
Chapter One 

			The arrival of the appetisers allowed Erica to sneak a quick glance at her watch. She wished she hadn’t bothered. Only forty minutes had passed during what was turning out to be one of the most boring dates she had ever been on in her life—and that was saying something. With the snoozers she had been on lately, the competition was fierce for that top spot of monotony. Her current date was shaping up to be a serious contender.

			Erica smiled politely and thanked the waiter, then dragged her attention back to Victoria Barrett, who didn’t seem to stop for breath from atop her soapbox, nor did she stop to utter a simple thank you to the waiter herself.

			So far, Victoria hadn’t bothered to ask Erica anything about herself, and Erica’s only contribution to the conversation had been to give a few hmms and ahs in the right places. She wasn’t going to fight to speak, and that would have been the only way possible for her to get a word in. At least her lack of actual involvement in the conversation gave Erica a chance to appraise the woman in front of her.

			She estimated that Victoria was ten years older than her—putting Victoria around forty-five—and it was clear that she spent a lot of time, effort, and most likely money, looking after her appearance. She looked fantastic, which, let’s face it, was what had led Erica to agree to the date in the first place, shallow as that might be. Victoria’s long, dark hair was perfectly blown out, likely by a stylist that day. Her skin looked seamless, as if she had also managed to fit in a facial as well as a trip to the hairdresser. Probably Botox. Her fingernails were perfectly manicured, Erica also noted, as she watched Victoria reach for her glass of champagne with long, dainty fingers, while she was still harping on about some gossip that Erica wasn’t giving much attention to. Erica hoped she at least looked like she was listening. It wasn’t that she was being rude on purpose—but there was only so much ego Erica could take being thrown in her face at one time, and Victoria was all ego. Erica was used to women like Victoria. She was surrounded by them. Hell, most people would probably put her in the same category, especially if they didn’t know her.

			Erica got a flash of perfectly straight, white teeth as Victoria laughed at her own comment—not for the first time—before politely sipping from her glass. Yes, Victoria was utterly self-involved, but she was also very easy on the eye. She was exactly Erica’s type. Distinguished, successful, well-groomed, and gorgeous. It was the type she had always gone for. The type that her mother had drilled into her to date. Unfortunately, as much as she appreciated all those redeeming qualities—because she absolutely did—her type also usually tended to be, well, dull company. Victoria, for instance, was incredibly full of her own self-importance and only wanted to talk about things like money, social standing, her high-powered job as a barrister, and tedious gossip about the other women in the same social circles. Social circles which Erica found herself to be a part of, by choice or not, she wasn’t even sure herself. It was just the world she lived in. What she’d always known. And she was fine with that. Erica had a good life, and she was thankful.

			Victoria was also the daughter of one of her mother’s friends, therefore she already had the stamp of approval from the formidable Gloria Frost. That mattered to Erica, and she hated that it did.

			“And that’s when I said, Audrey, darling, you pick the woman who can provide you with the best things in life. Wouldn’t you agree, Erica?” Victoria asked, finally looking for her opinion on something. No, opinion wasn’t the right word. Women like Victoria only looked for agreement and the knowledge that whoever was in their company was hanging on their every word. Erica had dated enough of these kinds of women to know what they wanted from her, and she was fluent in agreeable.

			She blinked a few times to try and regain her focus on the conversation after she had become distracted while giving Victoria the once-over. She forced a smile, which she knew made it appear like she had been listening to Victoria the whole time. She had that look well-rehearsed. Something about Audrey and who she was dating. She’d caught bits.

			“Absolutely,” she said enthusiastically with a nod of her head. That seemed to appease Victoria.

			Erica hadn’t been surprised to learn that Audrey was a mutual acquaintance of theirs, nor was she surprised that Victoria seemed to be unashamedly interested in Audrey’s personal life. In their social circle, everyone seemed to know one another, or at least know of one another, and they liked to talk about things that were almost always none of their business. Tedious gossip. Audrey was clearly the latest victim of the unnecessary but inevitable scrutiny. She wondered how Audrey was holding up, no doubt aware that she was this week’s hot topic. Erica had been there herself and she personally hated the whispers and unwanted focus, but she had grown a thick skin. Audrey had never struck her as someone who craved the limelight either. Any time Erica had been in her company she had been reasonably quiet and inconspicuous, and well, nice. Erica wouldn’t class her as one of the gossips anyway. She hoped she was okay. A breakup was never easy, let alone when everyone felt like they had the right to offer up their opinions on it, like Victoria here.

			“I’m so glad you get it, Erica. I simply would have died if she had decided to pursue the waitress. I’m sure they had their fun, which is fine for a short time, if you’re discreet about it, but Lydia is a much better fit for Audrey. Lydia runs her own law firm for crying out loud. She must make thirty times the amount of money that waitress does, at the very least. Audrey should be grateful that she’s interested. And it’s not like Audrey could ever have brought the waitress along to any of our events, could you imagine how outrageous that would have been?” Victoria said, laughing bitterly. “She would have stood out like a sore thumb. She probably would have been on the catering staff anyway.”

			Erica watched as Victoria lifted a tiny forkful of salad to her mouth, making her re-evaluate what she considered to be her own normal-sized mouthfuls, which were already small just as her mother had taught her from the moment that she was old enough to hold a fork. Etiquette was everything after all. She discreetly let half of a cherry tomato drop from her fork back onto her plate before taking another, humbler mouthful that she barely even had to chew. She hummed her agreement to Victoria after she swallowed her miniscule bite.

			Did Erica really agree with what Victoria was saying? She knew her mother certainly would. Most of her friends would. But did she? If this waitress, who apparently Victoria didn’t think was important enough to mention by name, was the one who made Audrey truly happy, did it matter what she did for a living? Or how much money she had? Of course, Erica never dared to pose such questions out loud. Just because she didn’t think the pairing was the end of the world, not ideal perhaps, but not taboo either, she knew that she was in the minority with that opinion in most company she kept.

			On the other hand, she knew that she could never become involved in such a union, as snobbish as that sounded. She almost laughed out loud when she pictured what her mother’s face would look like. It would probably equate to the face she had made when Erica told her that she was a lesbian. Now, that information had gone down like a lead balloon. Erica was surprised that she hadn’t been shunned from the family when she dropped that bombshell. Thankfully, it had gone in her favour that her mother knew a few successful and wealthy lesbians. So, despite some initial distaste, she had slowly managed to begrudgingly come to terms with it. Distaste being a nice way of saying monumental meltdown. Surprisingly, the other ladies in Gloria’s inner circle didn’t seem to have an issue with it, and that had also helped Erica secure her mother’s reluctant acceptance. However, along with acceptance came opinions. And Erica’s mother made her opinions very clear on the type of women that Erica should date. And Erica complied. Did that make her seem a little bit under the thumb? Perhaps. But it made life so much easier when she did what her mother expected of her. After all, Gloria Frost had given her a lifestyle many women could only dream of. The least Erica could do was find a suitable partner whom her mother approved of. Victoria was a prime example of that.

