drops to my feet. Before slamming the door shut, I give my lips one last slick of ruby red and make for the car.
 
As I crawl around the office car park trying to find somewhere to park, I see Oliver pulling his Audi into an impossibly small space and wave my arms around manically trying to get his attention. Oblivious to the crazy octopus lady, he climbs out of the car and throws his bag over his shoulder. I swing my car into an adjacent space and peek in my rear view mirror. Wait a minute, is he with someone? I rip my keys out of the ignition and I’m about to run over when I stop dead in my tracks. He is with someone. A pretty, petite, blonde someone. Rebecca. I feel my blood run cold as I watch them laughing and joking as they head into the building. What is he doing with Rebecca? Why are they coming into work together? God, I feel sick.
I must be frozen on the spot for a good few minutes before I pull myself together and make my way over to the office. I deliberately hover outside the lift until I can be sure they are well out of earshot and jab the button repeatedly, willing the doors to open so I can jump in and disappear. 
Once safely inside, I stare at my reflection in the lift mirror and pinch my cheeks in a desperate bid to bring some colour back to my face. The lift doors bounce open and I hesitantly step out and drag my feet towards the studio. Plastering a smile onto my face, I am just about to push open the door when I hear Rebecca’s muffled voice coming from inside. What! Is she in there with him? 
In a desperate bid to hear what is going on, I press my ear up to the door and listen carefully. All I can hear are muffles! Frustrated I reach for the handle, just as the door swings open and Rebecca flounces out. 
‘Oh, hi Clara,’ she flashes me a Cheshire cat grin and heads down the lobby before I have chance to reply.
I stride into the studio and slam my bag down on the table, slightly harder than I intended. 
‘Everything OK?’ Oliver shouts from the other end of the studio.
‘Yup. Everything is just great.’ I reply through gritted teeth and flip open my diary. 
I know I am being petulant but I really can’t shrug off how annoyed I am. 
‘Wow! You look great! Going somewhere nice?’ He looks me up and down appreciatively and props himself up at the table.
‘Actually yes, I have a date tonight.’ I stare him dead in the eye and try to compute his reaction. 
‘Did we say tonight? I thought we said Friday?’ He smiles back at me and flicks on his computer. If he is bothered in the slightest he doesn’t show it. 
‘So who is the lucky guy? What’s his name? What does he do?’ He asks without looking at me. 
Ha! I knew it would get to him! 
‘His name is George, he’s a barman.’
‘A barman?’ Oliver laughs and scratches his stubble. ‘Way to shoot for the stars, Clara.’
‘And what is wrong with a barman? About the same level as a PA isn’t it?’ The words are out before I have chance to realise what I have said. 
‘PA? What are you talking about, PA?  He looks at me puzzled and shakes his head.
‘I saw you with Rebecca this morning.’ 
‘Yeah, and?’ It was raining, she was at the bus stop, I drove past and gave her a ride.’ He shrugs his shoulders and holds his hands up. ‘Why do you care anyway?’ 
‘I don’t.’ I bite my tongue and tuck my hair behind my ears, turning back to my dairy. 
I smile to myself, relieved that nothing happened between them, but also concerned by how much the thought bothered me. Trying to ignore the growing tension in the room, I load up my emails. Thankfully, I have a meeting with Marc scheduled for 11.00 which will get me out of the studio for a while. He needs an update on the designs so far, but I’m pretty sure all he really wants is to warn me to behave myself at the weekend. 
Just thinking of the fashion exhibition excites me. I have already lined up a selection of outfits and dragged my travel case down from the loft. I have wanted to get away for a while now. Only last month I tried to book a weekend in Paris, but missed out due to a nasty bout of gastroenteritis. Well, Manchester might not be Paris, but it’s a good place to start. 



Chapter 20
 
I arrive at Dream Bean Coffee that evening and take a seat next to the window. Why do I always arrive early? I decide to decline a drink and wait for George to get here instead. Thankfully, I don’t have to wait for long, as two minutes later, I see George making his way down the street. He looks adorable, wrapped up in a maroon scarf and reefer jacket. I think we can safely say we have waved goodbye to summer now. I catch his eye and raise my hand in recognition. Seeing him smile when he waves back makes me flush with happy endorphins. 
‘Hi,’ I stand up to greet him and gladly accept a kiss on the cheek. ‘How are you?’
‘I’m good. Have you got a drink yet?’ He peers behind me at the table and reaches for his wallet. ‘Cappuccino?’ 
I nod and he heads over to the counter. The fat girl inside me rubs her hands with glee as he points to a huge slice of carrot cake and holds up two fingers. I watch him make his way back over to our table, expertly balancing a tray of frothy coffee and cake. He shrugs off his jacket and hangs it over the back of his chair before passing me a coffee.
‘Thank you. I need this, today has been pretty hectic.’
‘I’m guessing you will be glad of this then,’ he pushes a piece of cake towards me and smiles. 
‘I love carrot cake!’ I pick up my fork a take a big bite and flash him the thumbs up sign. ‘How has your day been?’
George fills me in on his lazy morning, doing nothing more than a quick run around the supermarket. A little bit of me feels jealous, but I couldn’t think of anything worse than working in a bar until the early hours. Oliver’s words about him being only a barman ring in my ears. So what if he doesn’t have much money, a proper career, or any responsibilities. We can’t all be hot shot, millionaire designers, living in multi million pound apartments. The devil dances around my mind and whispers in my ear, no, but you can date one.
 
Saying my goodbyes to George and walking back to the car, I feel a little sad to be leaving him so soon. Almost the same as when you have to leave a puppy and go to work. I may not have fireworks when I am with George, but the feelings of safety and content he brings to me are overwhelming. I almost feel bad about going off to Manchester with Oliver, but to be fair, I’m not dating Oliver, I’m not even officially dating George for that matter. For all I know, Oliver is just teasing me and to George, I may just be one of many. He is a barman after all and we all know the reputation they have. 
Driving home, I curse myself for over thinking things and always assuming the worst in pretty much every situation. I need to speak to Lianna. She always puts me back on the straight and narrow when my mind starts to go AWOL. Doing a three point turn in the road, I turn around and head towards her apartment. It is times like this when I regret not having a roommate, or at least a cat or something relatively lifelike to talk to when I get home.
Cruising down Lianna’s road I take in all the luxury apartment blocks, pausing to check out the prestige cars that line the roadside. I used to be incredibly jealous of the glitzy lifestyle of city apartment living, but apartments never really felt like home to me. It would take a hell of a lot to prise me away from my little two up, two down house. 
Pulling up outside her building, I switch off the ignition and grab my handbag. I run over to the main entrance, trying to escape the cold and push the buzzer. I have been waiting for what seems like forever, when Lianna’s voice finally comes through the speakers. 
‘Hello?’
‘Hi, it’s me.’
‘Clara?’
‘Of course, Clara! Let me in, it’s freezing!’ I stamp my feet in protest. 
There’s a rather a lengthy pause before she buzzes me through. Weird, maybe the telecom is playing up again.  Making my way to the fifth floor, I reach the second level before I regret my decision to take the stairs. No wonder Lianna is pencil thin. I reach Lianna’s apartment totally out of puff and red in the face. Knocking at the door, I lean against the wall to give my legs a break. Hearing muffled voices from inside, I knock again.
‘Li? Can you hear me?’
The door opens a few inches and Lianna pops her very ruffled head out.
‘Hi! How are you? Is everything OK?’ She eyes me up quizzically.
‘Yes, I just thought I would call in on my way home. Is this a bad time?’
‘It’s never a bad time! It’s just, erm...Dan’s here.’ She blushes and crinkles up her nose in embarrassment.
‘Oh, God! I should have phoned! Totally my fault, don’t worry about it.’
‘No! Still come in, have a drink with us.’
I eye her up dubiously, before pushing open the door a little more and revealing a half naked Dan on the couch sipping a Corona. Averting my eyes quickly, I pull the door back, shutting him out of sight. 
‘You go and have fun. I’ll call you tomorrow.’
‘You sure?’ 
‘Positive.’ I blow her a kiss and wave her back inside.
I head for the lift and shake my head. That’ll teach me not to call ahead. Maybe I will get a cat after all. 



Chapter 21
 
I take a half day on Thursday and head straight home to pack my things ready for tomorrow’s trip to Manchester. I already know what I am going to take, but I have a rather busy evening of pampering planned. You can’t turn up to a fashion exhibition with split ends, pasty legs and a chipped manicure, can you? 
Slipping into the bath later that night, I enjoy the hot bubbles lapping at my shoulders, wondering which hotel Oliver has booked us in to. I apply a face mask and get to work exfoliating my legs. All this preening and polishing is hard work. Taking a sip of wine, I lie back down and enjoy the soak.
It must be a good hour later when I am finally done in the bathroom. 
Making my way to the bedroom, I check my fake tan for streaks in the bright landing light. Taking my suitcase and laying it on the bed, I begin tossing in underwear and open my drawers in search of a pair of pyjamas. Pulling out a spotted shorts and vest set, I study it for a second before throwing it to one side and reaching for a black, lace sheath night dress instead. Telling myself that it’s not for any reason in particular, it’s just nice to look nice. 
After chucking in a couple of pairs of heels, a few dresses and numerous accessories, I dump the case on the floor and take out my phone. A message from George flashes on the screen.
Hope you have a good time up North. Dinner when you get back? Xxx
Smiling to myself, I tap out a definite yes reply and plug my phone in to charge. Grabbing my wine, I throw myself down on the bed and procrastinate about the gorgeous George. I would love to introduce him to Lianna, to see what she thinks of him. Maybe we could double date with her and Dan. I have an image of all four of us clinking glasses and enjoying yummy food. I definitely need to set this up. Making a mental note to check diaries with Lianna after the weekend, I flip off the side light and snuggle down under the covers. 
I must be under there for all of ten minutes before I start to sweat. How is it so warm at night when the daytime temperature is hardly in the teens? I really don’t want is to sweat this fake tan off all over the sheets. The last time that happened, I woke up looking like I had a bad case of hives. Pre-empting a fake tan disaster, I kick off the covers and try to lie as still as possible, opening the window, just in case.
 
The next morning, I dive out of bed at the first sound of my alarm and crank up the radio. I tossed and turned all night, terrified to drop into a deep sleep for fear of ruining my tan. Thankfully, the night air cooled down and after a quick five minutes in the shower, I have an even, golden tan. Result. 
 After putting rollers in my hair and making myself a coffee, I sit down and have a nosey through my Twitter feed. I don’t know why I bother with Twitter. Since when did it become the done thing to photograph every morsel of food before you eat? Everyone seems to have turned to a specialist food critic, if food critics covered Starbucks and Nandos.
 Thinking of food, I wonder if I should have breakfast before I leave. We are getting the 8.50 train to Piccadilly station, so it would be a bit of a squeeze to fit in a bacon sandwich. Deciding that I will grab something on the way, I drop my phone into my handbag and make for the bedroom to finish off getting ready. 
 
An hour or so later, I am dragging my case through the train station, trying not to fall over on my six inch wedges. I pass a Burger King and pause to take in the breakfast menu. Bacon, sausage, egg, decisions, decisions. Settling on a sausage and egg muffin, I fumble around for my purse and join the queue. Glancing around as I wait for my order, I wonder where Oliver is. We had arranged to meet outside platform nine, but as far as I can see, he isn’t here yet. 
Taking a bite out of my sandwich, I head over to the platform and take a seat on a rather cold, hard bench. Why is fast food always better in hindsight? I take a couple more bites before chucking it into the bin. That was revolting. I glance at my watch and scan the station in search of Oliver.  He better not be late, I don’t fancy sitting here all morning waiting for the next train. 
I am about to go in search of the toilets when I spot him, making his way through the crowds of people in a skinny, black suit. I stare for a moment, confused as to why he is so dressed up. He looks a walking Armani advert and by the stares he is getting, I am sure every other female in the building would agree. 
‘Hi,’ Oliver smiles and props his suitcase up against mine. 
‘Hi, what’s with the suit?’ I look him up and down as he sits down on the bench. 
‘You like it?’ He brushes some invisible dust off his shoulder and winks.
I smile back, feeling rather uneasy. What is he up to?
‘Don’t look so worried! Relax.’
In an attempt to change the subject, I pull my suitcase around towards me and fumble around in the zipped compartment.
‘I have our tickets in here somewhere.’ 
‘Don’t worry about it. We won’t be needing them.’
‘Of course we will need them. I don’t know how things work in America but in the UK, you need a ticket to get on a train.’ 
Oliver reaches into his jacket pocket and takes out a small envelope. He pulls out a piece of paper and hands it to me.  I drag my arm from the depths of my case and take it from him. It’s a ticket, well actually its two tickets, first class to Manchester. 
‘But we already have tickets? And there’s no way Marc would approve first class on Suave.’
‘Suave haven’t paid for them. I have.’ 
I stare at him, my heart beating faster than I ever knew possible. Just as I am about to question what the hell is going on, a smartly dressed steward appears in front of us. 
‘Mr. Morgan? Would you like me to escort you to your seat?’
My jaw falls open and I try to regain composure. How does she know his name and why on earth would she be escorting him onto the train? Oliver stands up and beckons for me do the same. Scrambling to my feet, I grab my case and follow him onboard. Turning left instead of right gives me a small thrill. We walk to the end of the aisle and stop at a luxury booth. The steward sees us into our seats before disappearing behind a thick, maroon curtain.
I slide onto my seat and try to hide my growing smile. 
‘This is amazing! Why have you done this?’ 
He shrugs his shoulders as a different steward approaches our table.
‘Your champagne, sir.’
Oh. My. God.



Chapter 22
 
I must be on my third glass of Moet when the carriage attendant returns with a trolley full of yummy food. Without saying a word, she begins piling our table with salads, smoked salmon, scones and a lovely new bottle of ice cold champagne. Oliver thanks the steward and discreetly slips her a wad of notes. 
‘I could get used to this!’ I drain the contents of my glass and pick up a small salad pot. 
‘You still haven’t given me a reason why you have done this?’ 
‘I like to travel in style.’ Oliver refills my glass and pulls a salmon baguette towards him.
I am tipsy enough to want to probe further, but nowhere near drunk enough to have the balls to do it. It has been a long time since I took a trip up to Manchester. My Dad used to drag us back up there all the time when I was younger, but it has been years since I last visited. I can’t believe we are nearly there! Two hours travelling time is insanely fast. I remember being squashed in the back of Dad’s hatchback for hours on end, with only Mum’s revolting cheese and pickle sandwiches for company. 
An announcement over the speakers informs us that we are thirty minutes from our destination. 
‘I’m just going to run to the toilets.’ I push myself to my feet and hold onto the seat so I don’t fall over. 
‘No problem, one more for the road?’ He points to the remaining champagne.
‘I better not. It’s not even noon and we are meant to be working!’ I can’t help but let out a little giggle as I make my way to the toilets, hoping that I don’t look like Bambi on ice. 
If you would have told me a month ago that I would be sitting in first class, sipping champagne with a hot American designer, I would never have believed it. Slipping into the toilet cubicle, I check out my reflection. I really hope Oliver isn’t planning on wearing a suit the entire time. If he is, I am going to have to do some serious shopping. Oh, what a chore. 
 
