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Part 1

Sleepless in Seattle




Chapter 1

Willow

Willow tried hard to stifle a yawn.

The meeting was another long and drawn out one. Willow was sitting in a stiff, uncomfortable chair, trying to ignore the numb feeling creeping up into her lower back. She stared down at her laptop. Usually, she would have lots of detailed notes, but today all she had was a blank page. 

‘Ow!’

Willow turned to her colleague, Toby, and tried not to giggle. The kick he had planted into her right ankle stung a bit. She bent down and rubbed it carefully, trying not to draw too much attention to herself. If Kirk saw she wasn’t paying attention, he wouldn’t be pleased.

‘You need to focus,’ Toby muttered through closed lips. ‘Kirk is about to get to the main point.’

Willow blinked and then quickly straightened her body. The meeting room was too hot and stuffy, and she had a mild headache building up behind her eyes. She smiled at Toby and nodded discreetly, pushing an escaped lock of hair behind her ear and attempting to rearrange her face into one that looked attentive and keen.

She needed to pull herself together. After all, this meeting was a big deal.

In front of her, Kirk stood confident and in control. All eyes were on him, as they always were – he was the type of man to command attention with his sharp designer suits, slicked-back hair and beaming white-toothed smile. And usually, Willow would be like the rest, absorbed in his speech, taking notes on her laptop and nodding along eagerly.

But today her mind was elsewhere. She tried not to think about her phone, locked away in her desk drawer, and the stuff that she had just found out.

Above everything else, she tried not to think about Jake and their argument earlier that morning.

Kirk was building up his pace. In his hand, he clutched the prototype. The new coffee brand that they were going to test out with consumers. This had been top secret for months.

‘Noix Noir is our deepest, richest blend yet,’ he said enthusiastically. ‘This offers our customers the chance to experience quality smooth instant coffee for an affordable, competitive price.’

Toby nudged Willow. ‘This is a great opportunity for us,’ he whispered under his breath. ‘We can really get noticed.’

Willow nodded, even though she was trying to desperately hide her frown. The jar Kirk was holding looked drab and brown, almost like it should contain instant gravy. It didn’t scream luxury – more bargain basement. She couldn’t even imagine it would have been a drink her grandma would have had in her cupboard, not that her grandma particularly liked coffee; she was more of a tea drinker.

Just thinking of her grandma made that hollow ache inside her open up again.

Willow bit her lip in an effort to refocus. She couldn’t afford to let her thoughts drift again. As Social Media Manager in the marketing team for Café Crème, Willow knew this was another opportunity for her to shine. Without dwelling too much on her misgivings, she stuck up her hand. Kirk turned to her and beamed. ‘Willow. I see you are as excited as we are with our new leading product.’

‘I know just the target audience for this,’ Willow replied brightly. ‘I can’t wait to get started on a new social media campaign. I think we can build excitement for this brand quickly.’

Toby flashed her a suspicious look, but Willow just ignored him.

It didn’t matter how she was feeling inside. She had to make this work. After all, wasn’t this what she had always wanted to do?

She just had to learn to fight her doubts.

Toby insisted they go to a coffee shop for lunch and Willow didn’t have the heart to tell him that it really was the last thing she wanted. In her notepad, she had already sketched out a couple of vague ideas to build brand engagement. Lunch would be the perfect opportunity to talk them through with Toby. He was her ambitious, if not slightly too eager assistant, who she knew was desperate for recognition. He reminded her a bit of a yappy dog, slightly irritating to be around but too cute to tell off.

Toby ordered his usual flat white and avocado toast, and Willow settled for a leafy green salad and one of the new matcha drinks on offer. As she sipped it, she wondered if she would ever have the heart to admit to Kirk that she really didn’t like coffee all that much. The matcha was much nicer.

‘You have to love our product to sell it,’ Kirk always enthused, handing out free samples regularly and frowning at anyone who wasn’t permanently on a caffeine high. Willow was getting very good at sipping milky equivalents and wondered if her love for it would ever grow.

She didn’t know much about matcha except there seemed to be ads for it everywhere and a lot of their influencers were suddenly imploring its benefits.

Even the barista was quick to point out how good the matcha was for her as she handed over the bright-green drink. ‘It’s a wonderful antioxidant,’ she gushed. ‘You may even find it helps with your brain functioning today.’

Willow smiled. ‘I sure need some help with that.’

The barista nodded keenly. ‘Matcha really is taking the world by storm right now, but its history stretches back for thousands of years. You should read up on it. It’s more than just a tea. It’s linked to ancient dynasties!’ 