			“And how is business going for you?” Victoria asked. Finally, a question about Erica. Even if it was only to pry about the important things. Money.

			She dabbed the corner of her mouth with the linen serviette. “Things are running along nicely,” Erica replied with a fleeting smile.

			“You’re in the bar business?” Victoria asked to confirm what Erica was sure she already knew. Victoria was the type of woman who would have done ample research before deciding whether or not Erica was worthy of dating. The fact that they were sitting in one of the finest restaurants on the south coast of England told Erica that she had already passed that particular test. Still, Erica had expected that she would be asked for specifics.

			“Well, my father was,” Erica said. “My brother, Zachary, and I inherited the string of businesses from him when he passed away. Zachary takes charge of the running of things, while I prefer to remain a silent partner.”

			“And rightly so. No need to get your hands dirty in that business.” Victoria made a show of shuddering, as though Erica was running a bunch of seedy brothels rather than bars. “Better that you can sit back and enjoy the profits.” Victoria didn’t mention Erica’s father’s death or offer condolences—instead she stuck to the juicy part. “I imagine it is lucrative, the bar business?” She lifted her eyebrows as if she was waiting to give her approval.

			Erica was sure that Victoria would have been happy for her to offer up the details of her yearly income there and then. However, she never had been in the same league of bragging as these women. She decided to remain vague.

			“It can be. It allows me to focus on organising my fundraisers for my mother’s foundation, and of course taking a back seat to the day-to-day running of things means I don’t have to travel to London. And it also means that I have the time to enjoy this excellent meal with you.” Erica gave what she hoped was a flirtatious smile, simply because she felt that she had to do something to try and salvage the date, which from where she was sitting, was going from bad to worse—especially after the Audrey story, although she was sure that Victoria was oblivious to that.

			Victoria’s raised eyebrow told Erica that she approved of the comment. “Successful, gorgeous, and a smooth-talker, Miss Frost,” Victoria replied before raising a finger like she had just remembered something. “Speaking of meals, this salad reminds me of this divine little restaurant I stumbled upon when I spent last summer in the south of France…”

			And as easy as that, Erica’s flirtatious efforts resulted in teeing Victoria up for another long-winded story all about Victoria and only Victoria. She painted an interested smile on her face as she listened about all the five-star experiences that Victoria had had in France. Again, Victoria didn’t even take the waiter who came to take their plates under her notice. A lack of manners was a common trait of the type of women that Erica spent time with, though not a trait that Erica shared. Even though she was used to that kind of behaviour it still niggled at her each and every time she witnessed it. She found herself being extra polite to compensate, saying her please-and-thank-yous with a little extra oomph.

			As Victoria continued her boast-fest, Erica started to wonder if her jaw and cheek muscles could handle the prolonged period of forced smiling that they would have to endure during the remainder of the evening. There was still the main course and dessert to go. She hoped Victoria didn’t want a nightcap.

			Erica should have felt like the luckiest woman in the world to be sitting across the table from Victoria Barrett. She didn’t know anyone who wouldn’t envy her in her position. Victoria was sought after. A catch. This should really be the date of all dates. The pinnacle. The date all previous dates had led up to. Yet it fell very short of any of those expectations. Erica felt as though she was simply going through the motions that she had gone through so many times before. Dating was always portrayed as some big romantic experience, full of sparks and butterflies. Who made that nonsense up? Dating was simply a fact-finding mission to determine whether two people were a match for one another, and if it was a success, then each carried the other around on their arm like a trophy. At least, that’s what dating was like in Erica’s world. She herself made an excellent trophy. A big in-your-face golden cup. She came from money, and a lot of it. Her mother was like royalty in the circles they belonged to, as was her grandmother. The family ties alone made Erica a catch. Not to mention that she wasn’t exactly hard on the eye herself—so she was told. She had long, wavy, dark brown hair with a natural highlight that most women had to pay for. Her eyes were a distinct emerald-green colour that seemed unique to her. She had also inherited her mother’s tall, slim, but curvaceous build, meaning she could pretty much wear any dress and it would cling to all the right places. Yes—Erica had lucked out in the looks and wealth department. She had almost been given it all, but so far, her luck hadn’t stretched to her love life. That didn’t seem to be about to change.

			* * *

			It was after eleven p.m. when Erica finally sat down alone on her deck with a glass of Sauvignon Blanc, overlooking the Celtic Sea. She closed her eyes as she sipped from her oversized wineglass, taking in the sounds of the gently lapping waves below her. There was nothing quite like the soothing sounds of the water, and Erica instantly relaxed as she breathed in the fresh sea air. Whether the waves were calm like tonight, or rough and choppy, crashing against the side of the cliff, it didn’t matter. Erica loved the water. This was her own little piece of paradise. Her clifftop cottage near St Ives was just far enough outside of the seaside town to ensure that her peaceful existence was never interrupted by the sounds of passing traffic, dogs barking, or people chattering. She was only a few minutes’ drive away from the town, which was convenient, but she cherished the privacy and seclusion that her cottage offered her the rest of the time. For an introvert, it was the perfect spot—because Erica was that. Not that anyone ever would have guessed, given that she was constantly surrounded by people and regularly attended social events, but appearances could be deceiving. Erica was an introvert in disguise. Was there such a thing as an extroverted introvert? There had to be.

			The May weather was still cool enough that she needed a jacket some of the time, and especially at this time of night, but Erica happily bundled herself up to grab a few moments of blissful quiet outside. It had become her nightly ritual, regardless of the weather. She had an awning she could wind out if it was raining, but she didn’t need to use it tonight. She opened her eyes and gazed up at the sky, pleased that the night was clear enough that she could see the array of twinkling stars that were scattered across the dark canvas. The full moon reflected off the water. The scene was idyllic, and one that Erica never tired of, day or night. A soft brush against her legs told her that Hera, her British Shorthair kitty, had finished her treats and was ready to be showered with affection. Erica happily obliged, lightly scratching behind Hera’s ears, who in turn raised her head to ensure the spot under her chin wasn’t missed—not that Erica would dare forget. She knew the drill.

			“It’s our favourite kind of night out here,” Erica said quietly as she continued to fuss over the feline. Hera responded by purring while headbutting Erica’s hand over and over, determined to drag out petting-time for as long as possible. Eventually, when Hera decided she had received a sufficient amount of affection—it was on her terms, after all—she jumped onto Erica’s lap, curling herself up into a ball, her favourite position. Rub demands aside, Hera was actually pretty low maintenance for a cat. She never wandered far, preferring to laze around the cottage or relax on the deck, much to Erica’s relief. She liked that Hera always stayed close and was glad that she didn’t have to worry about her setting off on adventures, not knowing when she was going to return.