A short while later, the train pulls to a stop and once again we are escorted off. We grab our cases and look for around for a taxi rank. Manchester is a lot busier than I previously remember. The station is packed with people running in every direction, phones clutched to their ears, balancing coffee cups and folders. As we wait in the taxi queue, I suddenly remember that I have no idea where we are going.
‘Did you manage to change the hotel? It’s just that I still have original accommodation booking in my case.’
‘Oh, I changed the hotel. What the hell was that place Marc booked? Travelodge? You would have to pay me to stay there.’ 
I stifle a smile and check my phone is still in my back pocket, having a mini heart and attack when I momentarily can’t feel it. Oliver nudges me as a taxi pulls up and begins loading our cases into the boot. 
‘Where to?’ The stocky, bald taxi driver asks in a thick Manchester accent. 
Oliver walks around to the driver’s window and mumbles something that I don’t quite catch. Smiling, he holds open the taxi door and I climb on to the back seat. I fasten my seatbelt and stare out of the window at the busy high street, watching the hundreds of people buzzing in and out of shops, laden with glossy bags. 
The taxi pulls out onto the road and I cling on to my seat for dear life. Why is it universally accepted that taxi drivers do not adhere to the Highway Code? We fly down the high street before taking a left and coming to a hard stop at a set of traffic lights.  I glance over at Oliver who is snapping away at pretty much everything. He catches me looking and aims his camera in my direction.
‘No! I hate having my picture taken!’ Covering my face with my hands, I turn back to the window.
‘Come on! Don’t be such a baby!’ He wrestles my hands away until we are interrupted by the driver, who slams his breaks on unnecessarily hard. 
‘The Valentina.’
‘The Valentina?’ I stop dead and spin around to face Oliver.
Before he can answer, the taxi door swings open and a porter holds out his hand.
‘Mr.Morgan, Miss Andrews, welcome to The Valentina.’
 



Chapter 23
 
Taking in the ornate, champagne walls and rococo themed furnishings, I try not to spontaneously combust. The delicate gold swirls in the plush, burgundy carpet are brought to life by the furious twinkling of the beautiful chandeliers. Everywhere I look, I see wealth, glitz and pure luxury. I have heard amazing things about The Valentina, everybody has. I just never thought it would be as incredible as this. Things never are, are they? I watch in awe as Oliver checks us in, handing our luggage over to the bell boy who whisks them away in the blink of an eye. 
‘Champagne, Miss Andrews?’ A beautiful, red haired woman holds out a tall, frosty flute which I accept with a grin. 
‘Thank you very much!’ I smile over at Oliver and he beckons for me to follow him. 
We walk through the stunning lobby and stop at an enormous lift. Glancing at my reflection in the glass, I can’t quite believe that it is me staring back. Me, here, at The Valentina! The lift doors pop open and we glide in, high on bubbles and adrenaline. The extremely professional porter stands in the corner, trying to be inconspicuous as we begin to shoot upwards. 
The lift comes to a halt before the doors slowly sweep open and we walk on to the lobby. I call it a lobby, but there is only one door in front of us. Wait a minute? Why is there only one door? Where is my room? I am about to voice my concern when the porter opens the door and waves us both in. It is not often I am speechless, but I really am lost for words. 
This is not a hotel room. It is the entire top floor of the building. Looking around breathlessly, I take everything in. There must be at least five doors leading off from the huge open plan space. A purple, velvet chaise longue is positioned in front of stunning floor to ceiling windows, which provide an amazing view of the city. Walking around the corner, I discover an incredible kitchen, complete with an island and a million gadgets. Most of which I have no clue what they are. A giant cream sofa is centred in the living space, adorned with velvet scatter cushions. I am just about to press my face up against the glass when I hear the door close with a bang.
‘What do you think?’ Oliver strides over to the window and shakes off his suit jacket.
‘I love it! It’s beautiful!’ I exclaim animatedly, ‘Where is my room?’
‘Good question.’ He walks away, pushing open several doors before calling me over.
Downing my champagne in one, I put my glass down and run over.
‘Oh my God!’ I can’t help but squeal as I run into the room and jump straight on to the four poster bed. 
‘This is amazing!’
‘I am very glad it is to your satisfaction, Miss. Andrews.’ 
I cover my face with a cushion to hide my glowing cheeks. 
‘I’ll leave you to get settled. I have made dinner reservations for seven. See you in the bar say, six thirty? He slips a door card on the dresser and closes the door without waiting for a response. 
I push myself up and dig my phone out of my pocket. Lianna will never believe this, photos are a must. After snapping the bed, the view and everything in between, I pick up a leather brochure that is laid on the dresser. Shaking my head in disbelief, I decide that if there is a heaven, this is it. The Valentina offers more than you could ever dream of. It has two Michelin starred restaurants, an award winning spa, butler service, critically renowned cocktail bar, the list goes on. 
Slamming the brochure shut, I pad around the room and slide open a heavy, granite door. A walk in wardrobe! I can’t help but notice that it is twice the size of my actual bedroom. How the other half live. I grab my suitcase and start to unpack. My three pairs of shoes, two dresses and a couple of pairs of jeans look ridiculous in the enormous space. I imagine filling the wardrobe with designer clothing, prestige handbags and vintage accessories. Lost in a world of silk and leather, my attention is drawn to a gold door knob at the far end of the closet. Puzzled, I push open the door and actually let out little snort. 
The roll top bath, the sparkly, marble flooring, gigantic walk in shower. Just, wow! Feeling like Pretty Woman, I run my hand over the bath and pick up the tiny glass toiletries one by one. Fighting the urge to strip off and climb straight in, I close the door and go back into the bedroom. Leaning against the window, I watch the thousands of ant people buzzing around and suddenly feel rather tired. I don’t know whether it is the river of champagne I have drunk, or the fact that I have been awake since silly o’clock this morning, but I am truly exhausted. 
Kicking off my shoes and fighting my way out of my skinny jeans, I pull on my night dress and tie my hair up a ballerina bun. Being here feels so surreal, I am tempted to phone Lianna, but I don’t want to burst my bubble with any connection to reality. Right now, I am in a dream land and I want it to stay that way.
Why did Oliver bring us here? There is definitely more to this than just a business trip. First the champagne train journey, then the impeccable suit and now this? I flop down onto the bed and stretch out my legs on what feels like a million thread count sheets. Actually, I don’t care. Right now, I really couldn’t care less.



Chapter 24
 
Opening one eye and realising where I am gives me a frisson of excitement. Rolling out of bed, I wrap myself in the fluffy, champagne coloured robe that was hanging on the back of the door and go into the living area in search of Oliver. I have been asleep for three hours and feel completely refreshed and rejuvenated. Wow, even on a second viewing the penthouse takes my breath away. 
‘Oliver?’ I wander into the kitchen to find it empty. 
Perhaps he has been sleeping too. Come to think of it, I haven’t even looked in any other rooms, so I don’t know which room is his. Scouring the rest of the apartment for signs of his whereabouts, I decide to do some exploring. Pushing open doors, I discover three bedrooms, each one more beautiful than the last, none of which look like they have been breathed in let alone slept in. Well he definitely isn’t here. 
Looking at my watch, I remember him saying to meet him in the bar at 6.30 that gives me two hours. Tip toeing back to my room, I head straight for the bathroom and fill the tub with cloud like, soapy bubbles. Gathering a stack of newspapers from the coffee table, I pile them up next to the tub and lock the door. I strip down to my birthday suit and make sure my hair is out of the waters reach. Heading for the mini bar, I grab an elderflower and raspberry sparkling water and sink down into the bath and smile. I could most certainly get used to this. 
 
Throwing a black, pencil dress on the floor with a sigh, I sit down on the bed and fold my arms annoyed. It is 6.25 and I have nothing to wear. The lack of knowledge surrounding tonight’s dinner is throwing my karma way out of sync. How am I supposed to know what to wear when I don’t even know where I am going? Realising I am going to be later than what is acceptable, I pull my black maxi dress off the hanger and tug it over my head. Adding a chunky bangle and quick spray of Chanel Chance, I grab my room key and make my way down to the bar.
I haven’t seen Oliver since we arrived at the hotel earlier today. I hope he is here as arranged. Getting in the lift, I study the many buttons. Cocktail bar, martini bar, which one is it? I take a chance on martini bar and jab the button. I swear to God, if everyone is wearing cocktail dresses, I am going back to the room. Rearranging my dress, I just about have time to adjust my hair as the doors open.
The soft jazz music is the first thing that hits me, followed by the sweet aroma of vanilla and spice. I glance around at the many beautiful people scattered around the room in search of Oliver. Heading over to the bar, I take a seat on a stool and order an espresso martini. Watching the barman or rather, barwoman, take a sparkling martini glass and expertly create the perfect cocktail, I have another look around for Oliver. 
Smiling at an adorable, elderly couple clinking champagne flutes, I almost don’t see Oliver walking out of the lift. Dressed in skinny fit jeans and slick blazer, he oozes celebrity status. He spots me instantly and weaves between the tables, noticeably winking at the pretty waitress as he goes. Shaking my head at his blatant flirting, I smile and order another espresso martini. He has paid for the room, so I guess the least I can do is buy him a drink. Like lightening, another glass is placed down in front of me, along with a tiny paper slip. Picking up the receipt, my eyes widen in shock. This can’t be my bill. I’ve only ordered two bloody drinks. Quickly grabbing my credit card, I pass it to the barwoman with a queasy smile.
‘Good evening, sleepyhead.’ Oliver props himself up on the stool next to me and picks up the drinks menu. 
‘I’ve already got you a drink,’ I push the martini glass over to him.
‘Espresso martini? Good choice, one of my all time favourites.’
‘Where did you disappear to? I woke up and you weren’t there.’ 
‘I went to see the city, do a little shopping. I was planning on taking you with me, but I didn’t wanna wake you.’ 
‘You should have done! Oh well, there’s always tomorrow morning. What time is the fashion exhibition?’
‘Starts at three, so you should have plenty of time for some shopping.’ He takes a gulp of martini and checks his watch.
‘We should probably make a move. I have made reservations for seven.’
‘Where are we eating?’ I am immediately concerned about my state of dress, not to mention the strength of my credit card.
‘You’ll see.’ He jumps from his bar stool and holds out his arm to help me down.
Following him out of the bar, I look back at our half drunken, extortionate martinis mournfully. This had better be good. 
 
The duck, the quail, the apricot cheesecake trio, my mouth is salivating just thinking about it. After six courses and an accompanying wine flight, you would think I would be suitably full. The truth is I could easily eat it all over again. Sipping the last of my dessert wine, I lean back in my chair and revel in a fuzzy, drunken haze. 
‘So, Mr. Morgan, do you treat all of your colleagues this well?’
‘Only the pretty ones.’ He stares at me intently with a slight smile playing at the corners of his mouth.
I look down at my lap and pray that I haven’t coloured up like a giddy radish. Once confident that my usual porcelain shade has returned, I work up the courage to ask something that has been on my mind for a while now.
‘What is all this about, Oliver? First the train, then The Valentina and now this?’ I look him straight in the face, my heart pounding, not really knowing what I want him to say. 
‘I like you. Is that so bad?’ He fires the words back without missing a beat. 
I feel my jaw sag, shocked at his forward reply. I’m still trying to find the words to respond when he speaks again, only this time it’s to the waiter.
‘Can we get a bottle of champagne please?’
‘Bollinger?’
‘Bollinger would be great, thank you.’
With a fresh burst of adrenaline, I sit up straight and crack my knuckles in anticipation. He likes me!  He actually said it! Feeling like a teenage girl, I twirl my hair and watch the waiter pop our champagne. 
‘Special occasion?’ The waiter asks as he pours the sparkling bubbles into two giant champagne flutes.
‘Yes.’ I reply, locking eyes with Oliver. 
How could it not be?



Chapter 25
 
I awake the following morning and sneak out of the hotel before Oliver has even stirred. Stepping out into the world feels like a crime. Most people wouldn’t leave a luxury penthouse for a second, let alone before breakfast. Walking along the busy street, I follow the crowds until I reach a huge shopping centre. Pushing through the glass doors, I realise that everywhere is still closed. With fifteen minutes until the obligatory 9.00am opening time, I turn back in search of some breakfast. 
Stopping at a Starbucks, I order a chocolate chip muffin and a latte, before taking a seat in a secluded corner to wait for my order.  Watching a three year old throw a tantrum over a brownie, I take my phone out of my handbag to abuse the free WIFI. After a few unsuccessful attempts at signing in, I decide to resort to old fashioned texting. I haven’t actually spoken to Lianna since my impromptu visit the other night and judging by her lack of contact, I am guessing she is still wrapped up in Dan, probably literally. Shuddering at the thought, I type out a quick message and hit send, just as my breakfast is dropped down onto the table.
Devouring my bun, I flick through my old text messages from George and can’t help but smile. With all the excitement of the past couple of days, I had totally forgotten about our plans for dinner when I get back. Not knowing what the hell the status of my relationship with Oliver is, I can’t see any wrong doing in seeing how things go with George. Grabbing my latte, I chuck my rubbish in the bin and make my way back outside. Destination, shopping. 
 
I love it! Twirling around in the changing room, I watch the bright lights bouncing off the ruby red satin. This has to be the most flattering dress I have ever seen. The square neckline flatters my ample cleavage and the skirts falls in large, soft pleats, giving a slight 50’s vibe. I turn around to see my favourite bit, a large delicate bow, tied around the waist, sitting neatly at the base of my spine. I have to have it. Without even checking the price tag, I drag my clothes back on and march straight over to the check out before I have chance to change my mind. 
Placing the dress down carefully onto the counter, I cross my fingers that it doesn’t cost the earth. My eyes are fixed on the till as the plump sales assistant scans in the price tag. Half price! I can’t believe it!
‘Erm, is that the right price?’ I point at the screen and pray that it is.
‘Yep, all occasion wear is half price. This weekend only. We actually have the shoes to match if you are interested?’
‘Yes!’ I shout, a little too loud. 
‘Size?’ She asks, walking out onto the shop floor.
‘Five, please!’ 
 
