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Chapter 1

Juniper was lost. Geographically, that was. Probably emotionally, too, but she wasn’t thinking about that at the moment on account of the fact that it was the first day of her new and improved life – or would be if she could just find the building where all her hopes and dreams lay.

She swiped her sweaty curtain fringe from her eyes, nerves jangling as she looked around the grand college campus situated in the heart of London. RACA, the Royal Academy of Ceramic Arts, was a small university in comparison to most, but no less intimidating, especially to a northern lass who had spent the last couple of years away from education. She currently stood in Potter’s Square, a paved open space surrounded by tall, modern blocks of classrooms on one side and a cluster of historic Georgian buildings on the other: a far cry from the industrial red bricks and Gothic architecture of Manchester. In front of her, the vast exhibition gallery gleamed like a temple, supported by elaborate pillars. Behind, the library was almost as grand, housing a turret clock that reminded her she was quite late.

Late, and officially out of her depth. Even the majestic bronze statue of Magdalene Wells – also known as one of the earliest pioneers of modern ceramic sculpting, so Juniper had researched – seemed to know it, narrowed eyes looking down haughtily at her.

‘I know, Mags. I’m buggered,’ she muttered, and took out her phone just to make sure the clock wasn’t lying to her.

Okay, she was doubly buggered. Her workshop introduction had started five minutes ago. She cursed herself for taking that extra ten (okay, twenty) minutes in the shower this morning and ran to the first person she could find, who happened to be a short man with a very red, very wiry beard. He didn’t seem all that happy when Juniper touched his arm, quick to put distance between them with a Magdalene-like cock of his head.

‘Hello. Sorry!’ Juniper blurted. ‘First of all, do I have ketchup on my chin?’ She’d eaten a bacon butty – sorry, sandwich now she was down south – on the way in and couldn’t be certain.

He blinked, then said, ‘No.’

‘Are you just saying that to get rid of me?’

‘Yes.’ He made to continue on his way, leaving Juniper to dash after him. Despite being barely taller than her five-three height, his strides were surprisingly long and difficult to catch up to. She’d known Londoners wouldn’t be quite as patient as the friendly northerners she was used to, but bloody hell.

‘I just wanted to know where the Whiteread Building is?’ she asked between trying to catch her breath. Powerwalking was not her strong suit, especially not with anxiety tightening her lungs.

‘No idea,’ he said as he reached a heavy black door on the left side of campus, the name of which read Whiteread Building.

Without deigning to glance her way, the red-haired stranger pushed through, leaving the door to swing shut in Juniper’s mystified face. Not before she shouted, ‘Arsehole!’ loud enough to garner a few perplexed looks from passersby.

She flexed her fingers tighter around the straps of her black leather backpack, trying to ignore the heat crawling up her throat. She would not cry. Not even if she wanted to turn back and go home, where everything was familiar and people were at least a little bit nicer to her.

But also where she’d always felt aimless and out of place.

C’mon, Juni. You’re here. You made it. Just go in.

She wiped her clammy palms on her jeans and followed the rude man inside before she had the chance to talk herself out of it. She’d be damned if some tweed-wearing ignoramus ruined this opportunity for her.

Juniper was hit by the smell of paint chemicals and earthy clay, a sign she was in the right building and enough to set her skin tingling with anticipation. Soon, she’d be able to call herself a real ceramicist, just like Mags.

All right, not quite like Mags, but she’d try her best.

The lobby was modern and bright, with a noticeboard spanning one wall. A cluster of posters were tacked to the cork, advertising upcoming events both on and off campus. A few loudly dressed students loitered around glass coffee tables and yellow couches with their laptops, the patchwork cushions making the space feel less like a college and more like a common room. The walls were just as eye-catching, painted a powdery shade of sky-blue that Juniper had been longing for all summer. A sign laid out workshop rooms, studio spaces, and classroom numbers on a map. Using her phone to quadruple-check she hadn’t misread, she searched for WS2 and followed directions into a lift to get to the first floor.

Here we go, then, she thought as the lift clunked up one flight.

When the doors slid open, she headed down an echoey corridor filled with abstract paintings and pictures of sculptures, just like she’d imagined. She was surrounded by art, and she’d never felt more at home as she knocked on the door—

‘You?’ she blurted.

In her workshop room, the rude man stood in front of a PowerPoint presentation, shirt rolled up to the elbows and that same completely unimpressed expression on his face.

Lazily, he leaned against the corner of his desk. ‘Glad you could ketchup to the rest of us.’ And then, when Juniper only stared: ‘Come on, that’s quite funny for an arsehole like me.’

The smirk rising under his beard did nothing to quell Juniper’s dismay… or her steadily growing embarrassment.

Mutters rippled through the students, who were now all staring at Juniper, likely wondering why the hell she’d interrupted their class to shout at their tutor.

‘I, er…’ Should she apologise? She didn’t really want to, not to him. But if her timetable was correct, this was Christopher Curtis, one of RACA’s most experienced professors, and she didn’t fancy being on his bad side.

‘Dig your hole later.’ Christopher pointed to one of the only empty seats by the window. A collection of chairs had been arranged around the whiteboard, which was not what she’d hoped for. She was ready to get comfortable at one of the workstations laid out behind.