			Erica quickly slipped back into relaxation mode, stroking Hera absent-mindedly on her lap, enjoying the peace and quiet. She had hoped she would be sitting there giddily going over every aspect of her date, swooning even, but her date had not succeeded in bringing her longed-for giddiness, and the only cause of swooning would be if her wine sent her on her way to Tipsyland. No, instead of swooning, she switched off. Enjoyed the nature around her. The moment was short-lived, as she was disturbed by the more unnatural sound of her phone buzzing beside her. She sighed as she reached for the offending object, bracing herself for a conversation with her mother, who was no doubt itching for a rundown on her date with Victoria. She knew it was coming. She would of course tell her what she wanted to hear, that the date went well, and she was flattered by Victoria’s attention. Her mother would be delighted. She would ring Victoria’s mother. Start planning centrepieces for the wedding. Everyone would be happy. Almost everyone. In reality, she would eagerly anticipate her next check-up at the dentist more than she would look forward to a second date with Victoria, which she had already grudgingly agreed to. And if there was one thing Erica dreaded in life, it was the dentist. A sadistic career choice, in her opinion. A shiver ran down her spine even thinking about it.

			Without looking down to check who was calling she blew out a breath and swiped the screen to answer. “Hello, Mother,” she said. She tried to muster up a slight tone of enthusiasm, though she wasn’t too sure about her success levels on that one. She could always blame the wine.

			“Not your mother, you’ll be glad to know,” replied an amused voice on the other end of the call that instantly brought a genuine smile to Erica’s face. Tess. Her best friend.

			“Thank goodness for that. Hi,” Erica said. She breathed out a sigh of relief. “I know you’re calling for the same reason, though.”

			“But of course—however, unlike your mother, you can give me the real version containing all the dirty deets,” Tess said.

			Erica could picture her friend, head in hand, eager to hear all about her latest dating debacle. Tess had been happily married to Scott for ten years, so she enjoyed living vicariously through Erica.

			“If only there were dirty details to share. A kiss on the cheek before we went our separate ways was as hot as it got.”

			“I assumed as much seeing as you answered my call. I was half-hoping it would go to voicemail so I could finally do the happy dance I’ve been practicing for whenever one of these dates is finally a success,” Tess said. “It’s like salsa meets the robot. You’d love it.”

			“I don’t quite know how to picture that.” Erica tried to imagine it. “Is that even possible?”

			“It’s in the hips.” A pause. “You have to see it to appreciate it.”

			“You just did it, didn’t you?”

			“Maybe.”

			Erica laughed. “Anyway, as for giving you a reason to do your strange robotic salsa, chance would be a fine thing. It turned out to be yet another boring evening with yet another egotistical woman.”

			“It amazes me that you continue to act surprised by this every single time.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean that that’s just the kind of women you’re attracted to, Erica. It’s like you don’t actually like them, but you date them because that’s what you know, that’s what you’re drawn to. You don’t do down to earth.”

			Erica blinked a few times as she absorbed this information. Rolled it around in her head a bit. She enjoyed the no shit approach that Tess took with her. It was a welcome change from her other friends, who always made sure to say the right thing whether it was the truth or not. To her face anyway. Behind her back was a different story, she was sure.

			Erica had been friends with Tess for almost five years, and Tess, thankfully, wasn’t a member of the elite crowd, as they liked to think of themselves. She had hired Tess to be her interior designer when she had purchased her cottage a few years prior. Not only had Tess designed her the home of her dreams, but they had ended up hitting it off and they became friends. Maybe not immediately, but quickly. In actual fact, Tess had told Erica that she had found her to be a complete snob initially—a fact that they both laughed about now—even though Erica could sometimes be, admittedly, a little stuck up. It was something she was working on. Tess on the other hand wasn’t at all stuck up, and Erica hadn’t realized how badly she needed someone grounded like Tess in her life until she had met her.

			“So, I have a thing for strong, high-powered women,” Erica said in her own defence. “That doesn’t mean that I have a thing for self-centred women.”

			“The two seem to go hand in hand, though, don’t they?” Tess said.

			She had a point. “In my experience, I guess so.”

			“Tell me everything about your dreadfully boring evening with the infamous Victoria Barrett, then, I’m simply dying to know, darling,” Tess said in an uppity tone. Tess often liked to mock Erica’s polished way of speaking. It was annoyingly accurate, and it always made Erica laugh.

			Erica was able to tell Tess all about the latest company Victoria had been hired to sue, who was having affairs with whom, Audrey ending her supposedly scandalous relationship with the waitress, whose fashion disaster was the worst, and how much Victoria had spent on her most recent kitchen remodel—after getting tired of her previous kitchen which she had installed eight months earlier.

			“Fascinating,” Tess deadpanned. “Did Victoria learn anything about you on this date? Or was it all about her?”

			Erica let out a humourless laugh. “Mainly that I earn a pleasing amount of money and I do an excellent impression of a nodding dog.” Erica found herself nodding again to emphasize her own point, even though Tess couldn’t see her. “Oh, and she also told me that my cottage was adorable—her word, her tone—as her car dropped me off,” Erica added. She mimicked the patronising way Victoria had said it.

			Erica could hear Tess scoff. “Your cottage is stylish, cosy, and elegant, with a perfect kitchen that requires no remodelling, I beg your pardon.”

			“Which is exactly why I love it. You already know I’m a big fan of your work and I refuse to massage your ego any further. Besides, Victoria only saw outside. I didn’t give her an invitation inside, so she didn’t get the opportunity to marvel at your decorating skills.”

			“Maybe you can show off my excellent taste in bedroom decor on date two,” Tess said.

			“I can feel a headache coming on already,” Erica said.

			“I thought you said you found her attractive?”

			“I did. I do. She’s gorgeous. But what’s the point if I have no intentions of getting into a relationship with her?” Erica asked.

			“Um, getting laid? Meaningless sex? Scratching the itch? Take your pick,” Tess said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

			“You know how I feel about one-night stands.”

			“Which is why you were the perfect lady on date one, therefore not a one-night stand.”

			“Fine, a fling then. Whatever you want to call it.”

			“How about casual dating? Has a better ring to it,” Tess said.

			“Ugh, when have you ever known me to do casual anything. I’m pretty much the least casual person in the world,” Erica said.

			“Oh yes, I forgot you’re a stuffy snob.”

			“And I forgot you’re a bitch.” They both burst out laughing.

			“Well, I refuse to endure this childish name-calling of yours any longer,” Tess said, feigning offence.

			“Until tomorrow. Don’t forget brunch.”

			“See you then,” Tess said before she clicked off the call abruptly like she always did, not wasting time having long drawn-out good-byes on the phone like so many people did.

			Erica pulled the phone from her ear and quickly held the button to switch it off. Tomorrow was time enough to undergo the inevitable interrogation from her mother.

			Erica knew that she allowed her mother to have way too much influence over her life decisions. It was one of her weak points—she knew it and it bugged her—but she had let it happen for so long she was used to it. It wasn’t like Erica had a bad life. She was lucky in so many ways.