‘Really? I might have a read,’ Willow replied. ‘I admit I don’t know much about it.’

‘It will blow your mind! And then you drink the matcha and it will inspire and calm you. Like magic!’ The barista joked. ‘There really is nothing like it.’

‘That sounds like something else I would definitely benefit from!’

And she certainly would, especially if she was going to be able to drum up any enthusiasm for this new campaign. At least Toby was enthused by it.

‘This is going to be a great campaign to be involved in,’ Toby said, his small eyes suddenly wide. ‘This is such an exotic new product; I’m sure a lot of our guys will be all over it.’

By ‘our guys’ Toby meant their influencers and as the manager these people were Willow’s responsibility. For the past few years, she had carefully built relationships with some of the top food-and-drink content creators out there and one of them, in particular, was very much on her mind at the moment. She glanced at her phone and frowned.

As if he had suddenly been granted the skill of perception, Toby leaned forward with enthusiasm and blurted her name. ‘Esmae Reed. Surely, this is perfect for her?’

Yes, with her reach, it really should be, but Willow shook her head sadly and pushed her phone towards him. The screen lit up, revealing a chain of social media posts. She watched as Toby’s ghostly skin seemed to whiten further. She didn’t even know that was possible.

‘These are—’

‘Totally damaging,’ she finished for him, with a sigh. ‘What was she thinking?’

‘These are years old though …’ Toby replied with desperate hope. ‘Surely, she can defend herself?’

‘It doesn’t matter. People need to remember if they’ve written something contentious in the past, it will be found.’ Willow sighed. She had already worked out that Esmae had probably been sixteen or seventeen when she made this series of ill-advised posts about the singer, Nicole Marr. They mainly mocked the celebrity’s weight at a time when it wasn’t known that she was battling an eating disorder. The social media onslaught, which had just erupted, was heavy and Esmae was facing total cancelation.

‘So, what now?’

‘So now we can’t use her,’ Willow replied. ‘And neither will any other marketing department. Her brand is damaged. She is already losing followers by the thousands.’

‘But it was ages ago. She was young …’ Toby peered at the screen. ‘And according to her apology, she was struggling with her own mental health at the time.’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ Willow said quietly. ‘You know how it works. It’s brutal.’

Although, it did matter. In a small part of her brain, it really did. Willow liked Esmae a lot. She was funny and kind and a great energy online. She knew in her heart that the posts would have been badly thought out and not deliberately cruel. She also knew that a lot of competitors had wanted to bring about Esmae’s downfall for a long time.

‘Oh well.’ Toby shrugged in that easy way of his. ‘We have plenty of other options.  I’m thinking of Sapphire Hayes already.’

‘Yeah, probably …’ Willow sipped at her drink, knowing full well Sapphire had already been dining out on Esmae’s mistake.

‘Or what about Alex Rose?’ Toby suggested. ‘She’s up and coming.’

Willow sighed. That name seemed to be everywhere lately. ‘Maybe …’ she replied.

Around them, the coffee shop was already filling up. Willow watched a group of friends huddled by the window opposite, laughing loudly. The early Seattle spring sunshine was drifting in and drenching them in brightness. Across from them, an old man clutched his espresso and stared down at an open puzzle book, his wizened face marked in concentration. This place was full of so many different personalities – both strangers and friends, and the energy was strangely comforting. Willow wished she could sit here a lot longer than their usual half an hour.

‘Don’t you find our job so toxic sometimes?’ she asked Toby quietly.

Toby looked like he might fall off his chair in alarm. ‘What do you mean? It’s a great industry. The opportunities are endless, and—’

Willow sighed. ‘That wasn’t a test, Toby. I was just wondering out loud. Esmae is the third influencer to be canceled this month. Not only that, it’s such a fight to stay on top, isn’t it? To be the best, to stay relevant …’

Toby laughed nervously. ‘That’s the nature of it. It keeps us on our toes.’

‘I guess …’

‘Are you OK, Willow? You’ve seemed distracted all morning.’

She forced a smile. It felt stiff and unfamiliar on her face. ‘Oh yeah, I’m fine. I’m just busy thinking about this campaign.’

The lie was easy to tell.

She thought back to her morning at the apartment, and yet another argument with Jake. Well, she wasn’t even sure she could properly call it an argument, as all their days were so rushed now that they barely had time to speak to each other, let alone have a full-blown fight. In truth, they probably needed an explosion. At the moment, it was like storm clouds were building up above them, and the pressure was intense and stifling. They needed a burst of thunder, or a spark of lightning, to release it all.