Dipping her head like a scolded puppy, Juniper went to her chair, trying to ignore the burn of a dozen pairs of eyes on her. She’d forgotten how demoralising education could be, or perhaps she’d expected better in an undergraduate course. She wasn’t a kid anymore, and she’d had enough talent to earn her place here with a full tuition bursary to cover the expenses. Fine, she wasn’t anything special, but didn’t she deserve at least a little bit of respect as an adult who had come here to learn?

She plopped her bag down on the floor, intending to sit, but the student beside her chair was still staring. She snapped her head up, intending to ask if the dark-haired lad would rather take a picture instead, only the words didn’t come out quite like that.

Instead, they were a sharp utterance that conveyed the dread, memories, disgust, rising inside her: ‘You’ve got to be shitting me.’

Again, the room fell silent. Again, Juniper had trouble noticing, too busy wondering why the hell the seat beside her was currently occupied by somebody she’d assumed she’d never, ever see again.

Aiden Twatface Whittaker, the definition of wealthy white male privilege, and Juniper’s greatest enemy.

He’d made her adolescence miserable, mainly because he’d tried half as hard as her in art class and still had their teacher wrapped around his finger, along with everyone else in that miserable little high school. It wasn’t even the way he’d patronised her that had pissed her off, or the silly nicknames he and his mates had thought up to get under her skin. No, it was the way he’d walked around like he was owed something just by existing. Sure, he’d been a talented painter, but wouldn’t anyone who had a father that worked as a renowned dealer in the industry be? Not to mention, he’d always bragged about having a private studio decked out at home. Juniper might have rivalled him if she’d had the same money, the same connections, but her parents were working-class, her school uniform and supplies all second-hand.

She wasn’t surprised to find that he hadn’t changed much, though his once-short hair had grown out to be a floppy, brushed back assortment of chestnut waves that ended in curls around his jawline. Of course, his pretty hazel eyes and chiselled features had done him favours, too, now made rugged by a hint of stubble. He’d grown into his square jaw, and his face and brawny body had filled out in a way that was both hard and soft, muscular and not, as though his scrawny arrogant arse hadn’t already taken up enough space.

That obnoxious little smirk, always reserved just for Juniper, made its appearance, smarmier now thanks to the deepened dimple in his cheek and the asymmetry of his plump bottom lip versus his thin top one. He might have been one of those sculptures outside, carved by deft ancient hands. How Juniper would love to smash him up into pieces.

‘Nice to see you again, too, Juni.’ His gravelly voice – had it been that deep before? – sent a zap of goosebumps down Juniper’s arms, just like it used to. It didn’t take much to make her skin crawl, but he’d always commanded a physical reaction with only a few words, an abject disgust she felt now more than ever.

What was he doing here? This was her dream. Her moment. Not his!

‘Oh, my apologies. I thought we were done with this little performance,’ Christopher said behind her, dragging her back to the present. For a moment, she’d been in Mrs. Park’s classroom again, sent to the corner for being ‘disruptive’ while Aiden mimicked disappointed tuts, oozing cocky immaturity.

She would not let history repeat itself. He’d taken enough from her already.

With an unwavering glare at Aiden, she took her seat, willing the twist in her gut to ease. It didn’t. His presence seared a hole through her layers of clothes, and she could still feel his scrutiny as Christopher began to speak.

‘Well, now that we’re all finally here and finally quiet, shall we begin?’

Christopher had only gotten two slides into his presentation when Aiden leaned towards her, a pen jiggling between his thumb and forefinger. ‘Aren’t you going to say hello to me properly, Juni?’

‘Per,’ she hissed out.

His dark brows dipped in confusion. ‘Eh?’

‘Juniper. Only my friends call me Juni.’ Not that she had many of those lately. She’d been too busy working her arse off at a fast-food chain, trying to earn enough money to get here. Even with the bursary, and even living in dorms, London wasn’t cheap.

‘Ouch. Here I thought we were old chums.’ His hot breath tickled her ear and she squirmed away, too aware that she’d yet to register a single thing Christopher had said about the course.

She at least pretended to engage, dragging her notebook from her backpack along with her pen. She’d hoped for prettier stationary, but settled on plain Poundland stuff after discovering textbooks were the biggest form of daylight robbery she’d ever seen.

‘Last I heard, you were off to Elmington for a degree in snooty-prick-ology. If you ask me, you wouldn’t have needed it. You’re already excelling in your field.’ Elmington School of Fine Arts was one of the leading art universities in Europe. Only one artist from each county was selected per course, their attempt to make things fair – only it wasn’t. It hadn’t surprised her one bit when, after receiving her own rejection letter, she’d opened Instagram to find old friends celebrating Aiden’s acceptance. She’d unfollowed all of them, then spent the following two years trying to convince herself that she just had to be patient. That her time would come. That she didn’t want to attend some elite school that favoured the rich anyway. And then, when she’d decided to give education a second chance with RACA, that everything would be different.

Only it wasn’t, because he was here. A walking, smirking symbol of all the ways she fell short.

He snorted. ‘You haven’t changed a bit. Always so testy.’