Two hours later, it is just after midday and I am riding in the lift back up to the room. Clutching my precious dress and beloved shoes, I scan my room key and use my hips to push my way in. Dumping my bags on the sofa, I wander into the kitchen to grab a drink when I hear footsteps from one of the bedrooms. 
‘Hey,’ Hearing Oliver’s delicious drawl makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. 
I spin around to tell him about my morning and drop my phone on the floor with a clatter. Oh. My. God. I was not prepared for this. Stood in the doorway, is a very wet, practically naked Oliver, wrapped in nothing more than a tiny towel. Seemingly oblivious to my reaction, he walks into the kitchen, leaving a path of wet footprints behind him. Watching the beads of water roll down his back, I grab my phone and emit a high pitched squawking sound before running to my room and slamming the door shut. What is he trying to do? Give me heart attack? I perch on the edge of the bed and wait for my heart to stop beating out of my chest. He thinks he is so clever. Well, two can play at that game.
Stripping down to just my underwear, I slip on my lace night dress and grab my stilettos. Ruffling up my hair and smudging my eyeliner, I stride back into the kitchen. Out of the corner of my eye, I see him stretched out on the sofa. After grabbing a bottle of Evian, I walk over to where he is sitting and take both of my shopping bags in silence. Sashaying back to my room in what I hope is an alluring manor, I turn back to gauge his reaction. 
‘Uh, Clara?’
‘Yes?’
‘You have underwear stuck to your shoes.’ 
I look down in horror to see yesterday’s dirty knickers looped around my heel. Banging my door shut, I kick my shoes off in annoyance.
Damn, almost had it. 



Chapter 26
 
It takes me at least an hour to see the funny side of dirty knickers gate. Oliver has successfully talked me out of my sulk and coxed me out into the living area. Studying the mountain of room service that has just arrived, I pick up a tiny pizza slice and curl up next to Oliver on the sofa. We decided to abuse the all inclusive room service menu to pass some time before we have to leave for the fashion exhibition. 
‘What about a movie?’ Oliver asks, reaching for some triple cooked, golden fries. 
‘Have we got time for that? I look down at my bare wrist. Where the hell is my watch? 
He nods and grabs the TV remote. Watching him flick through the channels, I jump up and grab a heavy, purple sofa throw from the chaise longue. 
‘How about a horror?’
I look up to see him selecting The Conjuring on pay per view. 
‘Hell no. I don’t do horror films.’ Shaking my head, I pull the cover up to my chin and tuck in my feet. 
Totally ignoring what I just said, he clicks confirm and switches off the lights with the remote control. 
‘Didn’t you hear me? I said I don’t like horror films!’ I make a snatch for the remote but he slips it under the sofa and pulls some of the throw over himself. 
Biting my lip, I sink down further and shake my head. He is so cocky. He wouldn’t get away with it if he wasn’t drop dead gorgeous. As the film starts, I go to stretch my legs out and get comfortable, when I notice Oliver’s hand two inches from mine. Should I move my hand away? I know I should, but my arm doesn’t move. I feel a shiver of excitement as he edges his fingers closer, millimetre by millimetre, until they are wrapped around mine. My entire body tingles as he gentle squeezes my hand before pulling me over to him. Laying my head on his chest, I allow myself to relax. This is definitely not in my job description. 
 
Yawning, I open one eye and roll onto my side. Taking in my surroundings, it takes me a good minute to work out where I am. And about another thirty seconds to realise that Oliver’s arm is wrapped tightly around my waist. Sitting bolt upright, I wiggle out of his grip and jump to my feet.
‘Oliver! Wake up!’
‘What time is it?’ He stretches and lets out a loud yawn.
‘I don’t know. I can’t find my watch.’ I grab my phone and unlock the screen. 
‘Oh my God! It’s 6.30! We’ve missed it!’
‘Missed what?’
‘The fashion exhibition! The thing that we travelled two hundred miles to go to!’ 
‘Don’t worry about it. Why are you so het up?’ He stands up and puts his arm around my shoulders. 
Instantly burning up at his touch, I bite my lip and look down at the floor.
‘I went out at stupid o clock this morning to buy an outfit especially!’ 
Laughing, Oliver rubs his eyes and flicks off the TV. 
‘Well, why don’t you go throw it on and I’ll take you out? Might as well make the most of it now that we have come all this way.’ 
He lies back down on the sofa and kicks off the throw, along with his jogging bottoms. 
‘What are you waiting for?’
 
‘What do you think?’ I spin around in my insanely cute dress and finish with a flourish.
‘I think you look incredible. Now let’s go.’ Oliver winks and ushers me towards out the door.
Travelling down to the bar, I study our reflection in the lift mirror. Not to blow my own trumpet or anything, but we would make a fantastic looking couple. I feel his hand resting at the bottom of my back and move in a little closer, enjoying the tingle that is radiating up and down my spine. I glance up at him, but he stares straight ahead, poker face intact. 
Walking into the bar, I take a seat at the nearest table whilst Oliver goes to get us some drinks. I don’t even want to think about how much alcohol I have consumed in the past few days, not to mention the calories. I am about to take out my phone when a familiar cackle gets my attention. Where do I know that laugh from? Spinning around in my chair, I look around the room trying to pinpoint the ear piercing sound. 
No! It can’t be! I grab my cocktail menu and cover my face. Peeking over the edge of my menu, I watch her stumble into the bar and prop herself up on a bar stool.
‘Everything alright?’ Oliver asks, giving me a rather strange look. 
‘Err, yes. Thank you.’ I take the champagne flute and put the menu down.
What the hell is Gina doing here? Who is she here with? Unfortunately I don’t have to wait long to find out, as a moment later Marc appears at the bar. No! Oliver pulls his chair around to be next to mine and drapes his arm over my shoulders.
‘Actually, no. Everything isn’t alright. Marc and Gina are here.’ I try to whisper but the hysteria wins, resulting in a high pitched screech. 
‘What? Who’s Gina?’ He looks genuinely perplexed. 
‘Gina from work! She’s with Marc over at the bar!’
Oliver follows my gaze to the bar and a look of recognition appears on his face. 
‘Hey, Marc!’ He waves one arm above his head until Marc turns around. 
Understandably, Marc looks like he has seen a ghost. After mumbling something in Gina’s ear, he makes his way over to our table, hands stuffed firmly in his pockets. It wouldn’t take a body language expert to work out that he wasn’t happy. Oh God. I’m just realising how bad this must look. Please don’t sack me, please don’t sack me, please don’t sack me...



Chapter 27
 
‘How’s it going, buddy?’ Oliver stands up and claps Marc on the back.
Feeling the blood drain from my face, I stand up shakily and offer an anxious smile.
‘Hi, Marc. What are you doing up here?’ Covering my mouth with my hand, I try to maintain a confident exterior.
‘What am I doing here? What the hell are you doing here? I booked you into the Travelodge on Oxford Road.’ Marc looks genuinely perplexed. Perplexed and mad. 
‘I changed it. There was no way I was staying there.’ Oliver laughs and signals to the barman for more drinks. 
Mortifyingly, Gina misreads this as an invite and starts to totter over in a ridiculous zebra print peplum dress. Oh, God. Marc spins around at the distinct sound of clattering heels and tells her to stay put.
‘Have you got a minute, Clara? I need to run something past you.’ Shooting me daggers, Marc marches out to the lobby. Not daring to do anything to else, I roll my eyes at Oliver and run after him.
Marc is pacing up and down the lobby looking extremely agitated. I compose myself for a moment before taking a deep breath and walking over.
‘Marc?’
‘Right, Clara. I really don’t care what goes on with you and yankee doodle over there. As long as you don’t bring domestics into the office, do what the fuck you want.’
‘Really? You’re not mad? I thought I had to stay away from him?’ Trying to play down my excitement, I twirl my clutch bag around my wrist.
‘Well, there isn’t really much I can do about.’ He scratches his beard and folds his arms defensively. 
‘Look, I would really appreciate it if you didn’t tell anyone I was up here tonight.’ 
‘Why wouldn’t you want people to know you were at the fashion exhibition?’ I tilt my head to one side confused. 
‘The what?’ Marc scowls, before a dawning realisation gradually overcomes his face. 
‘Of course! The fashion exhibition! Yes, that’s exactly why I am here.’ He lets out a relieved laugh.
‘Why ever else would you be in a five star hotel two hundred miles from home with Gina Cockburn?’ I roll my eyes and give him a playful punch. 
‘Shut it, Andrews.’
As we start making our way back into the bar, Marc put his hand on my shoulder and whispers in my ear.
‘And for future reference, it’s pronounced Co-burn.’
 
After waving off Marc and a loud, intoxicated Gina, I pick up my champagne flute and turn my attention back to Oliver. He really is the most attractive man I have ever laid eyes on and for someone who has seen every Matthew Mcconaughey movie ever made, that’s a big deal. Scooching my chair closer to Oliver’s, I squeeze his arm before placing my hand on his knee. He looks down at me in surprise, before wrapping his arm around my shoulders. Now that I have Marc’s blessing, kind of, I don’t really have anything to lose and it feels rather liberating. 
‘Refill?’ Oliver asks, as he shakes the now empty bottle of champagne.
‘Umm, I don’t know. What time is the train tomorrow?’ As much fun as I am having, I really don’t fancy a two hour train journey with a hangover. 
‘The train is whatever time we want it to be.’ He looks at me, his eyes glinting.
‘Is that so? In that case, yes, I will have a refill.’
Nodding, he reaches for his wallet and looks around for the waiter.
‘You know, we do have a bottle of champagne back in the room.’ 
I feel a fire burning in the pit of my stomach. We both know what he is really saying. 
‘OK, we can go back to the room. I’m kind of tired anyway.’ Trying to act unmoved, I take my bag and push my chair under the table.
Oliver takes my hand and marches me to the lift.
‘I seriously hope not.’
 
The wait for the lift is agonising. We stand in silence, Oliver running his fingers up and down my spine, tapping his foot in annoyance. I keep looking at the stairs, wondering whether or not to go for it, but eleven floors in six inch heels seems quite a stretch. 
Finally, the doors open and an elderly couple crawl out at a snail's pace. Flashing them a small yet polite smile, we dive in and jab the button repeatedly until the doors slam shut. Not daring to look at him, I stare down at my shoes and try desperately to ignore the growing tension in the air. 
As soon as we arrive at our floor, I feel super glued to the spot. With legs like lead, I follow Oliver to our room and wait as he unlocks the door. Oh my god, what happens now? Fidgeting with my bag, I watch him walk into the kitchen and throw his jacket onto the chaise longue, before skilfully popping a bottle of Bollinger. Are we seriously going to drink champagne? Kicking off my shoes, I lean on the kitchen island as he pushes a glass towards me, not saying a word.
Locking eyes, I make my way around the kitchen until we are a few feet apart. The smell of his aftershave makes me dizzy with anticipation. I stare into his eyes, willing him to make the next move. As if reading my mind, he reaches down and tucks a stray curl behind my ear before cupping my face with both hands. I can feel his breath on my cheek, causing every hair on the back of neck to stand on end. Closing my eyes, I wrap my arms around his waist and pull him in close. Staggering out of the kitchen and falling down onto the chaise longue, I allow myself to let go. All the tension from the past few weeks comes rising to the surface. All the flirting, the lusting looks, the sexual tension that has been clouding the studio is coming to a head, right here, right now and it couldn’t feel more right. 



Chapter 28
 
Unhooking my legs from the mountain of bed sheets and trying to silently roll out of bed, I pick up a hotel dressing gown and slip out of the room. Grabbing a bottle of water from the mini bar, along with some posh crisps, I sit cross legged in front of the floor to ceiling window. Opening the packet as quiet as possible, as to not wake up Oliver, I watch the busy streets below, lit up by a bright full moon. I wish I could freeze this moment, feeling this happy, content and blissful is a rare thing for me and I never want it to go away.
Pressing my face up against the cold glass, I glance over at the clock. Why on earth am I awake? You would think after all of tonight’s excitement I would sleep like a baby. I’m guessing the adrenaline is acting like a double espresso shot, not wanting me to miss the feelings of euphoria that are running through my veins. 
‘Can’t sleep?’
I look up to see Oliver leaning against the door frame.
‘I’ll be back in a minute. I was just a little thirsty.’
‘Thirsty and hungry?’ He gestures to the half eaten bag of pesto and mozzarella crisps.
‘A little.’ I smile and hold out the bag.
‘Fancy some room service?’ He walks over and takes the bag before joining me on the floor. 
‘Room service? It’s nearly getting light outside!’
‘Just in time for breakfast then.’ Reaching over for the menu, he pulls me over so that my feet are lay in his lap.
‘I’m thinking, full English breakfast with all the trimmings. What do you say?’
I know it is not exactly ladylike, but I am absolutely starving.
‘I say go for it.’ 
Oliver kisses me on the forehead and pushes himself up to go and find the phone. Watching him phoning through our order, I can’t quite believe my luck. I mean, I don’t want to jump the gun or anything, but I really think we could make something of this. His American flag tattoo reminds that he will be going back to the States soon and I might never see him again. Pushing the sickening thought to one side, I pull the dressing gown tight around me and lean against the glass. 
‘All done.’ Oliver comes back over to the window and helps me to my feet.  Leading me to the sofa, he grabs the throw and drapes it over his shoulders.
‘England is colder than I remember.’ Shivering he wraps his arm around my shoulders and gives them a little squeeze. 
‘What is the weather like back home this time of year?’ Just mentioning ‘back home’ to him gives me a shiver of sadness. 
‘Oh, it’s nice! Plenty of sunshine, maybe the odd shower. Not like this though. England knows it’s not winter yet, right?’ He laughs and entwines my hand with his. 
‘So, when do you think you will be going back?’ 
‘I haven’t really thought about it. When my contract with Suave expires, I guess. How come you ask?’ 
‘I was just wondering, that’s all.’ Sighing, I pull the throw up to my chin and scratch my nose.
‘Hey, what is it?’ Oliver tugs the throw down and turns to face me.
‘It’s nothing, really.’
‘I really like you Clara, so I’m going to lay my cards firmly on the table. I’m thirty four, almost thirty five. I’m done with the whole dating scene. I want kids, a wife, and a family to call my own. Before I came over here, I ended a year long relationship because she didn’t want to settle down. I know we haven’t known each other for long, but I’m not up for playing games.’ 
I stare at him, dumfounded. I must be dreaming, I have to be. Men don’t want things like this! Men want one night stands and trips to Amsterdam with good for nothing friends. Pinching myself, I wince at the sting. Definitely not dreaming. 
‘Clara?’ He gently turns my head to look me in the eyes. 
‘I don’t want to put you under any pressure. I’m just saying it how it is. I haven’t got time for two bit relationships. I want something real.’
‘Room service?’ We are interrupted by a knock at the door. 
We stare at each other for a moment longer, before Oliver gets up and takes some notes out of his wallet and opens the door.
Oh my God, what just happened? What do I say? Do I want those things someday? Yes! Who wouldn’t? Do I want them with a hot, American, rich, designer? Maybe! Do I want them with a guy I have known for a matter of weeks? I don’t know? Wouldn’t that be insane? Trying to not explode with happiness, I hug my knees and bite the inside of my cheek. I hear Oliver thanking the porter and wheeling in a trolley full of silver cloches and yet another of bottle of champagne.
‘Champagne, seriously?’ I can’t help but laugh as he shrugs his shoulders and unloads the trolley onto the table. 
The sun is starting to come up and the sky is streaked with beautiful shades of navy, orange and the odd slice of yellow. 
‘Wow! Look at the sunrise.’ 
We both look out of the window and watch the city spring to life. Light floods the streets, informing the entire population that it is morning. It must be bright for all two minutes before grey clouds swoop over and fill the sky with darkness. Bloody English weather!
Taking a seat at the table and helping Oliver dish out the plates of fried loveliness, I can’t help but picture a huge rock on my finger and a chocolate box house behind a white picket fence. A couple of kids are running around with adorable American accents, maybe even a dog or two! Smiling, I pick up my fork and jab a golden hash brown. They don’t call it the American Dream for nothing... 