All she knew was that things weren’t right between them.

As if on cue, her phone buzzed. Willow swiped the screen and was immediately presented with a new post by Jake. His star was rising online and his latest ‘day in the life’ vlog about being a first responder was already building traction. He was posting more and more of these lately, loving the attention they received.

Willow knew she should be pleased for him.

The truth was, Willow saw her boyfriend more online now than she ever did in real life.

And if she was honest – she was getting pretty sick of it.

Toby nudged her. ‘We better go. Time’s ticking.’ She saw his expression darken slightly as he peered down at the remains of her matcha drink. ‘And you better not let Kirk see you’ve been drinking that stuff, I’m not sure he’d be impressed.’

Willow wiped at her lips guiltily, already feeling like she had been sleeping with the enemy.

But she couldn’t deny it. She liked the taste.

Willow let herself into her small apartment building in the Belltown area, a short bus ride away from work. It was the cheapest she could find in the area and as a result it wasn’t very glamorous. The building itself was gray brick and the studio was clean, but very minimal, with magnolia-painted walls and views onto the leafy street beyond. It wasn’t too noisy, and with Jake’s help, Willow was able to make her rent payments, but sometimes she couldn’t help dreaming of more.

That same ache was inside her now as she threw down her purse and walked around the small space. Jake wasn’t back and wouldn’t be for some time, yet ironically, it felt more claustrophobic without him here. She wandered into the kitchen to make herself a drink, trying to distract herself. This desperate sense of longing and a sad feeling of not belonging was becoming more and more insistent and she yearned to shake it off.

When Jake and Willow had first moved to Seattle, they had both been so excited; it had been a joint dream. They had been so young at eighteen and craved big-city life.

When Willow secured a junior marketing role at Café Crème, it had been their first step on this huge adventure. They had left behind a quiet, and what they had both viewed as a quite mundane routine, back in Honey Springs – a small resort nestled high up in the Olympic Mountains. Growing up in a small town had its challenges and Willow could remember how desperate they had been to spread their wings and leave.

But now her mind kept drifting back to the peace and serenity that her childhood home offered. Yes, it could be suffocating at times, and everybody there always knew her business – but it was home. And it was safe and familiar. Even better, it had had the safety and comfort of her grandma, Martha, the person who had more or less brought her up.

Right now, Willow didn’t feel any of these things. Instead, her surroundings felt sterile and cold. And her job – the one she had fought so hard to succeed in – was beginning to feel toxic and lonely.

This apartment was so empty, especially without Jake in it. She thought back to their rushed morning, how he had hugged her briefly and grazed a kiss against her cheek.

‘I’ll probably be late tonight, babe. After my shift, a few of us are going out for drinks to celebrate Lola getting promoted.’

Willow wondered dryly whether he would be documenting that on his ‘day in a life’ too.

Willow drank her water slowly, staring out at the streets beyond. She heard her phone buzzing in her bag but chose to ignore it for a while. She knew she had lots of messages from Esmae that she needed to deal with. She also knew that Jake’s latest post was continuing to blow up.

While she was struggling in this new life they had built, Jake was flourishing. He loved Seattle and more importantly, he loved the life he was starting to build for himself online. But it was different for Willow. At first, she had loved it here and had slipped into her new corporate role quite effortlessly. It had been easy enough to forget about her life before.

That was until Grandma died. A year had passed since that awful day, but Willow knew it had caused a shift inside her.

Staring out at the view, Willow focused on the horizon. Even though it was impossible, she swore if she squinted hard enough, she could make out the soft outline of those familiar mountains.

It was almost as if something, or maybe someone, was calling her back.

Willow decided, after a little bit of daydreaming, that it was time to call Esmae. She could have simply sent her an email, outlining why they couldn’t use her on campaigns moving forward. Certainly, this would be the approach Kirk would take. But Willow was not Kirk and she had worked with Esmae for nearly two years now. In fact, Esmae had taken a chance on them when her reach was at its greatest.

The least she deserved was a phone call.

Esmae answered the phone quietly, almost as if she knew what was to come.

‘I’m sorry for the late call,’ Willow said gently. ‘I wanted to wait until I was outside of the office.’

‘That’s OK. I appreciate you phoning anyway.’ Esmae’s voice was still bright, but Willow could detect the slight crack in it. ‘And don’t worry, I know what you’re about to say.’

‘I’m so sorry,’ Willow whispered. And she truly was.