Yes, I have. I wouldn’t have gotten here otherwise, she wanted to reply, but rage had wired her jaw shut.

This was supposed to be her new life, and that meant no more of the things she’d struggled through in the past.

If Aiden Whittaker was anything, it was one big, neon-red reminder of everything she’d like to forget.

She shrank in her seat and ignored him until, finally, he returned his focus to Christopher’s presentation. Meanwhile, hers remained on him.

Just like old times.






Chapter 2

To at least try to convince her new professor that she wasn’t a completely insolent loudmouth about to cause him a year’s worth of problems, Juniper stayed behind after the class finished up and hoped she didn’t appear too much like she had her tail between her legs. She stood by her statement, after all. He had been an arsehole to her, and she wasn’t in the habit of letting people walk all over her.

Still, she didn’t want the person who would be grading her work to hate her, either. She’d done that all through school, teachers mistaking her blunt nature and difficulty concentrating for disrespect and an unwillingness to learn. Just once, it would have been nice not to have those big rainclouds following her.

She remained in her seat while the others prepared to leave. Beside her, Aiden’s waft of spiced, woodsy cologne was a welcome change from the Lynx deodorant of high school’s past, but that was about the only thing she welcomed.

He glanced at her, eyes narrowing. His lashes were unfairly long; she’d forgotten that. Then again, everything about him was unfair. Smooth olive skin, high cheekbones. Why was he here? He’d never bothered with anything but painting before, would walk around school with acrylic staining his hands and white shirt. She’d been the sculptor, the one to venture out of the box, only to be told that, while ‘ambitious’, the darker undertones of her artwork just didn’t quite ‘land’.

Now, his fingernails were bitten down and stained by ink, though she hadn’t seen him jot a single word. She allowed herself another glower, just as a treat, and then turned back to the front of the classroom. On the walls around the whiteboard, tools hung. She’d like to use one of the pointy ones on him if he got too close to her again.

‘Are you really not going to talk to me, Juni?’ When her scowl deepened, he added, ‘Per?’ Puzzlement laced his voice. That was new. Usually, his confidence masked any of that. He had fooled the entire school into thinking he was the most knowledgeable, self-assured boy to exist.

‘Nope,’ was her curt reply.

He rubbed his jaw, then seemed to remember who he was. Unfazed once more, he shucked on his black denim jacket and said, ‘‘Kay. If that’s what you want.’

‘It is.’

‘Good.’

‘Very good,’ she bit out. Why was he still talking to her at all? She wanted to shoo him away as the classroom emptied, but thankfully, he seemed to get the message. Unthankfully, he slung on a shiny brown satchel that made him look more like a professor than the actual professor. Juniper couldn’t help but take it as an insult, a show of his money, like he wanted to be sure to shove it in everyone’s face.

Then again, most of the students here were well-dressed, with branded clothes and bags, some even designer. Like always, she was the outlier.

She was sure it wouldn’t be long until Aiden started pointing it out.

For now, he just muttered, ‘Yep. Still a nutter,’ then disappeared into the corridor.

Christopher – he had told them to call him Chris, but Juniper didn’t really feel like she deserved to, yet – had his back turned as he shut his laptop and packed up his work.

On shaky legs, Juniper stood and cleared her throat.

‘No,’ he said, pushing his round glasses up his nose.

She huffed in exasperation. ‘You don’t even know what I’m going to say!’

‘And I don’t particularly wish to.’

She deflated, realising that any hope of making things right was clearly a delusion. Did he treat all his students like this, or was she just that talented at making enemies out of authority figures?

She began to play with one of her dragon-shaped earrings nervously. As her first foray into sculpting, they looked more like worms, but she’d worn them today as a symbol of how far she’d come since discovering her love of clay. A good luck charm.

Fat lot of difference they’d made.

Since Christopher wasn’t giving her the time of day, her defences began to rise like a hard slab of metal in her chest. ‘Look, I get it. I made a bad first impression.’ Which was a common habit of hers, but she didn’t mention that. ‘But so did you, really. You were quite rude, and very unwelcoming to a new student like myself!’

‘Contrary to popular belief, Jupiter—’

‘Juniper.’

He ignored her correction, finally whirling around on his brown brogues. ‘—I’m not here to be pleasant. I don’t actually care about what happens outside this classroom. My problem is your disruptiveness within it. Whatever strange thing is going on with you and Alex—’

‘Aiden.’

‘—is to be left in the corridor. I’m sure you’re used to being a quirky little Zoomer,’ Juniper wrinkled her nose. What did that even mean? ‘But in these walls, you’re a student, and you’re here to listen and learn.’ He stepped forward. ‘My advice to you, Jupiter, is to shush a bit.’

Juniper’s face burned. How many times could this man humiliate her in one day?

Before she could respond, his mouth curled into a smile and he cupped one of his ears with his hand in a show of listening. ‘That’s what I like to hear. Quiet.’ Then, he took his laptop bag and sauntered out of the classroom, not before calling over his shoulder: ‘See you in throwing class!’