			Her mother only wanted the best for her, that being for Erica to be the best and have the best of everything. Could her mother be overbearing? For sure. Opinionated? Absolutely. Manipulative? Unfortunately. And Erica constantly asked herself why she allowed herself to be manipulated and controlled by her mother when she would never let anyone else walk over her. For a quiet life? That was part of it. Maybe it was a touch of guilt too. A sense of responsibility. With her brother moved away living his own life, Erica was really all her mother had. And as much as Erica envied her brother, she didn’t feel like she had the freedom to follow in his footsteps, which meant that she remained at home bearing the brunt of her mother’s difficult behaviour. Trying to impress a woman who seemed near impossible to impress seemed futile, yet Erica had never been able to shake her desperation for her mother’s approval. Maybe securing a future with someone like Victoria would finally do it.

			Still, she could wait for the lecture on how the clock was ticking and she was well overdue in settling down. To her mother, being single at thirty-five practically made her a spinster. She had heard the speech so many times now, she could recite it in her sleep. And, of course, her mother would go on and on about how Victoria Barrett was the perfect fit.

			And on paper, Victoria was perfect for Erica. She knew that. Victoria ticked a lot of Erica’s boxes. She should be smitten right now. But how Erica should feel and how she did feel were two very different things. There was attraction, of course, as well as admiration, but there was no excitement there for Erica. No desire to see her again. She didn’t feel the ever-elusive butterflies or feel warm and fuzzy inside. Still, maybe she would grow to fall in love with Victoria if she gave her a chance. After all, she was everything Erica wanted, wasn’t she?

			




Chapter Ten 

			Erica wanted to throw her phone across the room and smash it into ten thousand pieces. Why was it blaring at her? She couldn’t remember setting an alarm. She prised one eye open very much against her own will to find the offending object. When she did, she saw that Zachary’s name was flashing up on the screen. Not her alarm then.

			She swiped to answer it. “What?” It came out more like a groan.

			“Good morning to you too, my lovely sister,” Zachary said in a sing-song voice.

			Erica pulled her phone away from her ear to check the time. She groaned again and put the phone back to her ear. She pulled the duvet over her head at the same time to block out the light. “It’s not even nine a.m. I work until four, Zachary. You can’t be ringing me at this time unless someone’s died.” She thought on that for a second. “They haven’t, have they?”

			“Not that I know of, but won’t you feel bad if they have?”

			“What do you want, Zachary?”

			“I’m just calling to check on my favourite bartender. You’ve been at Oasis for nearly a week now. You’re bound to have lots to tell.”

			“Ugh.” Erica closed her eyes tighter. “How about I call you back at a decent hour, and I’ll tell you everything you want to know.”

			“But I want to know now.”

			There was a knock at the front door. Seriously? Who wanted her now? “Tough, Zachary. I’m tired and now there’s someone at the door. I’m going to check who it is, and then I’m going back to sleep. Hopefully for several hours. I’ll call you back later.” Erica hung up the phone before he could argue. She threw herself out of the bed just as whoever was at the door knocked again. Give me a damn minute. She padded barefoot through the open plan kitchen and living area, glancing at Hera’s bed as she passed. She was still asleep—and definitely breathing, Erica could see. She was sure that was a normal thing to worry about after her cat had been to the vet. But she had been assured by both Liz and Charlie that Hera was fine, and to expect Hera to sleep on and off through most of the day.

			She checked the chain was on the door before she cranked it open. She didn’t know who was on the other side. It could be a serial killer for all she knew. Unlikely, but not impossible. But when she pulled the door open as far as the chain would allow, a coffee cup was thrust toward her, rather than a knife or a chainsaw. She doubted a serial killer would provide refreshments. Zachary poked his head through the gap.

			“Will you tell me now?”

			She grabbed the cup out of his hand and took a sip before she pushed the door and took the chain off. When she opened it again, Zachary smiled sheepishly at her.

			“Surprise?”

			“Get in here.”

			He came in and wrapped his arms around her in a hug. “I only got to see you for a few minutes when you first got here. I couldn’t wait any longer. Don’t be angry.” He pouted as he stepped back.

			Erica sipped from her cup. “The coffee has helped your case. Only slightly.”

			He held up a paper bag. “I brought breakfast too.”

			Erica narrowed her eyes. “What is it?”

			“Bagels.”

			“You’re still only half forgiven. I’m fucking shattered.” She grabbed the bag from him and brought it to the kitchen. She filled the kettle and flicked it on. More coffee was going to be required if Zachary insisted on keeping her from sleeping.

			Good thing she loved her brother. And although she wouldn’t tell him right that second, she was always glad to see him. They didn’t see nearly enough of each other with Zachary living in London. They always promised to visit each other more, but life seemed to get in the way.

			Zachary took a seat at one of the stools at the breakfast bar. “Now that I’m here, how’s work?” He burst out laughing. “I’m sorry. I can’t stop picturing you behind the bar. It pains me so much that I can’t go to Oasis and watch it for myself.”

			Erica glared at him. “Ha ha ha, laugh it up. Erica has to work, Erica has to serve drinks, it’s so funny.” She swatted him on the arm. “I’m doing it for you, shithead.”

			“I’m sorry. It’s just because it’s you. Remember that time you decided that you wanted to be a server at one of Mother’s big charity balls? You poured more drinks over people’s laps than you served.” He thought about it. “Didn’t you set something on fire with a candle?”

			“My apron. And I was fifteen, Zachary.”

			“Yes, you were fifteen, and then you never worked again.”

			“Mother wouldn’t let me,” Erica said. “Do you not remember I begged her to let me get a part-time job and she refused. Frosts don’t need to be seen working part-time jobs.” She mimicked their mother’s high-pitched voice.

			Zachary sighed. “It’s true. We weren’t brought up to be practical.” He bit into the bagel that Erica had set in front of him. “I’m sure you’re much better at that kind of thing now, though.”

			“Well, I haven’t set anything on fire yet.”

			“A clear improvement.” They both laughed.

			They sat in comfortable silence for a few minutes eating their breakfast. Erica spoke first. “I wouldn’t say I’m the best bartender in the world. I don’t know what anything is, or where anything is. I give the wrong drinks to people. I forget who I’m serving. And there may have been a few spills. Thankfully, not over anyone’s lap this time.”

			“And that is why you aren’t really a bartender, dear sis. The world wouldn’t be ready for that. However, please tell me your skills of observation are better than your Piña Coladas.”

			Erica leaned on the table and propped her chin in her hand. “Not much. I’m trying. It’s not as easy as you would think.”

			“I knew it wouldn’t be easy. I already told you—it could take weeks. Let’s go through everyone you’ve met together. Would that help?”

			It would probably be a good idea to use Zachary as a sounding board rather than trying to work everything out for herself. “Actually yeah, it would.”

			Zachary got up and wandered into the living room. He came back with a pen and something to write on. “I wish we had one of those big suspect boards with everyone’s picture pinned on it. We could do little sticky notes and make webs with string. But this will have to do.” He clicked the pen a couple of times. “Okay. List everyone you’ve worked with so far.”