Chapter 29
 
Throwing my cosmetic case into my suitcase and tugging the zip closed, I take one last look around the room. My humble abode back down south feels a million light years away from The Valentina and I’m not overly excited about being reunited with it.  We haven’t really spoken since Oliver’s earlier outburst, apart from to rave about the impeccable room service, but there hasn’t been a moment that I haven’t thought about it. I don’t really know how to broach the subject and even when I do, what do I say? 
I have never met a man like Oliver before. A man so sure of himself and of what he wants and needs. Of all the men I have been involved with, I have never had one that wants to grow up and be a man, a proper man. I know that Oliver isn’t saying let’s run away to a little white chapel and make a load of babies right away, but he is saying don’t waste my time if I’m not looking for those things in a relationship. The question is am I looking?
Dragging my case into the living room and standing it next to Oliver’s holdall, I take a hair tie from around my wrist and twist my wild locks into a loose ballerina bun at the nape of my neck. Oliver has gone down to reception to settle the bill and check us out. I insisted on paying half, but he wouldn’t have any of it. Thank God.
After giving the apartment a thorough once over to make sure we haven’t forgotten anything, I rack my brains over what to tell Oliver. With him pouring his heart out to me, the least I can do is let him know how I feel. The thing is, I really do like him, more than I have liked anyone for that matter. I know I have been dating George, but after this weekend, I feel a connection with Oliver that I don’t want to let go of. I keep reminding myself that I have only known him a few short weeks and not to get carried away with lust and infatuation.
‘You ready, Clara?’ I’m snapped back to reality by Oliver throwing his bag over his shoulder and grabbing my suitcase.
‘Yes. I am definitely ready.’ 
And I mean that in more ways than one. 
 
The train journey back home is nowhere near as eventful as the trip up here, but curled up next to Oliver, both reading books bought from the WH Smith in the train station, I couldn’t feel more at ease.  I have always looked at smug, happy couples and had the urge to vomit, being on the other side of the fence however, it’s really quite lovely. 
I take a peek at my watch and finger the edge of my book nervously. Just over forty minutes to go. Just over forty minutes to tell Oliver that I do want to the same things that he wants. We are at the far end of the first class carriage, with only an elderly couple who are quietly snoring for company. It’s now or never. 
‘Um, Oliver?’
He folds down the page, before closing his book and raises an eyebrow.
‘Yeah?’
‘You know what you said to me last night, about wanting a proper relationship?’ I feel my voice wobble and tell myself to toughen up. How can I have a proper relationship when I can’t even say the words without turning into a teenage girl?
Nodding, he puts the book into his holdall and suddenly looks rather serious. 
 
‘Could you not look at me when I say this?’ 
‘Sure.’ He laughs and looks out of the window.
‘Well, I like you. I like you a lot. I just wanted to put that on the table.’
‘Tell me something I don’t know.’ He turns back to me and winks. ‘I’m not asking you to marry me, Clara. I’m just saying, I don’t want to waste my time playing stupid school yard games.’
‘Well it’s a good job we aren’t in school then, isn’t it?’ I reach over and pull him in for a kiss, ignoring the disapproving comments from the now awake elderly woman behind us.
 
The taxi driver opens the boot of the cab and drops in my suitcase as if it is made of air. Fastening my seatbelt, I wipe the condensation off the window to reveal Oliver waving me off. I blow him a quick kiss and give my destination to the driver. Pulling out of the taxi rank and rumbling down the street, I look back at Oliver, climbing into a black cab. He looks up and waves, before slamming the door shut. Being back home makes it feel like this weekend never happened. You know like when you come back from holiday and the second your feet touch home soil it’s like you never left? 
My phone bleeps and I wiggle it out of the back pocket of my skinny jeans. Oh no, it’s George. I hesitate for a minute before I open the message.
Hey Clara. Hope you had fun in Manchester? Can’t wait to see you on Friday xxx
My fingers hover above the keyboard, trying to find a suitable response. I really need to break things off with George. Now that I have taken things to the next level with Oliver, it seems the right thing to do. I decide it best to wait until Friday and tell him face to face that I can’t see him anymore. I know we weren’t exactly exclusive or anything, but breaking things off via text message does seem a little callous. I am about to put my phone away when another message flashes up on the screen.
I had an amazing time with you. I hear rumours of a fashion exhibition in Paris next weekend if you don’t already have plans...
Oh mon Dieu.
 



Chapter 30
 
As I arrive at Suave on Monday morning, I am feeling rather anxious about seeing Oliver. I don’t really know how I should act around him. Buzzing myself into the building, I take one look at the crowd of people waiting for the lift and decide to take the stairs for a change. Puffing my way up the many flights of stairs is more difficult than I anticipated. By the third floor, my thighs are burning and the soles of my feet feel like they are going to drop off. 
I stop for breath when I reach my floor and cling on to the hand rail. I really need to get to a gym. My fitness level must be that of a slightly overweight, diabetic pensioner. Once my breathing has returned to what is relatively normal, I head for the studio. From the stairs, I can see that the lights are on in the studio which means Oliver is already here. 
Peering through the glass, I watch him tapping away at his laptop, only stopping to take a bite of a massive bagel. Before he catches me peeping like a crazed stalker, I tuck my bag over my shoulder and pull open the doors. 
‘Good morning,’ I flash him a grin and shake off my coat. 
‘Hey,’ he stands up immediately and kisses me briefly on the lips.
My heart pulsating throughout my body, I dump my bag on the floor and point to his bagel.
‘That looks good.’ I eye up the cream cheese and smoked salmon enviously. 
‘Want me to go fetch you one?’ 
‘I’ve already eaten but thank you.’ Touched by his cuteness, I reach up and land a tiny peck on his cheek. 
He flips through a sketch pad and opens it on a boot blue print.
‘So, the suede, Chelsea boots. Are we going for pull on or zipper?’
 
It’s surprising how fast the working day goes by when you’re crushing as bad as a thirteen year old Belieber. By home time, I was getting concerned that I had a sea of floating hearts twirling around my head. I had managed to tear myself away from Oliver long enough to arrange catch up with Lianna for this evening. It might only have been a few days since I last saw her, but so much has happened and I really need to fill her in. I’m also desperate to find out what has been going on with Dan. I overheard Rebecca saying they had been caught being rather amorous in the staff room on Saturday and the nosey old lady inside me just has to get all the gory details. 
Being the good friend I am, I stopped off for pizza on the way. Well, when I say pizza, I mean pizza, spicy wedges, garlic bread, cookie dough ice cream and a bottle of 7up. I would say that my eyes are bigger than my belly, but I know full well that between Li and myself the entire lot will be polished off. Balancing the boxes down the corridor is trickier than it seems. On at least two occasions I have to make a superhero save. 
Once safely inside Lianna’s apartment, I pass the mountain of food over and collapse onto an overstuffed bean bag.
‘So, how was Manchester?’ She passes me a slice and motions towards the 7up.
Nodding, I put the plate down on the coffee table and slide down onto the floor. 
‘It was insane. I don’t even know where to begin.’
I start with the champagne train ride and continue right through to The Valentina. By the time I have got to the amazing sex on the kitchen floor, Lianna is open mouthed.
‘Well, say something!’ I laugh at her reaction and prod her in the ribs.
‘I don’t believe you! Things like that don’t happen in real life! You’re not in a Reese Witherspoon film!’ 
‘Well, if you think that is unbelievable, just wait for this.’ I stuff a few wedges into my mouth and wash them down with fizzy, crisp, lime bubbles. 
‘He told me he wants a proper relationship. He actually sat me down and said he was looking for marriage, children, the whole thing.’
Lianna is doing a fantastic impression of a guppy fish, mouth wide open, eyes the size of Christmas tree baubles. 
‘Oh my god! What did you say? What did you say?’ 
‘I said that I like him too.’ Despite my best efforts, I feel my cheeks fire up. 
‘You love him!’
‘Oh shut up! I don’t love him.’ 
‘You totally do.’ 
‘What’s going on with Dan anyway? You know, apart from the obvious.’  I wink and toddle into the kitchen in search of more pizza. 
‘I’m not just sleeping with him, Clara. We are really going to give this a go and I think it’s going to work this time.’
‘What makes you think he is ready to settle down?’ I look at my friend, so full of hope and expectation.
‘He told me so.’ She flashes me a smug look and holds out her plate.
Tossing some more slices into onto the plates, I fill any leftover space with wedges and chilli sauce. 
‘Have you seen anything of Marc lately?’ I throw the question out there and wonder whether or not to tell her about him being in Manchester. 
‘I haven’t. He has been the disappearing man lately and so has Gina, more the worry.’ She pulls a face and holds up her hand in protest. 
Talk about there being something in the water. Lianna is settling down with Dan, I have been accosted by an ardent American and Marc, well I don’t really know what Marc and Gina’s situation is and I’m not too sure I want to find out. I hope they don’t decide to settle down and make babies, I don’t quite think the world is ready for mini Gina’s. A mini Cockburn-Stroker. What a thought. 



Chapter 31
 
‘I must admit that I am very impressed. This is exactly the vibe that we are looking for.’ Marc scans his eyes over the designs and continues to chew Oliver’s ear off about the incredible quality of the buffed leather. 
It is just after four and we are sat in Marc’s office, submitting eight of our final designs. I still can’t believe we have done so much already. We are way ahead of schedule and only need four more to complete the entire line. Feeling rather sad at the thought of my work placement with Oliver drawing to an end, I remind myself that he may very well become a more permanent fixture in my life. 
‘What about the snow boots?’ Marc passes the folder back over to Oliver.
‘Working on it, couple more weeks and they will be finalised.’ He stands up and makes for the door. 
‘Excellent. Well done, both of you.’ 
Aww, Marc is so cute when he puts his professional head on. Straight faced, affable yet firm. You would never believe that he polishes off an ocean of Rioja and his weight in cheesy chips post Breaking Bad epic. I shoot him a smile and a questioning look as he tries to silence his buzzing phone. The buzzing phone that hasn’t stopped buzzing the entire meeting. I can tell that it’s a woman, because if any employee blew his phone up there like that they would get an earful. 
Walking down the corridor, Oliver pulls me to one side by the fire exit. 
‘I was thinking, why don’t you come and stay over at mine tonight?’ His eyes glint under the bright spotlights. 
‘Well, I was kind of planning on a night in the tub tonight.’ I shrug my shoulders regrettably. 
‘We can do that.’
‘I was kidding!’
He pulls me in close and nuzzles his face into my neck.
‘I wasn’t.’ 
 
I had seen pictures of Oliver’s apartment a while back, so I kind of knew what to expect. Stepping over the threshold however, makes me realise why he wasn’t as taken with The Valentina as I was. This place is what you imagine only people like Angelina and Brad would live in. Walking around carefully, I notice how clean this place is. For a boy’s apartment, you would think it would be rather untidy. I was expecting take out boxes on the side, empty beer cans strewed around, but this place is immaculate. He must have a cleaner, I conclude.
‘So, bathtub?’ He motions towards the bathroom and takes my coat.
‘What? You’re not going to feed me first? You know, I need feeding and watering for me to be fully functional.’ 
Laughing, he does a hop, skip and a jump over to the kitchen and pulls out a huge mound of take out menus. Flicking on the world biggest coffee machine, he hands me the menus. I kick off my shoes and snuggle down into the sofa. Greek, Indian, Chinese, Thai, Mexican. Ohh, Mexican. 
‘How do you feel about Mexican?’ I look up as he places a mug down on the old, oaked, coffee table. 
‘Wow! That is really impressive!’ I pick up the mug and marvel and the intricate pattern of a palm tree, complete with sun and clouds. 
‘Yeah, I trained as a barista when I was in college. It’s not really worth doing for yourself, but it’s nice to impress when you have company.’
I smile and take a sip, trying not to think about who else has been treated to an Oliver special. 
He drops down on the sofa and flips through the menus. 
‘Why don’t you do American take out over here?’
‘We do. It’s called McDonalds.’
He pauses and scrunches up his nose.
‘Mexican it is then.’ 
 
Crunching away at a pile of salty, guacamole covered nachos, I stretch my legs out over Oliver’s knees. After successfully devouring enough to feed the five thousand, my stomach has swelled up to that of a second trimester pregnancy. Why am I still shoving in nachos, I have no idea. Oliver has successfully talked me into a Desperado or three. I would have declined, it being a school night and all, but with us having Mexican, it felt rude not to.
‘I spoke to my folks this morning. Told them I’ve met someone.’ He rubs my calves and waits for my response.
Feeling my over full stomach fall through the floor, I take a big slug from my bottle along with a deep breath.
‘And what did they say?’ Suddenly extremely worried about what his family will think, I fumble with my zipper nervously.
‘They said if we give them grandchildren, they have to be raised American.’ He looks at me seriously for a second too long before breaking into a smile. 
‘I’m kidding! They’re just happy I’ve found someone, to quote my mother, at long last. Have you told anybody about us?’
‘Erm, I actually haven’t. I didn’t know whether you would feel comfortable or not putting a label on it so soon.’
‘I don’t do labels, Clara. Not unless that label is man and wife. I just don’t see anything wrong with letting the people that matter know that I have found someone that I enjoy spending time with. Do you?’
My head tells me that it is too soon to be committing to someone, but my hearts tells me that this is right. That Oliver is a good, honest, strong man and I should be thanking my lucky stars that a man who could have his pick, has chosen me. I shake my head in response and allow him to pull me into a huge bear hug. Right now, my life is pretty much perfect. Time to get working on that dog. 



Chapter 32 
 
My first thought when I come round on Wednesday morning, is how amazing it is waking up being spooned by a lovely, warm Oliver. My second thought is to rearrange with George for tonight. I don’t want to leave it any longer. I watch Oliver sleeping, all toasty and pink skinned. He almost looks like a new born, legs curled up tight in a foetal position. I resist the temptation to stoke his pretty face and let out a lion worthy yawn. Reaching over for my phone with tired fingers, I manage to type out a quick message, before dropping my phone flat on my face. I try and fail to catch it before it lands on the bridge of my nose with a thud. 
‘Oww!’ Grabbing the offending handset and throwing it down onto the floor, I cry out in pain.
‘Everything OK?’ A half asleep Oliver rouses at the racket and prises one eye open.
Not wanting to admit that I am a clumsy oaf, I roll over to face him, praying that I haven’t given myself a nose bleed.
‘Everything’s fine. I was just turning my alarm off. Time to get up, sleepyhead.’ 
‘Just five more minutes.’ He pulls the heavy duvet up over our heads and wraps his arms around my waist. 
‘Mr.Morgan, you are going to make me very late for work.’
He puts a finger to my mouth with mock severity. 
‘My bed, my rules. Now roll over.’
 