Juniper skulked out of the Whiteread Building, half-tempted to call her mum just to hear a friendly voice, but she already knew what she’d say: that she should come home, that she needed a stable job, not something that would only leave her bankrupt and disheartened in the long run. Neither of her parents understood her love of art. Mum packaged orders in a textile factory and Dad was a truck driver. Juniper got it. They were steady jobs, they made ends meet, they were careers most people of their generation had been encouraged to chase, and with Juniper’s recent ADHD diagnosis, they were certain a consistent nine-to-five job would benefit her. Of course, it usually did the opposite. Working fulltime over her gap years had left her in a burnout she was still recovering from.

Juniper didn’t need monotonous eight-hour shifts. She needed passion. Otherwise, what was the point?

The point was that she’d never been humiliated like this, not even when a customer complained their burger was cold. Not because they’d been any kinder than Christopher, but because she didn’t actually care about burgers. Her mistakes didn’t matter by the end of the day. But art was such a big part of who she was, a reflection of her, and that reflection was currently cracked.

She slumped onto the first bench she found, wondering what the hell she was supposed to do now. Her next class wasn’t until after lunch, and she didn’t feel particularly inclined to go to it. Already, at least two people in the room were just waiting for her to mess up. But what was the alternative? Her dorm room was a tiny, dark little cupboard in the corner of the building, with only a hamster she wasn’t technically allowed to have and a few pigeons on her sill for company.

She’d been naive to think that this could be a new beginning. It seemed that, no matter where she went, her shortcomings would always cling to her like a second skin. The harder she tried to shed them, the tighter they held on.

As she pulled out her phone to calm herself down, a voice startled her from above. ‘You look like you need a friend.’

Juniper looked up and found a girl stood over her. Well, a woman. She supposed they were all adults now, a fact Juniper was still coming to terms with, and this one might have been a few years older than her. She recognised her from the workshop just now, though she’d been sitting on the other side of the room. With short, glossy black hair and an endearing overbite that poked through when she smiled, she was difficult to miss. But that wasn’t the first time Juniper had seen her. They’d skirted around each other’s boxes on moving-in day last weekend, exchanging timid smiles and muttered complaints of how narrow the corridors were. If memory served, she’d been passing in and out of the room opposite Juniper’s. Juniper had intended to introduce herself once the chaos died down, but as soon as the boxes had hit her carpet, she’d dashed off for a couple of job interviews. When she’d gotten back, the common room had been filled with chatter she could only linger on the edge of, clearly having missed the most important bonding experiences, so she’d gone upstairs and kept to herself, eager for the comfort of pyjamas and quiet.

She shifted her bag off the bench, leaving room for her neighbour to sit, which she did in a flurry of beads and fringe. Her cardigan appeared handmade, a patchwork of earth-toned granny squares composing the body and sleeves, which immediately made her ten thousand percent cooler than Juniper and therefore, once again, out of place in her comfortable dark clothes.

She winced at the girl’s question. ‘Is my misery that obvious?’

The classmate pinched her fingers together, a dimple appearing on her left cheek. ‘A smidge.’ Then, she nudged Juniper as though they were already playful pals. ‘I’m Tilly, by the way. I think I’m staying in the room across from you in Chaplin House?’

She spoke with a warm, Irish lilt, one that could easily trigger Juniper’s pansexual panic if she focused on it too much. She loved accents, and Tilly was unfairly pretty in the unique sort of way that some people – silly people – might overlook.

‘I thought I recognised you.’ Juniper forced a smile, though her stomach was tight both from the terrible start to her day and the fact that she was absolutely awful at socialising with new people. Any moment now, she’d say the wrong thing and Tilly would think she was weird, not worth knowing.

‘And you are…?’

Oh, yeah. This was the part where Juniper was supposed to say her name. ‘Juniper! Or Juni. My friends call me Juni.’

Tilly raised her brows. ‘Oh, I love that wee name! Your parents clearly knew you were going to be an artist.’

‘Weirdly not. They would much rather me be… well, anything else.’ Juni laughed, nervously playing with the sleeve of her jacket.

‘Oh, no.’ Tilly’s features darkened, her brown eyes wide. ‘You’ve had the “art doesn’t make money” talk, too.’

‘Yup.’ Juniper popped the P, relaxing a little. Okay, she could do this. Tilly was nice, and clearly she got it. ‘You too?’

A nod as Tilly crossed one flared jean-clad leg over the other, revealing a pair of fancy black platform boots that seemed to have been hand-painted with stars and crescent moons. ‘I think they could have dealt with my struggling artist dreams if it didn’t mean moving so far away from home. I assume you’re from the north?’

‘Manchester. And you, Ireland?’

‘Aye, Dublin. Needed a change. I love my mam, but she’s… a lot.’ Tilly let out a serene sigh, as though they were soaking up sun on a beach rather than sitting on a cold, wooden bench in the middle of London.

Envy struck Juniper. She’d never been able to do that: just enjoy something. Everything came with struggle, whether it was too much noise and people or just her tendency to mess up.

‘By the way,’ Tilly continued, amusement dancing in her voice, ‘how brutal is our new tutor? I am not looking forward to this afternoon.’

‘Yeah.’ Juniper squirmed. ‘I accidentally might have called him an arsehole before I’d even gotten into the classroom, so we’re not off to a good start.’