			“Maybe for our next undercover op.” She counted on her fingers while she talked. “So, there’s Ash, Brandon, Kelly-Ann, Damien, and Tom. I think that’s it. I’ve seen other people, but they’ve been working a different station than me, so we haven’t met long enough to have a conversation.”

			“I’ll tell Brandon to move you around a bit more. Get you working with everyone.”

			Erica agreed. “Brandon doesn’t really speak. To me, or anyone else. He hides away in the office the whole time. I’ve hardly seen him.” She squinted at the list. “Are you sure it couldn’t be him?”

			Zachary thought about it for a bit. “It’s not impossible. But it was Brandon that told me there was money going missing in the first place. Why would he draw attention to it if it was him?”

			Erica understood Zachary’s logic. “All I’m saying is don’t rule him out completely just because you couldn’t keep it in your pants.”

			Zachary had the decency to look embarrassed. “Noted. Moving on.”

			Erica did. “I’m ninety-nine percent sure that it isn’t Ash. She’s been great.”

			Zachary was scribbling on the page. Erica could see that he’d sketched out some columns and put the headings Could be, Maybe but meh, and Probs not. He was adding Ash to the Probs not column. “I like Ash. She’d be next in line for Brandon’s job. Isn’t she supposed to be like the female equivalent of Tom Cruise in Cocktail or something?”

			“Yeah, she constantly has a queue of thirsty customers waiting for her to make their drinks. I don’t know where she would get the time to steal, to be honest.”

			“Who’s next?”

			“Damien. If it’s him, I’ll eat my own hand. He is the most careless, clumsy, awkward human being that I’ve ever met in my whole life. He’s even worse than me. There’s no way he has the capability of stealing thousands of pounds from under everyone’s nose without anyone noticing. If he lifted a handful of spare change, he would drop the lot.”

			Zachary laughed as he wrote. “Maybe that’s his cover.”

			Erica considered that. “I’ll keep that in mind.” She looked down at the page. “Then there’s Kelly-Ann. Pop her into the Probs not column. She’s too cute and sweet. Friends with everyone. She’s like the popular girl from high school, but the likeable one that was nice to everyone. Her love interest, Tom, on the other hand…”

			“The doorman?” Zachary asked.

			“Yes. He’s suspect number one, right now. If I was a gambler, I’d be putting all my money on him.”

			“Yeah? What makes you say that?”

			“His whole vibe. I know it’s kind of in his job description to have the whole tough guy thing going on, but he’s like that with everyone. It’s intimidating. He looks shifty. Even Ash thinks so and she’s worked with him for a lot longer than I have. He spends too long staring possessively at Kelly-Ann, and they aren’t together, by the way. I asked. But he’s always watching her. And he disappears sometimes. I’m not sure where to, but I plan to find out.”

			Zachary was writing non-stop. “This is all great, Erica. I think you’ve learned more than you think you have. And this is only in the first week. You’ll get more of a feeling about everyone the more time you spend with them.”

			“Hopefully it doesn’t have to be too much time.”

			“Is it really bad? If you don’t want to do it any more, you know you can tell me, right?” Zachary’s eyebrows were drawn together. Erica knew that he wouldn’t want her to be unhappy.

			It had been a shock to the system for the first couple of days. Erica hadn’t known how she was going to last the week. But she had. She couldn’t help but feel a small sense of accomplishment at that. She wasn’t ready to give up. Not yet anyway. “No. I’m just tired. Some annoying person has decided that I’m not allowed to sleep.”

			“Do you want me to go?”

			“Of course not.” She nudged her brother playfully. “We haven’t got started on Mother’s latest antics yet. You’ll have to spend the day with me to get through all of them.”

			Zachary looked at Erica with a pained expression. “Have you heard the latest? She’s been going off on one because Aunt Diana has started doing Zumba. It’s unbecoming, she says.” They both laughed, because if they didn’t, they’d cry.

			The ridiculous things that their mother said and did were always hot topics of conversation when they got together. They loved their mother dearly. Truly. But Gloria Frost was a force, and only Zachary and Erica understood what she was really like. They needed each other to vent to sometimes. It was the only way they could survive her.

			Later that morning, Olly popped in for a few minutes to pack a few more of his clothes. Zachary and Olly’s relationship seemed to be staying strong. Erica even dared to believe that Zachary might have found a keeper this time. Olly staying with Zachary seemed to be making the relationship rather than breaking it, and he didn’t seem in any rush to get home.

			“I really appreciate you letting me stay here, Olly,” Erica said to him before he left.

			Olly put his arm around Zachary. “Stay as long as you need to, Erica. It’s a great excuse for me to spend more time with this one.” He smiled at Zachary. They really did make a striking couple. And her brother looked as happy as she could ever remember.

			“You clearly haven’t heard him singing in the shower yet,” Erica joked.

			“A game changer?” Olly asked.

			Erica nodded. “If you survive that, you’ll survive anything.”

			“Maybe keep the spare room prepped in case I do need to make a swift return. Don’t worry, I’m an excellent roommate,” Olly said.

			“Hey, I’m not that bad,” Zachary argued. They all laughed.

			Erica said good-bye to Olly, and then she left him and Zachary alone to say their good-byes, and likely kiss in the hall a hundred times. They were that nauseating, but she had to admit it was kind of adorable. She hoped she would get to spend some time with Olly so she could get to know him better while she was in London. Zachary said they would all get together soon.

			After a lazy morning, sitting around the apartment chatting, Zachary suggested going out for lunch, but Erica told him she would prefer to stay in. She explained what had happened with Hera. She didn’t want to leave her if she didn’t have to. Hera had curled herself up into a comfortable, fluffy ball on Zachary’s knee, so she was clearly enjoying the company too.

			Erica didn’t have great cooking skills, but she got by. She ate out a lot when she was at home. But when she cooked, she was a throw everything into the pan and hope for the best type of girl. Sometimes it worked out and sometimes it didn’t. She did know how to throw together a simple cheese and mushroom omelette, however, so she started to make that. She threw in some onions as well to use them up.

			“Was Hera okay on her own last night, while you were at Oasis? You know you could have taken the night off? You do own the place,” Zachary said.

			“Yeah, I know,” she called from the kitchen. “But Charlie who lives next door took her home and looked after her. Turns out she works in the vet clinic. Actually, it’s thanks to her that Hera got seen to so quickly.” She turned the heat down low so that it didn’t burn and went back to join Zachary in the living room for a couple of minutes while the egg cooked through.

			“The next-door neighbour?”

			“Yes.”

			It felt like Zachary stared at her for a long time. He looked like one of those villains from the films, the way he was looking at her while stroking the cat.

			“What are you looking at me like that for?”

			“She randomly offered to look after your cat all night? A woman you barely know?” Zachary’s tone was disbelieving, to say the least.