Esmae was a great influencer. Her account was fresh and funny and had millions of subscribers, or at least it had until her cancelation.

‘What will you do next?’ Willow asked carefully.

‘Oh, don’t worry about me,’ she replied. ‘Me and Jed are thinking about heading to the West Coast, for some beach and sun and pure relaxation. These past few years have been heavy, you know? I’ve barely stopped for breath.’

Willow nodded. She knew that feeling all too well.

‘I’m beginning to think this could all be a good thing,’ Esmae continued breathlessly.

‘I can jump off the social media fast train and get some headspace, you know what I mean? I can take some time to find out what I really want to do next.’

‘That sounds perfect, Es,’ Willow said. ‘I’m almost jealous of you.’

Esmae laughed softly. ‘You could do the same, Willow. Any time. Just jump off whenever you want. It’s never too late. After all, life is precious, isn’t it? We should figure out exactly where we want to be and what we want to be doing with our lives. Not just making it up as we go along.’

‘Maybe you’re right.’

‘Don’t be scared of change, honey. I was for too long and in the end, I was pushed out. Sometimes I think fate takes us where we need to be.’

Willow ended the call with a smile. She was relieved that Esmae was making plans. It sounded like it would more or less work out for her.

Willow just wished that niggle of jealousy stinging her heart would go away.

Later, she curled up on the sofa. Her takeout pizza lay half discarded on the table beside her. She was reading messages from Jake. He was on his way back home. Willow knew he would be tipsy and also excited about his latest post. At her last check, Willow saw that it had nearly a million views. She also noticed that the key influencer Alex Rose had shared it. That was pretty impressive.

Yet Esmae’s words kept repeating in her mind.

I need to jump off the social media train …

Sometimes I think fate takes us where we need to be …

Willow longed for those early days with Jake when they had been so in love and caught up in the moment. They hadn’t been documenting every second of their life together online. Willow knew she was as guilty of it as Jake. As soon as she started her marketing job in Seattle, the habit to upload their lives had kicked in. Everything they did together was posted – every meal, every day out, every success.

It was exhausting.

And it wasn’t real.

She didn’t record their arguments. She didn’t post about her lonely nights in, like this one, or her cold uneaten pizza. Or the fact that she no longer loved her job. In fact, she didn’t even like it.

She didn’t post any of that.

Willow felt a tug of longing again. Without thinking too much about it, she reached for her laptop and clicked onto the home page of Honey Springs. Immediately, the images swamped her and it was almost as if she could smell the fresh mountain scent of home. Willow scrolled through the pages, smiling as each image brought back a sweet memory – the fields where they used to play and the cute little colorful houses and shops that sat jumbled together on the roads leading from the mountains. When she was only seven years old, her mom had left town to find a new life in Boston, leaving only Willow, her grandma and some childhood friends still living there. Later, her mom had offered Willow the chance to move with her to Boston, but by then, Willow had been an independent teen and was settled where she was. 

It had been Jake’s idea to move to Seattle when they were both eighteen. It seemed the right thing to do at the time. They were in love, and he was training to be a first responder and could do that work anywhere. Jake had never really liked being in a small town and was always itching to leave. 

Willow used to speak to her grandma weekly before she died; she knew not much had changed in their sleepy town, and there was something both comforting and wonderful in that thought. There were no fast trains to fall off in Honey Springs.

There you could take your time to really find out what you wanted to be.

A tug of sadness hit her as she thought of the wonderful woman who had helped raise her when her mom had been too busy running off with other men and setting up a life of her own.

Willow clicked on another image of Honey Springs. It was of The Diner, one of her favorite places to go when she was a teenager. She used to hang out there with Jake and other kids from school, drinking the most amazing milkshakes. Willow peered at the picture: it looked like the outside of The Diner had been repainted. She wondered who owned it now. It used to be Mel’s before she got sick. Willow liked Mel a lot. She had been the life and soul of the town and had always taken the time to talk to her customers. Mel’s son, Lucas, was the same age as Willow and Jake and had been in the same grade as them in school. Willow knew him as a dark-haired thoughtful boy, who she had been good friends with, especially when they were a lot younger. They drifted a little when she had gotten close to Jake and that was something she had always thought was sad. Lucas was sweet and funny and one of the cleverest people she knew.

She wondered where he was now. She guessed he was probably a long way away from Honey Springs. He always used to say that he dreamed of getting away. 