A choked laugh fell from Tilly. ‘Bet he deserved it!’

‘Oh, he absolutely did.’ Juniper found herself snickering, too, suddenly very, very grateful that Tilly had come over. She’d envisioned spending the entire year alone, a bit like in high school after her best friend-slash-girlfriend had moved to Blackburn. She didn’t mind being alone, was used to it, even, but the September sun felt a tad warmer with someone in her corner.

Tilly sat up straight, leaning closer so that Juniper could smell coffee on her breath and peachy perfume on her clothes. ‘Hey, by the way, did you hear that weird noise last night? I couldn’t sleep for hours!’

‘Oh? I don’t think so. What was it?’ Juniper tilted her head, though her pulse started pounding in her ears. She might have an inkling…

‘Sort of like a rattling whir. I don’t know.’

Yes, Juniper had, in fact, heard a rattling whir, but to admit to it would mean revealing her very dark secret: that in order to combat her loneliness, and to save her pet from certain starvation at home, she had smuggled her beloved hamster, Cerberus, into halls despite the rule printed in bold in her contract that specified no pets were allowed in student accommodation.

She would have to take his hamster wheel out of his cage immediately.

‘How bizarre,’ she brushed off quickly, scratching the back of her neck as she searched for a way to change the subject. ‘Hey, would you fancy a coffee or something? I need a boost.’

Tilly brightened once more, quick to hop up off the bench. ‘Let’s do it!’

See? Juniper thought. She wasn’t so bad at this being-a-person business after all.

Hamsters, mean professors, and old classmates aside.






Chapter 3

‘Okay, people. Welcome to the throwing room,’ Christopher announced on a sigh, as though already bored of his students’ presence.

Aiden fought not to roll his eyes. He’d had a lot of different art teachers over the years: the encouraging Mrs. Parks, then his chaotically unprepared sixth-form teacher, Hassan, and up until January of this year, Jennifer at Elmington, whose stern attitude and dull lectures had at least partly contributed to him dropping out midway through the course.

None of them had ever been so utterly uninterested in their own career as Chris. Aiden had done his research. He knew that this tutor was one of the most experienced ceramics teachers in England and had looked forward to the top-class education. So why on earth didn’t he give two shits about leaving a decent impression on his students?

He shared a flat look with one of his new classmates, a nineteen-year-old international student named Luc who probably already longed to return to France. They had already asked Aiden over an awkwardly quiet lunch in the library’s small café if all British tutors were so ‘dour’.

No. No, they weren’t. Just his last two.

Not that it mattered, currently. He was more focused on the woman directly in front of him. Juniper seemed to have made a friend, too, and gained some of her old confidence, because she was no longer hunched in on herself as she exchanged whispers with the dark-haired, brightly dressed girl. When she listened to Christopher, her chin tilted high.

Aiden suppressed a smile. He’d been right earlier: she hadn’t changed a bit in the fact that she was ever-changing. Some days, she’d been quiet and reserved. Others, fierce and quick to anger. Beyond that, she was even prettier than he remembered, complexion fair and quick to redden, with a triangular formation of beauty spots pointing from her jaw to her earlobe. Only now, her septum was pierced with a golden hoop and her dark eyeliner framed her amber-brown irises. Still as curious as a Munch painting, requiring a second, third, fourth look that usually came with a new interpretation each time, partly because of her beauty and partly because emotions seemed to pass over her face as constantly as trains whistling in and out of a busy station. The last time he’d seen her must have been at sixth-form college two years ago, but their paths had barely crossed in such a large building. They hadn’t shared a classroom for much longer, not since high school.

‘Excited to get your hands dirty, Hodge?’ he couldn’t help but remark when she began bouncing on the balls of her feet. One thing that remained consistent? Her restless energy. He’d forgotten that part of her, remembering her more as the bright-eyed teenager with wild brown-gold curls framing her face and an unwavering focus on her artwork. Sometimes she hadn’t heard the bell ring at the end of class and Mrs. Parks had snapped at her to go to lunch with the others. But then he’d seen her in other lessons: doodling in English Lit, tapping her knuckles against the desk in Spanish, a vacancy glazing her round, pretty features.

Maybe that was why he’d always tried to engage with her: he liked challenges. It had never worked, though. The only thing she ever seemed to keep close was a paintbrush, and his friends had loved to tease her for being so different. For not fitting in. She’d been dubbed one of the weirdos, a loner, someone his mates stayed clear of, but then, they’d never been good judges of character.

Now, he was settling into old habits, and he couldn’t help himself. She’d tugged him in with her fierce attitude and unreasonable hatred. Why did she hate him?

At his question, she sent a glare over her shoulder. ‘Oh, good. You’re still here.’

‘I don’t plan on going anywhere.’ He leaned closer, feeling a heavy heat where her shoulder brushed his chest. ‘Y’know, there’s something I just don’t get.’

‘How to take a hint?’ she snapped.

Beside her, her friend stifled a laugh. He almost did, too. He didn’t mind giving her an opportunity to bite at his expense. He quite liked to be on the receiving end of it. It had been a long time since he’d been treated like a human rather than a prop made to be moulded to everybody else’s standards. She didn’t handle him with subtle, light touches like the others. She poked and prodded, and he felt it with every word.