			“Yes. She did. What’s your point?” It was easy to forget that she didn’t know Charlie all that well, because she already felt like she did. Since she arrived in London, had there been a day that she hadn’t bumped into her somewhere? She didn’t think so.

			“I don’t know yet. I’m still working that out.”

			She turned back to the kitchen. “When you do, you can let me know.” She put the finishing touches on her omelettes. Sprinkled a little salt and ground some pepper on top. She wasn’t completely useless at practical things. Lunch looked more than acceptable. She set them on the table and grabbed a couple of forks from the drawer.

			“Did you sleep with her?” Zachary asked as he took the same spot at the breakfast bar he had occupied earlier.

			Erica did the same. “Who?”

			“The neighbour?”

			“No.”

			“Do you want to?”

			Erica swallowed. “No.”

			Zachary picked up on the tiny delay in her answer. He pointed at her with wide eyes. “You do want to. You hesitated.”

			“I don’t.” Erica’s voice was getting higher.

			“Do you find her attractive?”

			“Oh. Eat your eggs,” she said, stabbing her fork into her own.

			Zachary grinned from ear to ear. “Erica has a crush.”

			“Do not.”

			“Do too.”

			“Do NOT.” God, they were still twelve years old sometimes.

			Zachary continued chuckling while he ate his food. He was clearly delighted that he had found something he could use to tease Erica.

			“She’s not my type, okay? She attracts a lot of women, and she seems to enjoy that—the whole casual thing. I couldn’t deal with that. Plus, could you imagine Mother’s reaction if I came home with the nurse from the local vet? She’d throw a fit.”

			“You worry far too much about what Mother thinks.” Zachary gave her a sad smile. “I wish you’d stop doing that. That’s what I love about living in London. I’m free to live my life the way I want to. I hate that you feel like you can’t.”

			Erica hated it too, but what was she supposed to do? She couldn’t move away too. Her mother would be left with no one. “Yeah, well. It is what it is, Zachary.” Erica had already had this argument many times before with her brother. They would never agree.

			“It doesn’t have to be. She has too much of a hold over you,” Zachary said.

			“She just wants what’s best for me. So she has high standards—big deal. Would it not be worse if she didn’t care at all?”

			“You don’t think that her high standards are too high?” he asked.

			She did think so. The sad thing was that even though Erica had allowed her mother to dictate her life for too long, she still craved her approval. So, she continued to try and meet those ridiculously high standards of hers, even to her own detriment. “At times,” she admitted.

			“Maybe you can have a little fun while you’re here,” he said.

			“I’m here to help you. To help out with the business. Can we focus on that? Please?”

			Zachary reached his arm out and put it round her shoulders. “Of course we can, Sis.” They both went back to eating their lunch. When they were done, Zachary insisted on cleaning up so that Erica could relax. They spent the afternoon watching mindless TV, while Erica dozed on and off. It was nice to spend the day together even if it consisted of them doing nothing. Erica hated how little time she got with Zachary.

			Erica was careful not to bring up Charlie’s name again. She wasn’t surprised it had slipped off her tongue so easily. Charlie had never been far from her mind since the day before. Since they’d met, if she was entirely honest with herself. But Erica had found that initial, charming Charlie a lot easier to resist. She could tell herself that Charlie was like that with everyone, and that Erica was nothing special.

			Then yesterday she had met another Charlie—one that seemed to Erica to be the more genuine version. This Charlie was kind, sweet, compassionate. She’d gone out of her way for Erica. That wasn’t the sort of thing that she took for granted. Even when she had gone to pick Hera up from Charlie’s apartment, they had only had a short conversation, but it had been…nice. Nice was a good word for it. There hadn’t been any games or come-ons. In one way Erica was glad she had seen this whole other side of Charlie, and in another she wished that Charlie had remained the same Charlie that she met in the bar. She was going to find this new Charlie a lot harder to stay away from.

			When they had said goodnight—and Erica hadn’t wanted to—Charlie had asked her if they were friends. The truth was that friends had never entered Erica’s head when it came to Charlie. It had seemed to be all or nothing. She either wanted her or she didn’t. They would either be enemies or lovers. However, now they seemed to be in some confusing middle ground that Erica hadn’t considered to be an option. She felt like they were teetering on the edge of something—and Erica had to move very carefully to make sure she tipped the scales in the right direction. She still hadn’t decided which direction that would be.

			Maybe being friends with Charlie was the safest option. Erica could do that. She could be friendly. She had plenty of friends. Granted, she didn’t fantasize about any of them pushing her against the sinks in the Oasis bathroom, kissing her senseless while pushing their hand down her pants—but she could work on getting rid of thoughts like that.

			But was being just friends with Charlie what she truly wanted? She wasn’t ready to answer that.

			* * *

			Later that day, she and Zachary were dishing up some dinner, and there was a knock at the door.

			“Expecting someone?” Zachary asked.

			“Who would I be expecting? I wasn’t even expecting you, remember?” Erica said, as she walked toward the door.

			She swung it open to find Charlie standing there. The instant fluttering in her stomach at the sight of her felt much more than friendly, and she found herself completely tongue-tied as a result. That, and she was very aware of the fact that Zachary was only a few feet behind her, and Zachary loved to meddle.

			“Um, hi,” Charlie said. She looked uneasy, like she didn’t know if she should be there. Erica gaping at her probably wasn’t helping either.

			Erica needed to snap out of it. She just hadn’t been expecting to see her. “Hi,” she managed. So articulate.

			“I came over because, um…” Charlie shifted from one foot to the other. “I didn’t know if you were working tonight, and I was going to offer to watch Hera for you if you were.” Was Charlie blushing? It looked like it.

			“Oh.” Erica was sure she looked surprised. She felt it. Was she blinking too much? “I am working tonight.”

			“I’m home all night anyway. So, if you want me to—”

			“Yes,” Erica said quickly. “That would be really great if you could. If you’re sure?”

			“Great. Yes. Um. What time do you start?”

			Why did things feel more awkward now? Surely it should have been easier now that they were supposedly friendly. “Seven. Can I drop her in to you on my way?”

			Charlie was nodding. A lot. At least she seemed to be feeling as awkward as Erica was. “Sounds good.” Charlie glanced down at her hands. Or at a box that she was holding in her hands, to be more precise. “Um, also, I was clearing out stuff in my wardrobe and I found these running shoes. They’re brand new, I haven’t worn them yet. I don’t know what size you are, but these are a six.” She held the box out to Erica. “If they fit, they might be better for work than the heels.”

			Erica took the box. “Wow. I don’t know what to say.”

			“Is that weird? Me giving you them? I didn’t know, but I thought about how much your feet were hurting, and I had these sitting in my wardrobe doing nothing.”

			Erica wondered if Charlie knew that this Charlie was so much more charming than flirty Charlie. She probably didn’t, but Erica sure did. “It isn’t weird at all. It’s incredibly thoughtful and sweet. And now, I have to thank you, again. Twice.”

			“No, you don’t. That’s what friends do. We’re friends now, right?”