Arriving at the office, I can’t help but feel rather pleased with myself. I lose track of the many envious glances we accrue in such a short space of time. From Rebecca, to Nathaniel on reception, if looks could kill we wouldn’t have made it through the door. Now, of course we are going to keep an air of professionalism during working hours, but it is clear for anyone to see that there is something going on between us, no matter how hard we try to disguise it.
Safely tucked away in the studio, I take off my coat and check my phone for messages. No text messages, but I do have a missed call and a subsequent voicemail from George. Shoving my phone in my pocket, I turn back towards the door. 
‘I’m just going to run to the toilets.’
Oliver looks up from his laptop and nods before returning to his emails. I totter out into the lobby and speed dial voicemail. After listening to the obligatory pre recorded message, George’s cockney twang floods into my ear.
‘Hi, Clara. Great to hear from you. It’s my mum’s birthday tonight, so I’m not going to be able to meet. Hope you’re still cool for Friday? Really looking forward to seeing you. Let me know.’
Ending the call, I feel immediately guilty. I should call him now and explain that I have met someone. Problem is, how do I actually form the sentence without sounding like the village bike? I rack my brains for a good few minutes, getting as far as a dialling tone before giving up and deciding to stick to the meeting on Friday. 
I am about to head back into the studio when I notice Marc’s slick, silver Mercedes pull up in the car park. Leaning on the window sill to get a better view, I am just about to wave when the passenger seat opens and out jumps Gina.  In a painted on red pencil dress and huge hoop earrings, she looks truly ridiculous and without being a bitch, a little plumper than usual. I stifle a giggle as they share a quick kiss before strategically walking a metre apart into the building. Who are they kidding?
 
By the time I have dashed around the supermarket that evening and dipped myself in a fizzy, hot bath, I am dead on my feet. Crawling under my pretty, purple duvet is a sweet relief. No matter how luxurious Oliver’s bed is, no matter how soft his million thread count sheets are, nowhere quite feels like your own bed. Kicking a leg out of the covers and quickly pulling it back in again when the cold air nips at my toes, it suddenly dawns on me how close to Christmas we are. Granted it might only be October, but experience tells me it will fly by. 
I love Christmas, always have. Ever since I was six years old and left a chunky carrot and icy glass of bourbon out for Santa and Rudolf. My mind flits to Oliver and I can’t help but picture us wearing matching snowman jumpers and silly paper hats. I am really touched that he has told his family about us. Maybe I should think about introducing him to my Lianna properly. I know she knows who he is, but a double date with her and Dan would be ideal. I check the clock, far too late to text her now. Making a mental note to arrange something tomorrow, I shut my eyes slowly and allow my body to relax. Before I know it, I am sucked into a magical dream world of Christmas puddings, fairy lights and mulled wine, although I think for me, Santa has come early this year. 



Chapter 33
 
We are sat in Subway finishing off our lunches, when Oliver springs the impromptu invite on me. 
‘So, what do you say?’ Looking at me hopefully, he waits for an answer.
The first thing that comes to my mind, is what the hell will I wear? I usually need a good few hours to settle on an outfit, so it is understandable that I am more than a little concerned.
‘It’s just a couple of drinks, that’s all. No biggie.’
I look down at my boring, black trousers and plain, cowl neck jumper dubiously. More funeral than party. Remembering that I have a teeny can of hairspray and an old red lipstick in my handbag, I put down my sandwich. It might not be a little, black dress and sky scraper heels but it’s the best I’ve got to work with. 
‘OK. I’ll go.’ I succumb to his puppy dog eyes and reach for my coffee. 
‘That’s my girl.’ He gives my arm a squeeze and turns his attention back to his foot long baguette. 
As I sip my tepid coffee, I wonder what Oliver’s friends will be like. He hasn’t said much about his previous visit to the UK. Apart from him being barely out of his teens at the time, I don’t really know anything more about it. Putting down my paper cup, I return to my sandwich, picking up the hundreds of bacon pieces that fall out into the paper wrapper. Who doesn’t love a bit of bacon?
 
Dragging a brush through my curls at 5.30 that afternoon, I stare myself down in the mirror. In all honesty, I don’t look too bad. The quick slick of matt red has managed to brighten my face up an iota and my hair still has some bounce from the last minute blow dry a few days ago. Satisfied that my appearance is acceptable I make my way outside, where Oliver is waiting with a cab. 
‘Ready to rock?’ He asks, holding open the door.
‘Rock? I thought you said it was just a few drinks?’ I exclaim, immediately panicking at the thought of being thrown into a nightclub with just red lips for confidence.
‘Relax! It’s an expression. Geez.’ He ushers me into the back of the car with a cheeky tap on the bum.
For the duration of the taxi ride, Oliver fills me in on the people we are going to meet and I start to relax about the whole thing. It’s just some old friends he met whilst on his travels that he has kept in touch with over the years. We are going to have a couple of drinks and then go back to his place for dinner. In and out. Quick and easy. Telling myself to stop being so uptight, I rest my hand on Oliver’s knee as the taxi comes to a halt.
After insisting on paying for the ride, I dive out onto the cold street and slip my hand under Oliver’s arm. We are outside an apartment block, well several apartment blocks actually. I wait patiently as Oliver checks his phone for the address.
‘It’s this one.’ He nods in the direction of a tall, red bricked building and pulls me along beside him.
 
Glad to be inside away from the horrible cold air and relatively strong winds, I pull my swallow printed scarf from my neck and wander down the lobby after Oliver. Stopping at apartment thirteen, he knocks firmly at the door and smiles down encouragingly at me. 
‘Oh my goodness! Hi! How are you?’ I try not to be put out as a stunningly pretty, little blonde woman throws her arms around Oliver’s neck and plants a hot pink kiss on his cheek. 
‘Lori! Look at you!’ He points to her teeny baby bump and laughs happily. 
She laughs along and looks at me expectantly, as though waiting for me to perform a jig.
‘And this is?’
Oliver puts his arm around my shoulders and ushers me towards her.
‘This is Clara. My girlfriend.’ 
Almost bursting with pride, I hold out my hand for a shake but she bats it away and hugs me tightly.
‘Clara! So you’re the lucky girl who has managed to tie this one down? It’s lovely to meet you, come on in.’
Her high pitched, distinctly American voice is sickly and sweet. Think Paris Hilton crossed with Californian Pomeranian. She has cheek bones like razor blades and loose, blonde curls cascading down the back of a black, tea dress. We follow her into the apartment and I can’t help being taken aback by the minimalist surroundings. Everything is white and glass, with the odd touch of pink dotted around. Hardly looks like the place of a couple who are expecting a baby. One by one, people jump up as they notice who has arrived. For the next ten minutes, I am past from pillar to post, getting kisses, cuddles and the odd handshake.
Once I am handed an ironic, Long Island iced tea and seated in a very comfy armchair, I finally start to enjoy myself. Lori and her extremely tall friend Sarah have been filling me in on Oliver’s travels and all the things they got up to. I have laughed so much that my sides are beginning to throb. 
‘So, how long have you been together?’ Lori and Sarah are huddled around my chair, questioning me about my relationship with Oliver. I glance over at him, talking animatedly to a group of men who are watching him in fascination. 
‘Not too long, but things are going really well.’ I can’t help but smile and try to hide it with my cocktail glass. 
‘Well, you two are adorable together.’ Lori puts her hand under my chin and winks. 
‘We used to call him Peter Pan. The little boy who never wanted to grow up. It seems time catches up with us all. It’s nice seeing Oliver so happy.’ She smiles fondly. 
‘Refill ladies?’ Sarah’s husband, David holds out his hand for our glasses.
‘Lori’s on virgin cocktails,’ Sarah follows him into the kitchen just as there’s a knock at the door.
‘I really need to pee. Could you be a doll and just get that for me? ’ Lori totter’s off holding her teeny bump as she goes. 
I squeeze my way through the clusters of merry people and swing open the door. Feeling momentarily paralyzed with panic, my jaw hits the floor. Holy Shit. It’s George. 



Chapter 34
 
What the hell is he doing here? I suddenly feel sick to my stomach and have a vision of Long Island iced tea projectile vomit. Oh God! What do I say? What do I do?
‘Clara?’ George is staring at me with a look of astonishment and confusion. 
I am about to step out into the lobby when a high pitched squeal over my shoulder almost makes my ears bleed.
‘G! Where have you been? You should have been here hours ago!’ Lori is back, frosty cocktail in hand. 
She pushes her way past me and wraps her lithe arms around George’s neck. Sensing my opportunity, I slink away into the apartment and scan the room for Oliver. My breaths are coming short and fast and I really think I might pass out. I turn around at the sound of George’s voice and feel the blood run from my already pale face. Frantically looking around for an escape route, I half run, half wobble over to the bathroom and slam the door shut with a bang. Fiddling with the lock with trembling hands, I sit down on the edge of the bath and try to stop my legs from shaking. 
OK. I just need a plan. A plan. A plan. A plan. Think, Clara! Think!
‘Clara, hurry up in there! I’ve got more people for you to meet!’ Lori knocks on the door repeatedly until I give in and undo the latch. 
‘You OK?’ She looks me up and down before bursting into hysterical, hyena style laughter. 
‘Oh girl! Go easy on those Long Island’s! They kick like a mule.’ Obviously mistaking my horror at George being here for me being a total lightweight. 
I manage a wry smile and begrudgingly allow her to pull me out of the bathroom and back into the minefield that is her living room. I can’t see George, or Oliver for that matter. I have however, noticed a herd of new faces huddled around the ivory kitchen island. 
‘Everyone, this is Clara.’ Lori pushes me into the centre of the circle like a homeless busker and I wave helplessly. 
‘Hi, it’s lovely to meet you all.’
‘I think it is about time we crack this bad boy open. Who’s up for a glass of champagne?’ Lori’s husband, Harry interrupts with a smile.
Glad to have the attention taken away, I join the others in eyeballing Harry as he pours the bubbles and hold out my hand to accept the first glass. I don’t think I have ever needed Dutch courage more. Downing half the glass in one swift gulp, I pick up my handbag and sidle over to Lori.
‘Lori, have you seen Oliver?’
‘He went out back to see G’s new car. Don’t worry, he’ll be back in a minute.’ She smiles reassuringly but I couldn’t be more appalled.
‘With George?’ My voice is suddenly so high, it makes Lori sound like a Barry White impersonator. 
She nods enthusiastically and pulls out a couple of bar stools from the breakfast bar and motions for me to sit down.
‘G and Oliver go way back. Oliver used to say he was a brother from another mother. You couldn’t prise them apart. When Oliver went back home they kind of drifted, but they still keep in touch. You know what men are like! They don’t see each other for years yet when they do, it’s like they were never apart.’ 
Oh. Dear. God. I have been speechless before, but never thoughtless. It is as though my mind has been wiped and I have been left numb, without any ability to form a notion. Lori carries on, unaware of my shocked state.
‘We had some fun times, let me tell ya. I’ll introduce you as soon as they get back. They can’t be out there much longer, they’ll freeze to death. Although, I’m sure Oliver is going to want to show you off himself.’ She winks and beckons over Sarah.
I’m about to sneak out of the door, when I spot George and Oliver coming back into the apartment. Without anywhere to run and hide, I sink down in my seat and glug away at the champagne. Looking down at the floor and willing it to swallow me up, I hear Oliver’s voice edging closer. This is it. This is how I am going to die. I am going to die of mortification. I feel a hand placed on my shoulder and flinch at the touch.
‘Clara, there is someone I want you to meet.’ I glance up at Oliver who is beaming down at me and pointing at George. ‘This is one of my old travelling buddies, G.’
Not daring to look directly at him, I desperately try to find something to say, when George jumps in.
‘Actually, Clara and I already know each other. Quite well in fact.’ 
‘Really?’ Oliver looks at me questioningly, understandably puzzled. 
Not knowing what on Earth to say for the best, I choose to say nothing. Praying that this goes as well as possible.
‘Does someone want to elaborate on how you two know each other?’ Oliver laughs nervously and slips his arm around my waist.
 I catch George’s eye and he raises his eyebrows, visibly shocked. 
‘Wow. So, you two are an item?’ George shakes his head and widens his eyes.
‘Does someone want to explain what’s going on here?’ Oliver’s voice is now not so light hearted. 
‘You know the girl I just told you about outside? The girl that I had been seeing and thought it could to lead to something special?’
Oliver just stares at him, gradually putting two and two together. He folds his arms and a frown slowly appears on his face. The room suddenly falls silent. Everyone’s attention is on the three of us. 
‘Come on, George. It was two dates! Three max! I didn’t know you were friends.’ I am trying to defend myself, but I know just how bad this is sounding. There are gasps from our audience and I suddenly feel like I am on the Jerry Springer show. 
‘What is going on?’ Lori comes into the kitchen and eyes the situation up anxiously.
‘Clara’s been cheating on Oliver with George!’ Sarah shouts from the back of room.
‘No I have not!’ I retort, jumping to my feet. 
I turn to Oliver but he backs away. I watch in silence as he picks up his coat and walks out of the room, leaving me to face the already decided jury. How the hell am I going to get out of this one? 



Chapter 35
 
The room is eerily silent. I stare at the open doorway, not really knowing what to do. My head tells me to run after him, but my legs have turned to lead. My stomach churns as the realisation of the situation hits me. What the hell just happened here? 
‘Clara, I think you should leave.’ Lori is holding my handbag at arm’s length, as though it has an ugly STD. 
Taking the bag, making sure I don’t step close enough to get a right hook, I look around the room and take in the many, many glaring faces. George has collapsed into an armchair and is being consoled by a couple of Lori’s friends. Oh please. Pull yourself together. I bite my tongue to stop myself from saying this out loud. I really don’t fancy a kicking from a room full of pro George campaigners.
Turning on my very high heels, I flounce out of the apartment and stomp down the hall. I get as far as the car park before I realise that I don’t have a clue where I am. Rummaging through my bag, I dial Oliver’s number. It rings twice before being diverted to voicemail. Ending the call, I slip my phone into my coat pocket. Has he actually left me here? We can’t leave things like this. The whole thing is a ridiculous misunderstanding. I haven’t technically done anything wrong. Granted I should have told George sooner that I couldn’t see him anymore, but since I took things up a notch with Oliver and he told me how he felt, I haven’t had any intention of seeing George again. I was even doing the courteous thing of telling him in person. I should have just sent a bloody text. 
Looking around for clues as to my location, I wander down the street until I come to a newsagent next to a fish and chip shop. I unzip my purse and dig out a crisp ten pound note. Pushing open the door, I am immediately drawn to the delicious scent of battered cod and vinegar soaked chips. Feeling my bruised ego being soothed by the steamy room, I order some food and hover in a corner to phone Oliver again. This time it goes straight to voicemail. You have got to be kidding me. I just need to speak to him and I can straighten all this out. 
‘Excuse me, your order is ready.’ A very cute lady with a sharp black bob is holding out an overstuffed plastic bag. 
‘Thank you. I don’t suppose you could phone me a taxi could you?’ I take the bag and place it down beside me. 
‘Where are you going?’ She lifts the receiver of a vintage turn dial and smiles genuinely.
For a moment, I consider giving Oliver’s details, but not being able to contact him isn’t a sign he is ready to talk. Sighing, I give her my address instead and type a message to Oliver.
This really is a big misunderstanding. Just give me a chance to explain. We will laugh about this in the morning. Call me xxx
I hit send as a cab pulls up outside. Hugging the warm bag to my chest, I wave at the nice Chinese lady and make my way out to the taxi. This is not how I pictured my night ending.
 