Before he could respond, Chris sent a sharp gaze their way, and Aiden clamped his mouth closed as he leaned away from Juniper. He’d rather not get on his bad side, if the way he’d treated her this morning was anything to go by. No, he could do without failing a second time.

The professor continued to explain the principles of the workshop with lazy gestures towards the different equipment and facilities, which Aiden only now paid attention to.

He’d spent enough time practising in pottery studios over the summer to know his way around. Each of them would have their own wheel and desk space, the likes of which were set up in two rows of eight. Drawers and cupboards of tools filled the worktop areas along the back wall, and adjacent was the drying room. The kiln process went way over his head, but he was certain he’d learn on the job, as he always did.

‘Eek,’ Juniper’s friend let out quietly, drawing closer to be heard. ‘It’s like The Great Pottery Throw Down.’

Aiden had never watched it, so he wouldn’t know. Luc, too, only offered a confused glance. With an emerald-green buzzcut and a bright pink jumper, they were one of the more noticeable students in the class, aside from Juniper, although much quieter when it came to conversation.

‘Is it just me,’ they said now in Aiden’s ear, ‘or is Juniper’s meanness quite badass?’

‘Just you,’ Aiden lied, and judging by the sniff she emitted, he was certain Juniper had heard. He was afraid to say that Juniper wasn’t only badass, but also more gorgeous than ever. She’d always been chubby – one of the other reasons their classmates had teased her, which he’d thought absurd – but to him her body was a perfect combination of delicate arches and supple curves. She wore black dungarees over a striped T-shirt that tapered in at the waist, accentuating her devastating fullness, especially at her hips.

‘Why doesn’t she like you, anyway?’ asked Luc.

Aiden raised a brow. ‘Think it’s just a hobby of hers. To not like people, I mean. We were in the same year at school.’ Otherwise, he had no clue. Sure, they’d never been the best of friends. He’d been… popular, and she’d been… well, not. A few of his mates thought they were clever for picking on outcasts like her, so he could see how being associated with them might have been an issue. But they were adults now. Holding a grudge for something he barely even remembered was ridiculous. And besides, she’d never been fazed by the things most teenagers were, had never fought to fit in the way most people did. The way he did. Between that and her talent, he’d been glad to share a few lessons with her, her presence leaving him curious and maybe a little bit fond.

‘Ohhh, so you already know each other,’ deduced Luc with a hint of curiosity.

‘Yup.’ As much as he wanted to drop the subject and let her harbour her inexplicable bitterness to avoid any confrontation, a gnawing feeling had stretched inside him all morning. He wanted to know why. Sort of deserved to know, really, if they were going to be spending a lot of time together over the coming three years.

‘Anyway, I’m bored of talking now.’ Chris clapped his hands together, breaking Aiden out of his thoughts. ‘The best way to learn is to just do it. Be warned: the pottery wheel isn’t for the faint of heart. Some of you will go home and cry into your pillow tonight, and that is the beauty of it.’ He flashed a grin that seemed to be aimed at Juniper. ‘It weeds out the weak.’

A sharp pain shot through Aiden’s big toe when Juniper shifted back. The heavy soles of her Doc Marten’s weren’t for the faint of heart, either, and he gritted his teeth, catching her elbow in an effort to stop her squashing the rest of his foot. ‘Ow.’

He heard her breath catch, and then her foot lurched away, thank god. Still, from the way she whirled to free her elbow, tearing it from his grasp like his skin was made of stinging nettles, he suspected he wasn’t about to get an apology.

‘Beginning to think Marten was not a doctor,’ he said, rolling the feeling back into his toe. ‘Those things are lethal.’

‘You shouldn’t leave your feet under them, then.’ She blinked innocently, and then turned her back on him, her long, choppy waves whipping him in the face before she sauntered to one of the desks with the rest of their scattering classmates.

Luc whistled under their breath, ‘You’re in trouble,’ and then left him hovering alone at the edge of the classroom.

Yeah, it seemed he was. He just didn’t quite know why.






Chapter 4

Of course Aiden chose the desk in front of her. Juniper took out her fraying patience on her apron tie, yanking the knot until it cut into her stomach. Even his voice annoyed her, all dry and husky as he drawled out little quips he probably thought were hilarious.

Well, they weren’t. They were obnoxious, just like everything else about him.

‘So, you two clearly know each other,’ Tilly commented from the desk adjacent to her. Unlike Juniper’s second-hand grey apron, already stained with paint from its previous owner, Tilly donned a gorgeous canvas covering that resembled Monet’s water lilies, shades of swirling light and dark blues broken up by vivid sap greens.

Most of the others had clearly invested in something fun, too, the university’s spares hung at the back of the workshop untouched. In a sea of colour, Juniper was a drab rock.

In front of her, Aiden dipped his head into the loops of a pristine indigo apron embroidered with a crown logo on the front pocket. Likely bought by Daddy or one of his artist friends, she presumed sourly.