			Erica pretended to think. She tapped her finger against her lips. “I believe I said I would think about it. You’re being very presumptuous again, Charlotte.”

			Charlie grinned.

			“Erica, who’s at the door?” Zachary asked as he appeared beside her. She should have guessed that he wouldn’t stay out of the way. It wasn’t his style. She was honestly surprised he had waited as long as he had before he interrupted. The restraint had probably nearly killed him. “Well, hello there. Who’s this?” he asked with a big grin on his face.

			Erica knew that Zachary wasn’t stupid. He knew exactly who it was. She went along with it and made introductions anyway. “Charlie, this is my brother, Zachary. Zachary, Charlie. Charlie lives next door.” She tried to be discreet about giving Zachary a look that said behave. She hoped he got the message.

			Zachary and Charlie shook hands. “Nice to meet you, Charlie. I’ve already heard a bit about you.”

			Erica elbowed him in the ribs. She obviously needed to be clearer.

			He winced. “Ignore my sister. She’s the evil twin. And the one with no manners, apparently. Aren’t you going to invite Charlie in, Erica?”

			“Oh, that’s okay,” Charlie said, waving him off. “I’m sure you guys are busy. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

			“Nonsense. You’re not interrupting anything, is she, Erica? Come on in. You hungry? We just ordered take out and we’ve got loads. We need help to eat it.” He elbowed Erica in the ribs this time. Harder than she did it to him, she was sure.

			She rubbed her ribs and threw her brother a glare. “You can come in if you want.”

			Charlie was looking between the two of them with a mixture of uncertainty and amusement. “Really?”

			Erica smiled at her then. “Really. Come on. The least I can do is feed you after everything you’ve done for me.”

			Zachary put his arm around Charlie and led her inside. He was confident like that. He instantly became everyone’s friend. Erica had always been the more reserved sibling. “So, how long have you lived next door to Olly?”

			Charlie gave Hera a few pets on the way past and then followed them to the table. Erica went to the cupboard and pulled out an extra plate. “Help yourself to whatever you want. We were just about to dish some out for ourselves.”

			Charlie took the plate from her. “Thank you.” She looked at Zachary. “I’ve lived here for longer than Olly. He moved in last year, if I remember right. I’ve lived here for three or four years, now.” She looked around. “Where is Olly?”

			Zachary laughed. “Yeah, it must seem a bit strange. Olly disappears and Erica moves in.”

			“I mean, it’s not exactly any of my business. But come to think of it, yes. It is a bit. I’m sure Olly would have told me if he was moving out.”

			“Olly’s been staying with me, to let my antisocial sister have some space while she’s in town.”

			“Zachary’s dating Olly,” Erica added to clarify.

			“Oh, you are?” Charlie beamed. “That’s amazing. Olly is a sweetheart. Such a great guy.”

			Zachary got his dreamy look. “He really is.”

			Erica added some rice to her plate. “I don’t know him that well yet. I’ve only met him briefly a couple of times, once when I first got here and then earlier today. We’re hoping to all get together soon, though.”

			“You should join us,” Zachary said.

			Erica threw him a look.

			“Oh. Maybe, yeah,” Charlie said, but she looked uncertain. She seemed to have caught Erica’s scowl and now Erica felt guilty. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to spend time with Charlie. It was more that she wanted to, too much. But whether she gave in to that or not, she wanted it to be on her terms. Not Zachary’s. Erica knew that her brother meant well, but she didn’t need him interfering. Not with this.

			“While you’re in town. Does that mean you aren’t staying in London?” Charlie was studying a spring roll like it was the most interesting thing she’d ever seen. She didn’t look at Erica.

			Erica and Zachary glanced at one another. “Um. I don’t really know what I’m doing yet.” She wasn’t prepared for those kinds of questions. She couldn’t say that she was staying—that was a lie. But she couldn’t confirm she wasn’t, because then what was she doing there, working at Oasis?

			“I’m trying to get her to stay as long as I can.” Zachary winked at Charlie.

			Charlie seemed to accept that answer. If she was curious or suspicious at the vagueness of it, she didn’t show it.

			Zachary and Charlie did most of the talking through dinner. Erica still wasn’t sure how to act around Charlie, and she didn’t feel comfortable trying to find her feet in front of Zachary. Instead, she stayed quiet and took everything in. Charlie and Zachary seemed to hit it off, like fast friends. They shared some Olly stories. Zachary told her the romantic tale of how he and Olly met. Charlie told him that it sounded beautiful and touched her heart. She clearly wasn’t a romance cynic like Erica was. Erica was surprised by that.

			“He did mention a Zach, come to think of it,” Charlie said. “I ran into him a couple of weeks ago in the hall and your name came up. Said he was meeting you for dinner or something.”

			Erica rolled her eyes and Zachary caught it. “Ignore my grumpy sister. She hates it when anyone calls me Zach.”

			“Is that right?” Charlie grinned. “Funny—she struggles to call me Charlie.”

			Zachary laughed. “Of course she does. Erica has such a thing about that. She can be utterly obnoxious.”

			“I’ve noticed.”

			“I am here, you know.” Erica waved her hand to prove it.

			Zachary bumped her with his shoulder. “You definitely get that from our dear mother.” He looked at Charlie. “She’s exactly the same way. We come from a very formal background, Erica and I. I’ve managed to shake some of it off, but Erica here is like a poster child for finishing school. But we love her in spite of that.”

			“I could disown you sometimes,” Erica mumbled.

			Charlie nudged her with her foot under the table. “Told you, you were fancy.” When Erica looked up, Charlie was smiling at her. Erica couldn’t help but smile back. She could handle a little teasing. “So, did you say you two are twins? I wouldn’t have known,” Charlie said. “Who’s the oldest?”

			“I’m the baby, by six minutes,” Zachary announced proudly.

			“And hasn’t he milked it for his entire life?” Erica said. Two could play the teasing game.

			Zachary pretended to huff, and Charlie laughed. She seemed to enjoy their banter. It all felt very natural and comfortable.

			When Charlie and Zachary started to talk about their favourite London spots, Charlie stopped and studied him.

			“You know, your face looks sort of familiar.” Charlie cocked her head to the side. “Have you ever been to Oasis? Where Erica works?”

			Uh-oh.

			There was silence. It probably lasted for too long. Eventually Zachary said, “Maybe a while ago. I can’t remember.” It wasn’t his worst attempt at lying. He had always been terrible at it. When they were younger and their mother had smelt smoke off Zachary’s clothes, he had told her that he was helping the local fire brigade to put out a fire. When their mother had caught him dressing up in one of her finest evening gowns, he had told her that he was checking it for threads. This wasn’t quite as bad, but Charlie looked unconvinced. She was still looking at Zachary like she was trying to place him.

			Erica decided to put an end to the dinner party before she could. “Well, I hope you both don’t mind. I have to go and get ready for work.”

			“Oh, of course.” Charlie got up from her stool. “I’ll get out of your hair. Thank you so much for dinner. Both of you.”