Willow continued searching through the site, liking how the memories were settling her. Jake would tell her she was being silly doing this. He would tell her there was nothing left for them back in Honey Springs and he was probably right.

And yet she was still drawn in.

Then she noticed a link on the page’s forum. An anonymous user had shared it with the title ‘Dullest Towns in the US’. She frowned as she clicked on the video, quickly realizing it was by a well-known YouTuber who liked to stir up controversy. The guy critiqued the sleepy little shops, saying they were ‘boring’ and ‘outdated’. Willow felt a rush of outrage for her hometown. How dare he say these things? It was clearly rage-bait. She decided it wasn’t even worth watching and quickly clicked away again.

She went back instead to the safety of the homepage and clicked on the ‘noticeboard’ section, wondering if there were any updates that might be interesting. Most of the posts were of yard sales and concerts at the church, but one post caught her eye.

It was an advertisement.


Van for sale.

Fully equipped to sell food/coffee/snacks.

Just needs a fresh coat of paint.

Must sell quickly. Bargain price.

Contact Jenn.



Two things flashed into Willow’s mind immediately. The first was that this was Jenn Havers her old school friend and complete nutcase. How on earth had she gotten herself a van?

And the second was how much Willow suddenly wanted it.




Chapter 2

The restaurant was one of Jake’s favorites, nestled downtown on the main strip. Willow knew he liked to come to practice his French, which he had been avidly learning in his spare time. Honestly, Jake really was one of those multitaskers who could do a million things at once. Willow sometimes marveled at the fact that he had any time for her.

‘You look dreamy,’ he remarked, raising a glass. As he smiled, he revealed his cute dimples that had made Willow feel weak-headed when she was only thirteen.

‘Did you have a good day?’ he asked.

‘It was busy. We are working nonstop on this new campaign …’

‘Oh yeah.’ Jake’s gaze began to drift as he attempted to catch the attention of the waiter. ‘That sounds … interesting.’

Willow knew she would bore him if she went into any more detail, so she held back. This evening was about them. They had barely seen each other for the past two weeks, so she knew above everything else that they needed this.

The waiter saw Jake gesturing wildly and strode over. ‘Are you ready to order?’ he asked brightly, his notepad ready.

Jake nodded enthusiastically. 

‘Pour commencer, nous aimerions du fromage de chèvre, et ensuite le bar, s’il vous plaît.’

‘Very good,’ the waiter replied in his perfect American accent. ‘And wine?’

‘Juste le vin blanc de la maison, le moins cher.’

Jake sat back with a smug look on his face and handed the menu over. Willow wondered if she should applaud him.

The waiter nodded, giving Willow a wry smile. She wondered if he felt sorry for her. The thought of that made her cringe. She glanced away.

‘What did you order?’ Willow asked once the waiter had left them.

‘The goat’s cheese and the seabass. I’ve been told it’s the best around.’ He paused. ‘I hope you don’t mind me taking charge like that, I just wanted a chance to practice my French. I know you’re going to love it.’

‘Jake, you know I don’t even like fish.’

‘That’s because you’ve never properly tried it before. You always pick at it. And this seabass has been reviewed online as one of the best.’ Jake’s smile widened. ‘Trust me, Willow. I wouldn’t order you something you wouldn’t like, OK? I’ll be having the same.’

‘No, of course not.’ She busied herself laying her napkin on her lap.

‘I ordered the expensive white wine too. As a treat.’

She nodded. Why did he have to lie like that? From the limited French she had done in school, Willow was quite aware that he had ordered the house white and specifically asked for the cheapest bottle. Really, she knew she should call him out on it, but she didn’t have the energy for it. The last thing they needed was another argument.

‘So,’ she said, attempting to change the subject. ‘How was work for you?’

Jake was on another early shift today and had only got in an hour or so ago. She could tell by the dark shadows settling under his eyes that he was tired. Jake was good at masking his exhaustion with a smile.

‘It was alright. Busy as usual, but we made the best of it.’ Jake tugged out his phone. ‘I need to check my latest post. I uploaded it just before I finished. I’m getting so much traction now, thanks to Alex Rose.’

Willow glanced at the screen. Jake had posted a picture of himself posing in his figure-hugging shirt, sweat clinging to his skin. He looked like an all-American hero – dirty, rugged and strong. Who wouldn’t be turned on by that? Certainly, she felt a little fizz in her skin. She wondered fleetingly whether this Alex Rose had similar thoughts.

‘So, how did you get her attention anyway?’

‘I’m not sure.’ He grinned. ‘I guess she likes what I do. She’s even messaged me and offered to help with some promotion.’