His grey T-shirt rode up against his tie and her eyes snagged on a strip of tanned flesh. Something tingly and unwanted flared through her, especially when his shoulders bunched to make the knot. As charming as his broad, muscular shoulders were, she preferred the hair-dusted, fleshy curve of his waist, proof that he hadn’t been perfectly chiselled out of stone after all, but rather—

Nope. Nope, she preferred none of it, because it was Aiden, and besides, she was far too busy answering her new friend’s question to pay attention to those things.

If she could remember what the question had been.

‘Sorry, what did you say?’ she said, breaking away from her ogling-slash-glowering. Mostly glowering.

Tilly’s smirk was dry, suspicious, which did nothing to slow Juniper’s pulse. ‘I said you two clearly know each other.’

‘Unfortunately. From high school. And sixth form.’ The glowering recommenced.

‘What a coincidence you both ended up here!’ Tilly was already unearthing her heap of clay from the plastic wrap, though Christopher hadn’t instructed them to yet. He sat at the desk positioned at the front of the classroom, looking bored as a gangly dark-haired boy who also lived in Chaplin House grilled him about which famous potters he’d met, spurred on by an overly expressive friend on the desk adjacent. Even so, the lass was more diverse than she’d expected: the lads were outnumbered, and a few mature students were dotted around, too. It made Juniper feel better about her delayed entry into undergraduate studies.

‘Coincidence. Curse. Same difference.’ Juniper shrugged, trying to loosen the knot around the waist as she perched on her stool. Maybe she’d been a little too aggressive with her apron tie, and now she was struggling to breathe.

‘I can hear you,’ Aiden muttered without turning around.

‘Well, that’s a shame. I certainly wasn’t trying to make my dislike for you abundantly clear.’ She directed the sarcastic retort at his fumbling fingers, which still hadn’t tied a knot properly.

See, not so good at everything after all. Ha!

Tilly snorted. Juniper enjoyed watching him struggle for a few more moments, until Christopher finally decided to teach them something.

‘Right, I’m bored now, gang, so we’re going to do what we actually came here to do. Pottery.’ He began tearing the wrap from his clay and then threw it down on his desk with a thud. ‘Here we have some stoneware clay: the easiest to work with, since you are clearly inexperienced beginners and, despite what you may think, I’m not trying to break your spirits just yet. That will happen later, when we start using porcelain. Can anybody enlighten me on where we start with this?’

Aiden’s hand shot straight up, because of course it did.

Much to Juniper’s enjoyment, Christopher folded his arms impatiently. ‘Not in high school anymore, Alex. No need for the raised hand business.’

Aiden’s arm lowered slowly, and the tips of his ears turned red. Finally, her luck was turning.

He still answered the question right, leading to a display of wedging from Christopher. His palms dug into the clay in a way that made it look easy, though Juniper knew it wasn’t. ‘Why are we doing this?’

‘To get out the bubbles!’ Juniper was quick to shout out her own knowledge, gained from the few classes she’d taken over the last year and also perhaps The Great Pottery Throw Down, which she was binge-watching for research purposes. Since she hadn’t been able to afford many classes in throwing rooms, she’d learned a lot from TV shows and online tutorials, and most of her experience was in hand-built sculptures and accessories.

Now that she was here, it was all beginning to feel real, and she itched to get started like her favourite contestants… although she also felt slightly daunted. After all, she didn’t have a supportive mentor to aid her, and she was sure Aiden was just waiting for her to screw up.

‘And to smooth out the clay,’ added Aiden, stealing her limelight and proving her right.

‘Right again, Alex,’ Christopher said.

She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from insulting Aiden – or Christopher – again. Was she bloody invisible?

Didn’t matter, because she was finally allowed to touch the clay as Christopher guided them through a few different wedging techniques. Determination gripped her muscles as she kneaded. She’d show them that she had more talent in her pinkie finger than Aiden Whittaker had in his whole sickeningly athletic body.

She’d missed the feeling of something smooth and strong in her hands and took to the exercises quickly, having already mastered a few before. In fact, as she pounded the clay into submission, arms already aching, she imagined it was Aiden’s face and found it even more effective.

Christopher raised a brow as he sauntered past Juniper’s desk. ‘Interestingly aggressive approach, Jupiter. Have you considered taking up boxing?’

Juniper suppressed a grin. If she didn’t know any better, she’d think it was a compliment, or at least a roundabout way of one.

‘Okay, gang, let’s move on. Cut your clay, give it a weigh, and then it’s time to… thray.’

Some of the students chuckled at his attempt at a rhyme, though Christopher’s face remained as indifferent as ever.

‘I think boxing would be a good idea, Hodge,’ Aiden commented once their tutor had returned to the front, turning to her only as he moved his clay onto the wheel. ‘Seems like you need a release for all that pent-up anger.’

‘I’m not angry.’ She threw her own clay onto the wheel, adjusting her stool to make sure she wasn’t stooping too low to reach it. ‘And stop calling me that.’

With her last name being Hodgson, and having been rather podgy – something she still was but now liked about herself – many of her high school classmates had taken to calling her Hodge Podge. She couldn’t remember if Aiden had been one of them, or if he’d always used the shortened down version, but it still felt too much like the old taunt. They may not have been in high school anymore, but she hated the reminder of who she’d been there. A joke. An outcast. Alone.