Dropping my fork down onto my plate with a clatter, I check my phone for the millionth time. Still nothing from Oliver. Nothing from anyone for that matter. Since I got back, I have text Lianna, Marc and even my mother. I am beginning to thinking my phone line is down. Telling myself that things will all seem better in the morning, I gather my plate and dump it in the dishwasher. 
After a quick shower, I marginally manage to escape freezing to death as I dry and slip under the covers, feeling rather deflated. I am about to flick on the soaps when my phone chirps from under my pillow. Please be Oliver. I open the message and feel my heart sink.
There isn’t anything to explain. George has told me everything. You slept with my friend. What is there to misunderstand about that? 
My sadness is quickly replaced with anger and I sit bolt upright. What? I most definitely did not sleep with George. I slept at George’s house, in his spare room. There is a world of difference. At least, I hope there is. If not, my magic number is much higher than I have been led to believe. I begin to tap out an infuriated reply when a thought suddenly hits me. George said that I slept with him? Why the hell would he do that? I am about to phone him and give him a piece of my mind, when I realise that if he has lied about our sleeping arrangements then he will probably turn a seething slanging match into a late night booty call. 
Feeling utterly defeated, I throw my phone across the room and flick off the bedroom light. Trying to sleep when you are beyond livid has the same effect as downing multiple espressos with a couple of ProPlus. As I toss and turn, the fury slowly seeps away and I am left with an intense sadness in the pit of my stomach. I knew this newly found happiness was too good to be true. No one falls in love with a beautiful, genuine man and lives happily ever after. Unless they are on a movie set that is. And after tonight, I am pretty sure someone has swapped my frothy rom com script for that of a bad psychological horror and right now, no one can promise a fairy tale ending.



Chapter 36 
 
I awake on Friday morning momentarily forgetting the chaos of yesterday. In a matter of seconds, my mind is flooded with flashbacks of the bedlam that occurred in Lori’s clinical apartment. I fumble around under the duvet for my mobile. Where the hell is it? Rolling out of bed, I drag every sheet off before realising that I threw it across the room last night. I slip on my pink, floral dressing gown and scout the room for the missing phone. It has to be here somewhere, it can’t just vanish. Well actually, Oliver did a pretty good Houdini impression last night so I wouldn’t be surprised. 
Finally spotting the phone under the radiator, I bend down to grab it, pretending not to notice my knees crunching like a ninety year old. Unlocking the screen, I am notified of two messages. One from my mother and the other, Lianna. Oliver has to talk to me sooner or later. We work together for God’s sake! Heading for the bathroom, I decide that I will get us some breakfast on the way in. No one can stay mad when presented with a sausage and egg bagel and a grovelling apology, can they? Best get a bacon bap too, just in case. 
 
I get to Suave half an hour early. Armed with every breakfast option they had on the menu. Laying out enough food to feed a hungry army, I fold the napkins into paper swans and stand back to admire my handy work. I am still marvelling at my delicate paper birds, when I hear the studio doors squeak open. I hear Oliver before I see him. Unfortunately, they are not the words that I want to hear. 
‘I think we need to talk.’ He sounds tired and flat. 
Spinning around in my seat, I offer a smile and pretend I haven’t heard him.
‘I’ve brought breakfast. Bagels, baguettes, rolls, wraps, what do you fancy?’
‘I already ate.’ Not moving from his spot by the door, he drops his bag on the floor with a bang.
‘Oh. Are you sure you can’t fit something in?’ I know he is lying, but I decide not to push it.
‘Oliver, I did not sleep with George. Hand on my heart, I didn’t. I went on a couple of dates with him before I started to date you. I told you I was dating someone, remember?’ I look at him for a reaction, but he doesn’t say anything so I carry on. 
‘After Manchester, I decided not to see him anymore. I didn’t want to tell him over a text so I was going to meet him tonight and break it off. I haven’t done anything wrong. I swear.’
‘You were going to meet him tonight? After everything we spoke about in Manchester? My God, Clara! I told my parents about you! I introduced you to my friends!’ He bangs his fists down on the table in anger. 
‘I was meeting him to break things off! I swear!’ My pleading doesn’t seem to be having any affect. How can he not get this? 
‘You know what, I don’t even wanna know. I just want to forget the entire thing. We have three designs to finish this line. Let’s get them done.’ Oliver sighs heavily and rubs his face.
‘So do I. I want to forget the entire thing. I’m so glad you believe me.’ I run over happily and hold out my arms for a much needed hug.
‘No, Clara.’ He backs away and puts his hands up in protest. ‘When I say I just want to forget it, I mean I want to forget us.’ Staring at me with sad, glassy eyes, he reaches down for his bag and pulls out his laptop. 
His words hit me like a bullet to the chest. I have a slight ringing in my ears and suddenly feel very cold. Not wanting to cry in front of him, I pack up the breakfast buffet in silence and slip out of the room.  Taking the stairs to my old floor, I replay the argument, with his words going round and round in my head. I honestly can’t see where I have gone wrong. Granted dating two men is frowned upon, but they were only dates! As soon as Oliver told me he wanted a relationship, I planned to end things with George. If we wouldn’t have gone to that party last night, I would have broken things off with George tonight and everything would be OK. 
I arrive at the seventh floor and paste a smile on my face before going in. Lianna is at her desk, tapping away on the keyboard at the speed of Road Runner. 
‘Hello.’ I put the bag down on her desk, the whiff of bacon immediately gaining her attention.
‘Who is all this for?’ She routes through the bag and digs out a bacon roll, squeezing three sachets of ketchup onto the bread. 
Not wanting to go into the sorry story now, I kick out the chair next to her and sit myself down.
‘Good deed for the day?’ I shrug my shoulders and Lianna looks at my suspiciously.
‘What’s wrong?’ Putting down her roll, she looks at me with concern. 
‘Nothing, are you free later?’ Hoping she takes the hint and drops it, I fiddle with the ends of my hair.
‘I did have plans with Dan, but it’s not important. Want me to come to yours after work?’ She smiles and returns to her sandwich. 
I nod and smile back. What would I do without Lianna? She unpacks the bag and proceeds to hand them out around the office. Coming back to her seat, she picks a piece of fluff off my jumper.
‘Is this a bottle of red and Doritos kind of problem?’ 
‘Actually, it’s more a case of red and entire Dominoes menu kind of problem.’ 
‘Want me to bring Marc?’
I nod again pathetically. I think it is safe to say I need as many friends as I can get right now. 
 



Chapter 37
 
I have never been more relieved to get out of work. Today has been like a gerbil’s funeral. Sad, strange and you don’t really want to be there. After the cross exchange this morning, Oliver didn’t say more than two words to me all day. I have never felt more alienated around another person in all my life.  Thank god Marc and Lianna are coming over shortly, I really need to vent my anger on the whole situation. They are dropping their cars off at home and getting taxis here so they can have a drink. I stopped off at Sainsbury’s on the way home and filled the boot with as much wine as possible, fully intending to drown my sorrows in a sea of Rioja.
No sooner had I filled the wine rack, there’s a knock at the door. Peeping through the spy hole, I watch Marc and Li huddle under an umbrella, fighting for shelter from the rain. Flipping down the latch and opening the door, they push their way in.
‘It’s freezing! I hope you have got the heating on?’ Marc grumbles as he balances three giant pizza boxes.
Lianna automatically goes into the kitchen and grabs a bottle of red and three glasses, whilst Marc opens up pizza boxes on the coffee table. Once we are snuggled around the table with a glass of wine and a slice of pizza, Li plucks up the courage to ask what is wrong.
‘So, are you going to spill the beans then, Andrews?’ She cocks her head to one side and squeezes sweet chilli sauce over a deep pan cheese and tomato.
‘I’m glad you have already got a drink because you are going to need it.’ I sigh before taking a gulp of my own wine. 
I recap The Valentina and our amazing train journey, feeling depressed at recalling the memory. I watch Marc’s jaw drop at the sex and romantic declaration and I almost enjoy seeing their reaction to George being Oliver’s old buddy. By the time I have finished with this morning’s heated escapades, they are both staring at me in deathly silence. 
‘So, what do you think? I haven’t done anything wrong, right?’ I look from Marc to Lianna, waiting for the verdict. Marc speaks up first. 
‘Well to be honest, you kind of have.’ He says the words carefully, as though talking to a psychopathic three year old. I am too shocked to say anything, so I just stare at him, waiting for the elaboration. He glances at Lianna who is frowning at him furiously. 
‘All I am saying, is that you did date two men at once. How would you feel knowing he was dating someone else at the same time as you?’
‘I would be totally fine with it.’ I lie blatantly in retaliation.
‘No you would not.’ Marc rolls his eyes and shakes his head.
Lianna wipes her greasy paws on a piece of kitchen roll and butts into the conversation.
‘I disagree. Clara was young free and single. She went on a couple of dates with two different guys, when things got serious with one of them, she decided to break things off with the other. It’s just unfortunate that they turned out to know each other. Anyway, I have known you date ten women at once so you can’t say anything!’ She digs him in the ribs with a bony finger.
‘Not any more. There’s only one woman for me.’ 
I wait for him to laugh but he seems deadly serious. Lianna shoots me a questioning look and puts her hand on his forehead. 
‘Are you feeling OK?’ I can tell that she is only half joking. 
‘I have never felt better.’ He dips a pizza crust in a dollop of garlic mayo and reaches for his drink.
‘There is something I’ve been meaning to tell you both. I don’t want it going any further than this room for now, but I wanted to share it with you.’ 
Lianna and I exchange concerned glances. What on earth is he going to say? Is he leaving Suave? Is he coming out of the closet? 
‘Gina’s pregnant.’
I feel my jaw drop and automatically look at Li for her reaction. She claps her hands over her mouth, eyes like a startled blowfish.
‘Well?’ He looks between us, waiting for the first one to speak. Thankfully, Lianna breaks first. 
‘Just so we are on the same page, that’s a good thing, right?’
‘It’s an amazing thing! I’ve never really thought about children before, but I couldn’t be happier. We both couldn’t.’ Marc smiles and takes off his glasses to rub his eyes. Is he crying?
‘Are you crying?’ I exclaim, genuinely touched at finally seeing an emotional side to the usual sarcastic Marc. 
‘No! It’s just this pizza has so many onions.’ He quickly pushes his glasses back up the bridge of his nose.
‘Well, I think congratulations are in order!’ I jump to my feet and grab a bottle of pink Moet from the fridge.
‘I had been saving this for a special occasion and I don’t think it gets more special or surprising than this.’  
I grab a chair to reach the champagne flutes that are hiding at the back of the cupboard. Filling the glasses with pink, fuzzy suds, I watch from the kitchen as Lianna throws herself at Marc like the Honey Monster. Seeing my two friends full of joy and good news makes me temporarily forget about my own sorry problems. Marc having a baby with Gina has to be the most bizarre, funny yet weirdly adorable thing I have ever had the fortune of hearing. It shows goes to show, you never know what is around the corner. 
 



Chapter 38
 
By the time it goes dark on Saturday evening, I must have texted Oliver a dozen times and not heard anything back. Finally giving up, I dig my beautiful purple sandals out of their box and slip them onto my freshly polished feet. I used to think a pretty pair of shoes fixed all problems, if only that was true. Finally happy with my outfit, I totter down the stairs to wait for the cab. We decided last night that we would go into town tonight. Lianna has managed to tear herself away from Dan for the night and Marc, well Marc has used his get out of jail free card to nurse Gina through morning sickness, which ironically comes in the evening. Cute, I suppose. 
After the initial excitement of the Immaculate Conception died down, we returned to the subject of my messed up love life. In the end, we all agreed that Oliver would come round eventually and if he didn’t, it was his loss anyway. The last part wasn’t something I was convinced of. Checking my phone for the trillionth time, I frown at the empty message folder and check the signal. Yep, still connected. 
Hearing a horn blast outside, I pull my black, crochet poncho over my head and make for the door. I tip toe down the path, trying my hardest to avoid the muddy puddles and dive into the car.
‘Hello! Wow, that dress is pretty!’ 
As per usual, Lianna looks stunning. Her scoop neck, grey dress is gathered down one side, falling into a beautiful asymmetric hem. Everything about her screams Grecian goddess. Bitch. 
‘So, the plan tonight is to have as many cosmopolitans as it takes to put a smile on that miserable face of yours.’ She pinches my nose jokingly and slips her arm through mine. 
I manage a smile and change the subject. The single glass of red I had whilst getting ready is nowhere near enough to talk about Oliver gate. 
‘Can you believe Marc and Gina are having a baby?’
‘I actually can’t! I wonder if they will get married.’ Lianna’s eyes light up. 
She has always been in love with weddings. I have even spotted her buying bridal magazines in the past, although she would never admit it. 
‘I doubt it. I don’t really see Gina as the traditional type.’
‘True, but did you see Marc as the baby daddy type?’ 
I think for a moment, but I can honestly say not in a million years would I have put Marc with a baby. 
‘Good point. Oh, we’re here.’ I push a scrawled on note through the Perspex window to the driver and we head into the restaurant.  With the amount of alcohol I plan on consuming tonight, it is only wise to put down some solid foundations. And by solid foundations, I mean Indian food. And lots of it. 
 
‘Li, I swear I had no intention of meeting with George for any other reason other than to end things with him.’ I scoop up some lime pickle into my chapatti and devour it in one. 
‘I know, but Oliver doesn’t know that.’ She waves her glass around to emphasise her point. 
‘But I told him! He just refuses to believe me! Instead he believes George who has told him I slept with him!’ Feeling my blood begin to boil, I fold my arms angrily.
‘Right, tonight is about making you forget Mr. American, not mope over him. Drink your cocktail.’ Lianna pushes my glass towards me and dives back in for the mango sauce. 
‘You’re right. That’s the last time I will mention him.’ We clink glasses as our main courses arrive at the table.
Filling my plate with sugar, spice and all things nice, I munch away hungrily as Lianna tells me all about the wonderful Dan. I must admit, I am very surprised at how much he seems to have matured.
‘So, do you think it is for keeps this time?’ I ask, stuffing peshwari naan into my cake hole. 
‘I really do. He has been amazing!’ Her eyes mist over and I roll my eyes.
‘Well, I am very glad that you are happy, but enough of the soppy stuff. If I can’t talk about my love life, I’m not spending my night listening to yours!’
‘Fine.’ She sticks her tongue out and picks up the drinks menu. 
We go back to our food and I secretly take a peek at my phone. Still nothing! Refusing to give in to the temptation of texting him again, I turn my phone off and kick my bag under the table. There’s only one thing for it.
‘More cocktails?’
‘Most definitely.’
 