			Zachary jumped up and wrapped his arms around Charlie. “It was so good to meet you. I hope we get to hang out again soon.” He looked toward Erica like it was up to her to say they could, but she busied herself gathering the plates and putting rubbish in the bin.

			“I hope so too. I had a great time. Tell Olly I said hi and I hope to see him soon,” Charlie said to him.

			Erica let Zachary show Charlie to the door.

			“You’ll drop Hera round before you leave, then?” Charlie called back toward her.

			“Yes. I will,” she called back without turning round. She knew she was being rude by not showing Charlie out. She didn’t mean to be. She knew that her face had guilt written all over it after Charlie could have rumbled her and Zachary for their little ruse.

			Zachary practically skipped back into the kitchen once Charlie was gone. “Marry her.”

			Erica snorted. “You are an eejit sometimes, Zachary.”

			“I have never seen you have chemistry with someone before, but it was there in spades. It was all blushes and shy little looks at each other. It’s so obvious that she likes you too.” He clapped his hands together. He lifted the box that Charlie had given to Erica. “And she brought you shoes. How cute is that? Please, marry her.”

			“She recognized you. She even suspected that it was from Oasis. She could have busted us.”

			“So?” He put his palms out. “I doubt she would tell anyone. It’s not like you’re a super spy or anything. Who cares if she knows?”

			He had a point. But Erica felt like she needed to keep her cards close to her chest. Just because recent circumstances meant that things had changed between her and Charlie, it didn’t mean that Erica had to completely let her guard down. She could tell Charlie when she wanted to, if she wanted to.

			“I already told you, Zachary, I’m here to focus on what I’m doing. I’d rather keep myself to myself. I don’t need the next-door neighbour knowing my business.”

			“Oh, Sis. You know you want to be completely up in that girl’s business.” He wiggled his eyebrows.

			She snatched the shoebox from him and stomped toward the bathroom to shower and change. “No, I don’t,” she tossed back over her shoulder.

			“Keep telling yourself that,” Zachary shouted after her.

			Who was she kidding?

			




Chapter Eleven 

			“Why is there a cat here?” Val was home.

			Charlie came out of her bedroom where she had been folding clothes. “I’m looking after her for a friend.”

			Val narrowed her eyes at Charlie. “What friend?”

			“Erica.”

			“Who the hell is Erica? I’ve been gone for two days and there’s a cat and an Erica I know nothing about.” Val dumped the gym bag she had been carrying on her shoulder on the ground.

			“You do know Erica,” Charlie said. “The bartender from Oasis? She’s staying in Olly’s. That’s her name.”

			Val lifted her eyebrows. “You slept with her?”

			Charlie glared at her. “No, I didn’t. It’s nothing like that.”

			“Hold up.” Val walked toward Charlie. “Last I knew, she had basically called you a womanizer and told you to piss off.”

			“Things changed,” Charlie said, as she leaned against the door frame.

			Hera hopped off the sofa and rubbed herself around Val’s feet.

			“That’s Hera. Say hi.”

			Val pursed her lips, but leaned down and gave Hera the attention she was looking for. “She’s kind of cute.”

			“She is.” Charlie pushed off the doorframe and headed toward the kitchen. “How was your family?”

			“Fine, but stop changing the subject.” Val followed her. “What changed?”

			“Erica and I, we’ve become friends. Or we’re on the way to becoming friends at least.”

			“Right.” Val frowned. “So, you don’t fancy her anymore?”

			Charlie lifted a glass and filled it with water from the tap. “I never said that.” She took a long sip.

			“I’m confused.”

			“I think I like her. Like, really like her.” It felt good to say those words out loud.

			“Oh.” Val’s eyes went wide. “Oh!” She sat down at their kitchen table. “Well, shit. You’ve got feels.”

			Charlie sat down too. “I think I do. I told you that it felt different that first night that I saw her. That I felt it more than usual.”

			“I know, but I thought that was because of how hot she is. A little crush. I didn’t think it would last. We never get feels.”

			“Nope.”

			“Are you not freaking out right now? I’d be freaking out.”

			Charlie considered that. She’d thought she would be. She’d kept waiting for it to happen, but it never had. “Strangely, no.”

			“Does she have feels for you too?” Val asked her. “She did have that whole jealous thing going on the other night, don’t forget.”

			“I have no idea. Nothing’s happened between us or anything.” Charlie explained what had happened the past couple of days, and how the ice between the two of them seemed to have thawed.

			“So, Hera here is a matchmaker.” The cat had jumped onto the chair beside Val, letting her pet her.

			“It seems that way, yes.” Charlie reached over to pet Hera herself. She was becoming fond of the furry little feline. “Her brother is so much fun too. It did get a little bit weird at the end though. I kept thinking the whole time, where do I recognize his face from? And then when I asked about it, they both seemed a bit uncomfortable.”

			“Why would that make them uncomfortable?”

			“I don’t know. But I know I have seen the guy’s face before.”

			“Didn’t you say he’s dating Olly? Maybe you’ve passed him in the hall or something when he’s been coming or going from Olly’s place?”

			Charlie guessed that was a possibility. “Yeah, maybe.” It still didn’t explain why they both looked so uncomfortable when she brought it up, though. Maybe she would ask Erica about it. “Anyway. You’re home earlier than I thought you would be. I wasn’t expecting you until at least tomorrow.”

			“The girls texted about going out, so I thought I would go. I was going to ask if you’re coming, but I take it you aren’t, now that you’re cat-sitting?”

			“Yeah, I’ll stay home tonight. I already texted them to say I was busy.”

			Val walked over and grabbed her gym bag again, before heading in the direction of her room. “Suit yourself. We aren’t going to Oasis, so you probably wouldn’t want to come anyway. No hot bartenders for you to drool over.” She gave Charlie a grin before she closed the door.

			It wasn’t like Charlie to miss out. If she were to ask her group of friends who was the life and soul of every party, they would all pick her. Closely followed by Val.

			Charlie had received the invite to go out before she had offered to take care of Hera. So, it wasn’t like that was the reason. She didn’t fancy it. The thought of curling up on the sofa, with Hera, sounded so much better to her. Waiting to grab those precious few minutes again in the middle of the night with Erica. Just the two of them.

			So, Charlie waited. She knew that it would be at least four, so when she and Hera had finished their movie-fest, they’d lain down for a few hours. Charlie had set an alarm for a few minutes before four so that she could wake up a little bit before Erica arrived. She didn’t want to be groggy and talking rubbish when she did. Charlie knew she needed to be always on her A-game with Erica. Erica wasn’t easy to impress. And yeah, she might have got up early to fix her hair and add a little lip gloss and mascara. She was only human.

			Her heart picked up when she heard Erica’s three raps on the door. It had become her signature knock as far as Charlie was concerned. She hurried over to open it. “Hey.” She stood aside to let Erica in.

			“Hi.” Erica didn’t hesitate before she
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