‘You could’ve fooled me.’ Oblivious, he kept his body angled towards her, which only enraged her more. Couldn’t he at least mind his own bloody business? ‘You need to wipe down your wheel first. Clay won’t stick if it’s too dry.’

Nope. Nope, he could not.

‘I know how to throw, thank you very much.’ She had, after all, done this a grand total of three times.

Still, he might have been just a teensy bit right, so she used a sponge to dampen the wheel before repositioning her clay. Again, the corner of his mouth tugged smugly.

When she noticed Tilly watching them, she pondered aloud, ‘How much damage do you think the wire cutters might do if one was to, say, strangle someone with them?’

Of course, it probably wasn’t wise to joke about violent acts with a friend she’d quite like to keep, so she was grateful when Tilly’s eyes sparked with amusement instead of concern. ‘I’d be interested to find out myself. I do, after all, support women’s wrongs.’

Aiden reared back. ‘I feel bullied. What did I ever do to you?’

Tilly shrugged. ‘I’m sure you did something to deserve it.’

You have no idea. Juniper didn’t want to think about it anymore, or ever again, which was difficult considering he was barely a foot away. Still, she tried to focus on centring her clay on the wheel, stomping down on the foot pedal to turn it.

‘Shit!’ she hissed when the clay began to spin a little too wildly.

‘Go easy on the pedal, Hodge,’ Aiden advised. Yes, she was definitely interested in finding an answer to her wire cutter question.

‘Ah, yes,’ Tilly murmured just loud enough for Juniper to hear. ‘Definitely deserves it.’

Well, at least Tilly didn’t think she was bonkers. She lightened her pressure on the pedal, no mean feat considering ire had locked every bone in her body.

‘I’m sure some of you obnoxiously talented folks would love to show off your throwing skills,’ said Christopher, ‘but for the sake of this being an introduction workshop, let’s start with the basics. A cylindrical vase. Follow my lead.’

He worked effortlessly, drawing the clay into a cone shape before encouraging it back down into a smooth lump. From there, it seemed to happen by magic. One moment, it was nothing. The next, Christopher was using the pressure of his thumbs to drag up a smooth barrel, offering a few tips and tricks as he did.

He might have been an awful tutor, but he was a great potter.

Eager to get stuck in, Juniper worked her pedal, finally getting the clay a little more centred. The classroom soon dissolved into a whirl of creation, each student engrossed in their own project. She wished she could master the same concentration, but her gaze kept falling to Aiden.

Like Christopher, he commanded the clay with effortless grace and was already well on his way to a cylinder. His big hands looked as though they should have been heavy, incompetent, but instead, his fingers drifted nimbly over his work, biceps flexing as he leaned closer to the wheel with his thick thighs parted at either side.

Something tight coiled in Juniper’s core, unexpected and completely unwelcome. She pressed her own thighs together, squirming on her stool to try to encourage the feeling away. She didn’t. The clay caked his skin, spattering his veiny forearms, where more dark hair reminded her that he wasn’t that boy from school anymore. He was a man, sturdy and confident and—

Looking at her. He was looking at her, looking at him. She raked her focus quickly back to her clay, the wheel shuddering as a result of her unsteady feet.

‘Enjoying the view?’ he remarked, voice rough with knowing.

The sound sunk right through her, vibrations gathering in the same place that already throbbed. ‘You have clay in your hair. It’s gross.’

It wasn’t a lie. Those with long hair, like the woman two rows in who had introduced herself as Nomi over lunch, had tied it up to avoid mess, and while Aiden’s didn’t quite reach his shoulders, he dipped close enough to the wheel for it to splatter. She pulled the spare lavender-coloured scrunchie from her bag and pinged it at his face like a slingshot.

He caught it with a smirk, but then raked his dirty fingers through his waves just to irk her even more, which it did. The scrunchie ended up on his wrist, and she lamented at the fact she might never get it back. He didn’t deserve her scrunchies.

‘Maybe you should focus on your own work,’ he said. ‘A little erotic, don’t you think?’

She frowned, and then realised she hadn’t made a cylinder at all, but rather something much thinner and taller. Something much, much more phallic.

‘Very mature,’ she grumbled.

Aiden cleared the laugh from his throat and went back to his perfect little vase, but, to her surprise, tied his hair up in a way that should have looked ridiculous yet didn’t. Only the back was long enough to stay put, wisps escaping to frame his jaw.

Juniper allowed herself a final moment to watch – hatefully, of course – then worked desperately to fix her phallic vase, using water to better mould the clay and trying to remember Christopher’s advice. Soft touch. Keep your hands connected.

‘I did it!’ she announced finally, perhaps a little too loudly, but was too excited to care.

Everybody looked at her as she lifted her arms up in triumph… and slumped them back down again, perfectly mirroring her vase’s untimely collapse. It was painful to watch the slow fold of her cylinder, clay becoming curved and distorted as it fell in on itself.

‘I didn’t do it,’ she whispered.

And while she tried to hold back tears, Aiden laughed. So did the rest of the class, but it was his that hurt most. Always his.
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