Completely stuffed and slightly intoxicated, we walk arm in arm down to Velvet, following the growing clusters of party people. The air is cold, but the high levels of alcohol in my system make it barely noticeable. The queue is longer than normal, but seems to fizzle down in no time at all. Once inside, I go and grab the last available booth whilst Lianna heads off to the bar. As I wait for her to return, my eyes scan the room, taking in all the loved up couples and groups of giggling girls. Velvet is known as being a local celeb hotspot and I am not ashamed to admit to keeping an eye out for Jude Law. To this day, the closest I have come is an ex Eastenders actor who was more sleazebag than heart throb.  
I am about to go and see what the holdup is when I spot a familiar face out of the corner of my eye. Spinning around so fast that I almost snap my neck, I blink twice trying to get my eyes to focus. I could have sworn that was George. Squinting in the dim light, I watch the figure head out of the door and down the street. Convincing myself that my eyes are playing tricks on me, I smile as Lianna plonks a bottle of red down on the table. My beer goggles must be working overtime tonight. 
 
 



Chapter 39
 
Laughing hysterically at the strange, ginger man with a Mohawk, trying desperately to talk Lianna into going home with him, I grab my bag and run to the bar. Over the past few hours, we have guzzled our way through two bottles of red and moved from Velvet to Noir Bar. The music is so loud. I can feel it pulsating throughout my entire body. The copious amounts of alcohol swimming around inside me make it easy to let go on the dance floor. I must have consumed a week’s worth of calories in wine alone, not including the three course meal I had earlier. Too drunk to care, I strategically pull down the neckline on my dress to attract the attention of the busy barman. I order another bottle and laugh at how effective an inch of cleavage can be. 
‘This is definitely the last one.’ I crash the bottle down on the table and twist off the screw top.
Mr Ginger Mohawk has taken the hint and finally given up on Lianna. I spot him gyrating on the dance floor next to a mortified, petite, blonde woman who bats him away with her handbag. What a catch. 
Tonight has been really good. Lianna had definitely succeeded in her plan to cheer me up. Don’t get me wrong, I have continued to check my phone every thirty minutes, but the disappointment in realising Oliver hasn’t called has eased massively. Sipping my drink, I glance down at my watch. It is just after midnight and the club is filling up rapidly. From our booth, I have been watching the swarms of people buzzing through the door. One in one out, like a conveyor belt of hungry ants.
Lianna has been chewing my ear off about her nightmare neighbour and I am still pretending to listen when a tiny arm waves manically at us from the dance floor. I squint through the clouds of smoke and realise that the teeny arm belongs to Rebecca. Can I pretend I haven’t seen her? She begins walking in our direction, dragging a tall, dark haired man along with her.
‘Lianna?’ I interrupt her mid flow and she shoots me daggers.
‘How many times! It’s rude to butt in!’
‘Sorry. It’s just that I have just spotted Rebecca on the dance floor and by the looks of it, she is coming our way.’ 
Lianna rolls her eyes and frowns with disdain. I have never understood Li’s problem with Rebecca. Yes, she can be ditsy and a tad annoying but she doesn’t mean any harm. I refill her glass and hope the extra grape juice will release some happy endorphins. 
‘Hi guys!’ Rebecca plants a massive red kiss on both of my cheeks and leans in to hug Lianna who frostily pats her on the back. Totally unaware of the ice maiden reception, she plonks herself down between us.
‘Have you been in here all night?’ I ask, sipping my drink.
‘We actually just got here. The queue was so long to get in!’ She sighs dramatically and I get a strong whiff of Jack Daniels. Who would have put Rebecca as a bourbon drinker?
‘Who are you here with?’ Lianna chirps in, peeling the label off the wine bottle. 
‘I’m actually on a date! He just went to get more drinks!’ She squeals excitedly and looks over to the bar.
‘Don’t you think you should go and give him a hand? It looks pretty busy over there?’ Lianna smiles at her sweetly, but I know this is just a way of getting rid of her. 
‘Yes, I think you’re right.’ Rebecca slips under the table and straightens out her dress. ‘Do you guys want anything?’
‘We’re both fine, thanks.’ I gesture to the practically full wine bottle.
‘OK. I’ll go and help with the drinks. We will be right back!’ She runs her fingers through her massive hair and skips over to the bar.
I wave her off and bite my lip, not daring to look at Lianna.
‘Do we have to sit with her?’ Lianna folds her arms and leans back in her seat like an overtired toddler. 
‘Come on, don’t be mean. Just give it ten minutes and then we can escape.’
She pulls a petulant face and picks up her glass moodily. 
‘Don’t be a bitch.’ Accidentally on purpose, I kick her under the table and hold up my hands in apology. 
‘I need to pee anyway.’ She drains her glass and swings her bag over her shoulder before waltzing off across the dance floor. 
Shaking my head, I look over to the bar for Rebecca. This place is so dark that all I can see are silhouettes of different shapes and sizes lining the shiny counter top. The music suddenly gets louder, making it hard to hear myself think. Not that there’s much to think about when you have Calvin Harris piercing your eardrums and a barrel load of wine inside you. I tap my fingernails on the glass in time to the music and giggle as I watch a paralytic girl try and fail to take a seductive selfie.  
I am still laughing when I see Lianna squeezing her way through a group of cackling middle aged women, just as Rebecca arrives back at the table. 
‘I know you said not to get you anything, but G got us all some sambucca shots!’
G? I feel my blood freeze. The odds on him being Oliver’s friend were near impossible, let alone Rebecca’s date too! No, it is not possible. A tanned, masculine hand places a shot glass in front of me and my eyes trace up his arm in disbelief. As our eye’s lock, I feel sick. And then I feel mad, really, really mad. Snatching the sambucca out of his hand, I down the sticky, aniseed liquid and wince at the burn. I never did like Sambucca. 
 
 
 



Chapter 40
 
‘G, this is my colleague, Clara Andrews.’ Rebecca slips her arm through George’s and smiles blissfully.
‘It’s lovely to meet you, Clara.’ He holds out his hand and I stare at it horrified. Is he really going to pretend that he doesn’t know me? This just gets weirder. It’s like I have slipped into a parallel universe. 
‘The queue was insane! Why does it take some women so long to pee?’ Lianna slides into the booth beside me and immediately picks up a sambucca shot.
I glare at George, my angry eyes burning through his skin. How can he have flipped like this? What happened to the funny, kind man that I met only a few weeks ago? 
‘Where do I know his face from?’ Li leans back and whispers in my ear.
‘It’s George.’ I manage to spit the words out between gritted teeth.
‘Oh my god! What the hell is he doing here?’ She is trying to whisper but her voice is rising above the music. 
‘He’s here with Rebecca. I have to talk to him.’ Standing up, I drain the remnants of my wine and hop out of the booth. 
‘I need to talk to you.’ I stand an inch from his nose and squeeze my hands into little fists. 
Sensing that all hell is about to break loose, Lianna drags Rebecca over to the dance floor out of harm’s way. 
‘Well?’ I demand, resisting the urge to punch him right on the nose.  
‘What do you want to talk about?’ He laughs and shrugs his shoulders, sipping his Corona cockily. 
‘Outside. Now.’ I push past him and stomp across the dance floor towards the exit.
 
Standing outside, I duck into a bakery doorway to escape the cold and wait for George to speak. 
‘I said why!’ I shout, not caring who hears me.
‘I did not tell Oliver we slept together. I said you slept over. He just assumed that we slept together.’
‘And you didn’t think to correct him? I don’t understand why you would do that?’ My voice is thunderous and we are starting to attract a small audience. 
‘Really? You don’t understand? How about, you were sleeping with my friend? You’re the one in the wrong here, Clara. I don’t think you are in any position to be pissed off.’ His voice is airy and light, making me seem like an irrational bunny boiler. 
‘Oh come on! We were never serious! We only went on two dates!’ 
George shakes his head and walks back out onto the busy street. Not willing to give up so easily, I run after him. 
‘Hey, I’m not finished talking to you!’ Trying to stay steady on my five inch heels, I make a grab for his jacket and spin him around. He actually looks really sad.
‘I’m sorry. OK? I’m really, really sorry.’ I stare at him, hoping my apology comes across as sincere and not pathetic. 
He takes a packet of cigarettes out of his jeans pocket and sits down on the kerb. Narrowly avoiding a bird poop disaster, I slump down next to an empty Big Mac box and kick away an empty Pepsi can. What makes people turn into such pigs when they have had a drink? 
‘I really didn’t mean to hurt you, George. I honestly didn’t. As soon as I realised I had feelings for Oliver, I planned to end things with you. I should have done it sooner, but I wanted to do it face to face.’ I look at him and wait for his response. After a few minutes of prickly silence, it suddenly dawns on me just how wrong I have been. Why couldn’t I see it before? Leading George into thinking we could be going somewhere, when all along I was wrapped up in Oliver. In Oliver’s bed. Feeling rather guilty and ashamed of myself, I drop my head down into my lap.
‘I don’t know what else to say. I’m just really sorry.’ Pushing myself up, I wait for a second for him to say something. 
Giving up, I make my way back to Noir Bar and squeeze through the packed club. It takes me a while to locate Lianna and Rebecca, busily twerking away to Nicki Minaj by the DJ box. Even the sight of Rebecca’s baboon like dance moves aren’t enough to make me raise a smile. Catching Lianna’s eye, I wave her over and pull on my poncho over my head.
‘Well? How did it go?’ She asks, panting for breath.
‘I don’t really know. I just want to go home, but you stay. It’s still early, I really don’t mind.’
‘Actually, Dan has text so I think I will head over to his. Are you sure you are OK?’ Grabbing her phone, she reaches across the booth for her coat and scarf. 
As I wait for her to get wrapped up, I spot George ushering Rebecca towards the bar. Not wanting another confrontation, I take hold of Lianna’s hand and run to the door. 
Once we are safely outside and out of earshot of George, I feel my eyes start to fill with tears. Flagging down a taxi, I offer it to Lianna, but she insists on waiting for the next one. Promising to call her tomorrow, I jump in the back and ride the entire way home in sad silence. What a mess.
 
Curling up in a ball on the sofa, I pull my poncho up over my shoulders and allow myself to cry. Once I start, I can’t stop. I not even sure why I am crying. Losing Oliver? Knowing that I hurt George? The fact that I just stubbed my little toe? I don’t know. What I do know, is that I don’t have a clue how to put it right. 



Chapter 41
 
I am ashamed to admit, that on Sunday, I only moved out of bed to pee and answer the door to the take out guy. By 8.30, I am tucked under my duvet picking seaweed out of my greasy hair. I have spent all day watching Sex and the City reruns. Carrie Bradshaw, I am most certainly not. Swinging my legs over the edge of the bed, I collect the empty food cartons and traipse outside to the dustbin. What a waste of a Sunday. All day I have thought about Oliver. I am dreading going into work in the morning. We still have another three weeks of his contract left. How on earth are we going to be able to work together when he won’t even acknowledge my existence? 
Discovering some egg fried rice in my bra, I decide a shower wouldn’t be that bad of an idea. Rummaging around for a clean towel, I hear my phone beep and make a dash to the bedroom. Seeing a scan picture flash up on the screen makes me instantly well up again. Marc is having a baby, a bloody baby and here I am crying over another failed relationship. What has my life become?
 
‘Clara, did you hear me’ Rebecca’s voice rings in my ears and I don’t quite know how to respond. He’s gone? What does that even mean?
‘Clara?’
Finding my voice, I manage a squeak that resembles yes and end the call. I feel completely shattered. Not knowing what to do, I open the window to get some air. He’s gone. Oliver has gone back to America. He has ended his contract and flown back to America. I have a wave of nausea and stick my head out of the window. This is not happening. 
Running across the studio, I grab my phone and dial his number. It doesn’t even give me one sympathy ring before diverting to voicemail.
Hearing Oliver’s voice makes my heart shatter into a million pieces. Is this it? Will I never see him again? Ending the call, I go to my recent calls and select Marc’s number. He has to know more than Rebecca.
‘Marc Stroker.’
‘Marc? It’s me. What the hell is going on?’ Holding back my tears, I try to keep my voice steady. 
‘I’m sorry, Clara. I only just heard around an hour ago. I don’t mean to be harsh, but regardless of what was going on between the two of you, this line needs to be finished. We have got three weeks? Do you think you can manage that on your own?’
‘I think so.’  I feel like I have been punched in the ovary.
‘I’ve got to go. Oliver leaving like this has totally screwed us over. I’ll call you later.’ The line goes dead and I stare at the receiver. 
He has really gone. Even though I have been informed of this, twice in the last five minutes, by two different people, I still don’t believe it.
Not quite knowing what to do with myself, I take a seat at the work bench and get up Oliver’s designs on the laptop. Stroking the pretty, printed canvas on the screen, I try to pull myself together. It took us hours to choose this design. Hours sat laughing, devouring Krispy Kreme doughnuts and reminiscing of cocktails at The Valentina. Reminding myself that the show must go on, I look around in the desk drawers for the fabric samples. Taking the book and dropping it on the table, I flip past the lace and pretty printed canvas’s until I land on the distressed, tired leather. Somehow, it felt more fitting.
 
I didn’t even take a lunch hour, choosing instead to work straight through. If you didn’t count peeing or a trip to the vending machine, I hadn’t left the office all day. Not even Lianna’s offer of a trip to the bistro could entice me out of the office. The thing is, I knew that if I stopped working I would crumble into a pathetic ball and not get back up again. Counting down the hours until I can go home and cry into a tub of ice cream, I make it to 5.30 and lock up the studio. 
All the way down to the car, I convince myself that I have forgotten something. Have I left the window open? Left the phone off the hook? It takes me a while to realise that what is missing, is Oliver. 
Slamming the car door, I can’t quite believe how dark it is. Only a week ago I was envisaging marshmallows around the bonfire and an American themed Christmas, sipping eggnog. Right now, the future doesn’t look quite so promising. With no one to take me for nice meals at posh, French restaurants, I make a quick detour to the supermarket and fill my basket with useless microwave ready meals and one too many bottles of wine. 
Driving home in the pouring down rain, I flick between radio stations to find something that doesn’t make me want to slit my wrists. How has my American Dream become Nightmare on Elm Street? Giving up on the radio and turning it off, I pull over to the side of the road and decide to give it one last try. Taking a few deep breaths, I dial Oliver’s number and feel my heart sink at the strange ring tone. So, he has definitely left the country then. I let the line ring out for what seems like an eternity before giving up and tossing my phone onto the passenger seat. Well, I guess that’s it then. I rest my head on the steering wheel for a moment, fighting back the tears. 
Just as I am about to pull back into the road, my phone starts to ring. Not daring to look at the screen, I flick my indicator off and slowly put the handset to my ear. 
‘Clara?’
It’s him. 



Chapter 42
 
Losing the ability to form words, I open and close my mouth repeatedly like a hungry angel fish. 
‘Clara? Are you there?’ Oliver’s husky voice comes down the line and I immediately feel a strange mix of emotions. 
‘Yes?’ Choking back the tears, I manage to speak, so relieved to hear his voice again. 
‘I was just returning your call?’ He sounds flat and his words are empty. 
‘OK.’ I whisper back, still not knowing what I had called for. There is a silence, where no one says a word. Just knowing that he is on the other end of line is enough.
‘Look, I better go. I’m kind of in the middle of something here.’ The words hit me and I am suddenly aware that is probably my only chance to put this right.
‘No, wait. Oliver, I want you to know that I am really, truly, very sorry.’ My voice starts to crack and I clap my hand over my mouth to muffle the sound. 
‘Well, I’m sorry too.’ 
‘What? You’re sorry? Why are you sorry?’ Now I feel even worse.
‘I’m just sorry that it had to end like this. Goodbye, Clara.’
 
I could have been sat there five minutes, I could have been sat there an hour. I really didn’t know. Watching the headlights speeding by, I let the tears roll down my cheeks. How could I be this upset about a man that I had only been in my life for the past couple of months? I’ve had blow dries that last longer. Having never had a real relationship, I had never had my heartbroken before. It’s just my luck that a chance meeting, in all my hungover glory, has led me to knowing what it is to be completely emotionally crushed. I debate driving over to Lianna’s, Marc’s even, but deep down there’s only one place I want to go, home. 
 
Taking a giant mouthful of cookie dough ice-cream, I press delete on my mobile phone. For the past half an hour, I have erased photo after photo from my picture album.  Feeling like a dejected adolescent, I have wiped out any trace of Oliver from my phone. I started on pictures from our meal at La Fleur and finish up with loved up selfies on the train back from Manchester. Surely I am now too old for to be downtrodden and feel forlorn over a man. Reminding myself of just how broken Lianna gets, each and every time she has a failed relationship, I decide the best course of action is to crawl into bed and sleep it off. 
Sleeping sounded the best idea in principle, putting it into action however, was another matter. After two hours of flipping from the foetus position to lying flat on my face, I finally give up and head into the kitchen. Rooting around at the back of the crisp cupboard, I dig out the bottle of Jim Beam Marc had given me when I got promoted. Still unopened with a slight layer of dust, it had been waiting around for a special occasion. A special occasion or an emergency situation. One or the other. 
I let the strong, golden fluid burn the back of my throat and warm me from the inside. Wandering over to the window, I listen to the wind battering the walls of the house. Winter really is drawing in. Dropping onto the sofa and taking the bottle with me, I pour out another glassful and rest my head on the arm. Within half an hour, I feel better. Not perfect, but definitely a little better. I have never been a believer of the answer being at the bottom of a glass, but right now, it’s my only hope. 
 
The following morning, I awake on the sofa, scotch glass still in hand. My first hope is that the nauseating sadness has gone. Only it hasn’t, it is still well and truly here, along with a thudding headache and overwhelming urge to curl up and die.  
Dragging my sorry backside to the bathroom, I turn on the shower and let the hot water droplets soothe my sore head. Not being one to mope around, I decide that I have had my time to shed tears. I had a life before Oliver, so I am going to have to pull myself together and get that life back. It took me five years of hard slog to get this promotion and I am not going to let all that work go to waste for a man. 
I dry myself off and pull my trusty black skater dress off its hanger. Tugging on a pair of woolly tights, I dig around in my make up bag for the brightest lipstick I can find. My insides may be downtrodden and unhappy, but my outsides are going to portray an image of confidence and tranquillity if it kills me. 
The many hours I have spent watching Bridget Jones has taught me that if there is one trick to getting over a breakup, it is to keep busy. Once I have unloaded the dishwasher, I take out my phone and arrange lunch with Lianna. I also manage to schedule a couple of drinks after work with Marc. I am determined not to turn into one of those pathetic women who sit at home in tracksuit bottoms crying over a breakup.
Sipping a hazelnut coffee, I scroll through my Twitter notifications and feel my heart tighten when my eyes land on Oliver’s name. Before I know what I am doing, my finger’s tap on his photo. Staring at his picture, I feel all of my will power evaporate in an instant. Even on a four inch screen and being three thousand miles away, he still has the same effect on me. The devil on my shoulder whispers in my ear that he has gone and he isn’t coming back. Chucking my coffee down the sink, I button up my coat and remind myself that there’s no point in crying over spilt milk. And by spilt milk, I mean failed relationships. 



Chapter 43
 
By the time my stomach starts to grumble at lunch time, my can do attitude has worn paper thin. Fiddling with my keys outside the office, I edge away from the coughing smokers and check my watch. Lianna should have been here ten minutes ago. I am about to give up and head over to the pub on my own, when I spot a cloud of faux fur wearing an aviator hat bustle through the revolving door.
‘So sorry I’m late. I was waiting on a call back from HR. How are you?’ Lianna pulls down the bobbles on her hat and digs the world’s longest scarf out of her handbag.
‘It’s not that bloody cold.’ I grumble, tucking stray strands of hair behind my ears. 
‘You’re not still moping after Oliver are you? He will come around. You know I am always right about these things. Trust me, I can feel it.’ She rubs my back encouragingly.
‘Well, I think you had better get those feelings checked out, because he’s gone.’
‘What do you mean?’ Pressing the button to cross the road, she looks at me quizzically.
‘I mean, he’s gone. As in, gone back to America.’ The words are much harder to say out loud than in my head. 
‘What the hell are you talking about? He can’t have gone. He’s contracted to Suave.’ 
‘I don’t know how, I don’t know when. All I know, is that he isn’t working for Suave anymore and that he has flown back home.’ I feel a growing lump in my throat and try my hardest to breathe through it. 
Lianna stops walking and stares at me like I have grown another head. She makes numerous attempts at saying something, before grabbing my arm and frog marching me over to the pub. 
Neither of us says anything else until we are seated and handed menus. 
‘Right, start from the beginning. When did you find out he had gone?’ Lianna sucks on her straw and pushes her polka dot rimmed glasses further up her nose.
‘Yesterday.’ I murmur, not daring to look her in the eye in case tears start streaming down my face.
‘Yesterday? Why is this the first I am hearing of it?’ She slams down her glass and I wipe splashes of lemonade off my arm. 
‘I didn’t want to talk about it.’
‘Maybe it will make you feel better to talk about it. It’s not good to keep negative emotions bottled up.’ 
The last thing I want to do is go over the whole thing again, but keeping it to myself hasn’t helped one iota. 
‘Come on. Tell me everything.’ 
And so I did. I start with the unfortunate first meeting in the Bistro and my mortification when he turned out to be our new designer. I smile fondly as I recall our first brunch, Oliver hitting his head on the ridiculously low beams and the most romantic meal I have ever had in La Fleur. My mouth begins to water as I remember all the cute, flirty lunches spent holed up the studio together. By the time I get to the surprise champagne train ride and our sunrise heart to heart, tears are spilling down my cheeks. And that’s when my heart almost stops. Why hadn’t I realised it before now? It has been staring me in the face all this time. I love him.
‘I love him.’ My announcement comes out ten decibels louder than I intended. 
‘What?’ Lianna’s jaw hits the table and she gawks at me like I have finally gone insane.
Shooting out of my chair, I chuck some notes on the table. Lianna makes an attempt to catch a twenty pound note before it lands in a jug of iced table water. 
‘Clara! Where are you going? Sit down!’ She blushes furiously as people start to turn around in their seats at the commotion. 
‘I’ve got to go, Lianna. I’m sorry.’ Running past the waiters and queuing customers, I push my way out onto the street.
Emptying the contents of my handbag out onto the street, I snatch my phone from the pile of hair slides and empty chewing gum wrappers. I ignore the derogatory comments from the angry pedestrians walking over me and dial Oliver’s number. I am not having the only man I have ever loved walk away from me without a fight. The line stays dead for a moment too long before clicking onto voicemail. Desperately trying again, I hit redial and pray that he answers. Hearing the cold pre-recorded message, I feel a shattering devastation rising in my throat like bile. Before I get chance to do anything irrational and stupid, a hand reaches down and gently takes the phone from my grasp.   
‘Clara? Come on, let’s get you home.’ 
I look up at Lianna and feel mortified by her sympathetic smile. She kneels down on the pavement and begins collecting up my things. The sight of my best friend coming to my rescue makes me burst into a big blubbering mess. I allow her to pull me to my feet and flag down a taxi. Bundling me into the back of the cab, she slips in next to me and gives the driver my address. 
I don’t stop crying the entire way home. Even when Lianna runs me a hot, lavender bath and orders me to get in, I still have tears escaping my sore eyes. It is only once I am neck high in bubbles that I realise we haven’t gone back to work. Too upset to care, I tilt my head back and let the water fills my ears, blocking out the rest of the world. My mum used to tell me that there isn’t anything a long soak in the bath couldn’t fix, but that was when my biggest problem was period cramps. If problems are fixed by water, I’m going to need an entire ocean. 



Chapter 44
 
Pushing fried rice round my plate, I pretend not to hear Lianna and Marc whispering in the kitchen. I am rather humiliated following my public meltdown and don’t really know what to say to move on from it. From what I can gather from the hushed conversation behind me, they are both rather concerned about leaving me alone. Not wanting to be a seen as a suicidal psychiatric patient, I squeeze my miserable face muscles into a smile and take a mouthful of seaweed. 
‘How are you feeling?’ Lianna curls up next to me and steals a chunky chip from my plate.
‘I’m alright, I promise. Look, I am so sorry about before. I don’t know what came over me.’ My skin flushes crimson at the embarrassment of my friends seeing me like that. I am not exactly G.I. Jane, but I am not one for crying in front of people, especially on the pavement of a crowded street. God, I hate myself sometimes. 
‘Don’t be silly. Being upset isn’t something to be ashamed of. Remember what I was like with Dan?’ She shakes her head at the memory and looks at Marc for encouragement.
‘I never liked him anyway. American asshole.’ Marc winks at me over the top of his beer bottle and I know that is the most I will get from him. 
‘I just want you to know that this won’t happen again. Meltdown over.’ Acting brave when you are falling apart inside is mentally draining. 
‘Let’s watch a film.’ Lianna demands, flicking through my impressive DVD collection. I pretend not to notice as she hides anything American or romantic under the coffee table. 
‘How about, 28 Days Later?’ Not waiting for a response, she hops over to the TV and fiddles with the remote. 
Watching Marc melt over yet more scan pictures, I slip away into the bathroom. Leaning against the warm radiator, I pull back the voile curtain and watch the heavy rain turn into slushy icicles as it hits the ground. I hear an ear piercing bang and watch the sky fill with purple and red sparkles. Bonfire Night has always been one of my favourite holidays. Truth be told, I actual prefer it to Christmas. Letting the curtain fall back down, I splash water on my face, not caring about the inevitable panda eyes. To be honest, they match my pathetic pyjamas and messy top knot. 
Tip toeing back into the living room, I peek at Lianna and Marc, top and tailing on the sofa, Lianna with a pillow covering her eyes. I might be in a mess in the romantic apartment, but I do have some fantastic friends. I also have a cute house, granted it’s not Buckingham Palace but at least it’s mine. I guess two out of three isn’t so bad. 
 
It is gone midnight when I finally manage to convince Lianna and Marc to go home. The problem is, the second I close the door, I want to scream at them to come straight back. Fighting the urge to chase them down the street, I slowly walk into the living room and pick up the half drunken glass of amaretto I left earlier. Why do I suddenly feel all alone? I have lived in this house on my own for four years and not once felt lonely. Maybe I’ll end up like the crazy cat lady at the end of the street after all. People go through break ups all the time and come out of the other end alive. I just need to pull myself together. 
Deciding to call it a night, I flick off the living room light and pad into my bedroom, opening the window so I can watch the fireworks. A large curry stain on my pyjamas grabs my attention and I flick through my wardrobe for another pair. My hand lands on the red cocktail dress I bought in Manchester. Before I can stop it, a single tear slips down my face and I quickly wipe it away. Feeling my bottom lip begin to wobble, I slam the wardrobe shut and throw myself into bed, curried PJ’S and all. 
As the tears soak my pillow, I make a promise that this is the last time I cry myself to sleep at night. Life is far too short and precious to waste it crying over things that you cannot change. Turning over, I listen to the heavy rain battering against the walls of the house. 
Just as I am slipping into unconsciousness, a gentle knocking makes me stir. Who is setting fireworks off at this time of the night? Pulling the cover up over my head, I try to fall back to sleep, not wanting to lose my concentration. There it is again! Annoyed, I stomp to the window and yank it open. I can’t see any fireworks through the thick sheets of rain. In fact, I can’t see anything at all. 
As I am about to slam the window shut, a black shadow catches my eye. Leaning out of the window, I can vaguely make out a silhouette of a man at my front door. Marc, no doubt. 
I can’t help but feel a little touched. I told him I would be fine, but I had a feeling he would be back. Running down the stairs, I dry my damp face and fumble around in the hallway for the house keys. The rain is making so much noise I can barely hear myself think. Fighting against the wind, it takes all my strength to pull open the door. 
‘Clara?’
Oliver??
Oh my God! Am I dreaming? Have I died? Am I hallucinating?
‘Clara? Can I come in?’ 
I attempt to speak but nothing comes out. Dripping wet, he pushes past me into the hall.
‘What are you doing here?’ My legs tremble and my knees start to feel weak. 
‘I love you.’
I hear the words come out of his mouth but they take a moment to register.
‘But what about George?’ Still not believing that he is stood in front of me, I suddenly become lightheaded.
‘George called me. He told me everything.’ 
‘He did?’ The words come out so quiet, I am surprised he hears me.
‘To be honest, I couldn’t care less. I love you, Clara.’ He holds my shoulders and looks me straight in the eye. 
Realising that I have panda eyes and curry down my ten year old pyjamas, I feel incredibly self conscious. As if reading my mind, he pulls me down so we are both sitting at the bottom of the stairs. 
‘Clara, I have loved you since the day I first laid eyes on you. You had Pepto Bismol down your dress and vomit in your hair, but you were the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.’ 
‘Do you really mean that? My heart pounds faster than I ever knew possible. He brushes a stray hair from my cheek and cups my face with both hands.  
‘I really, really do.’
And that’s it. That’s when he kissed me. The ending of my very own, not so traditional love story. My American Dream. Looking behind him at the night sky, I take in all the stars and for a split second, I truly believe that sometimes dreams really do come true.
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