‘That’s great …’ Willow nibbled on the bread that was already out. It was dry and tasteless. 

‘People like hearing about my work. Obviously, I never go into too much detail – but Alex says they like the danger of it. I guess it’s exciting.’

‘You do dangerous work. It’s great you’re doing so well.’

Willow was always a little in awe of Jake and how he could put himself in the most dangerous situations yet barely seem to flinch. She knew he loved his job, and there was no doubt he was good at it too.

The waiter came back and started to pour the wine. Willow noticed that Jake was staring at her with a kind of amused look on his face.

‘What?’

‘I dunno.’ He took his drink and had a long sip. ‘I just figured you would be more excited for me than that.’

‘What do you mean?’ Willow also sipped her drink. It was very dry and stuck to the roof of her mouth. She frowned. What did Jake expect her to do? Jump up and down in excitement? Start a cheerleading routine for him?

‘My followers have doubled in the last few months. A huge influencer is in touch with me.  I have companies contacting me asking me to endorse their products, I mean, that’s a big deal, isn’t it! I’m even debating taking this clothing brand up on their offer. What harm would it do, wearing one of their T-shirts on my shift?’

‘I’m not sure, Jake. Your first job is being a first responder. You can’t forget that.’

‘Of course I won’t forget that. This is just some fun, that’s all.’ Jake’s tone was sharp. He sat back in his chair, his arms folded. ‘I thought you’d be pleased for me, Willow. This is your world after all. For so long, I didn’t really understand but now I do. Even better than that, I’m doing well in it. I thought that would make you as excited as I am.’

‘I am excited,’ Willow soothed. ‘I really am. It’s just the online world is a tricky space. I guess I feel differently towards it now.’

‘What do you mean?’

She shook her head. ‘Don’t you think it’s a little fake? And so forced. It’s so easy to get burnt out by it all. And it only takes one small mistake—’

He chuckled softly. ‘You don’t need to worry about me, Will, I’m not going to be making any mistakes. This is my life I’m documenting. I know exactly what I’m doing and I’m good at it.’ He reached across and took her hands in his. ‘It’s sweet you care so much though, babe. That’s what I love about you. You’re always thinking about others.’

Willow smiled shyly back, trying to ignore the guilty thoughts drifting in her mind. The truth was she hadn’t been thinking of Jake at all.

She had been thinking of herself.

And just how quickly she could get herself out of this world she had created for herself.

Later, Willow lay in bed with her head on Jake’s chest, still warm from sex. It hadn’t been a very long session. More of a familiar, ‘quick kiss and rip your pants off’ kind of routine. Jake had been turned on and fast and even though Willow had enjoyed it, she still felt a little unsatisfied.

‘Was that good for you?’ Jake whispered, his breathing still a little ragged.

‘Yeah …’ Willow traced the lines of his chest muscles, more defined now by his sweat. ‘I could be up for a little more though … If you know what I mean?’

Jake wrapped his arm around her and drew her close. ‘Ah, babe, can we hold off? I’m exhausted. It’s been such a long day. I promise to spoil you tomorrow.’

Willow kissed his skin, tasting the salt. ‘Sure. I’ll look forward to it.’

Except Jake had promised this exact same thing last time they had slept together and the time before that. She was trying not to get grumpy about these things, but it was hard not to sometimes. She knew Jake worked hard. She couldn’t even begin to imagine how tough his job was. In many ways, she was lucky he was up for any sex at all.

She just wished sometimes she could get something more from him.

She rested her head on his chest and allowed her thoughts to drift and swirl. Around them, she could hear the sounds of the apartment as it began to settle. The slow whir of the air conditioning, the hum of the fridge. Above them was the soft thud of footsteps from the professional couple that lived upstairs (and always seemed to be up late). Outside was the hum of traffic, and even further afield the distant sound of music.

There was always noise here, always signs of people being active and on the move. This city certainly never slept. Willow remembered how quiet it had been growing up. How the only sound at night had been owls and the chirping of crickets. When she first moved here, she had to get earplugs because it had been so loud, she thought she would never cope, but in time she had adjusted.

Except now the noise seemed to be louder than ever. It was keeping her awake.

She rolled off Jake, suddenly hot and uncomfortable. He moaned softly.

‘Jake …’

‘Mmmm?’

‘Do you know where my earplugs are?’

Jake rubbed his eyes. ‘You haven’t needed those in ages.’

‘I know – but I kind of need them tonight. It seems really noisy in here.’

‘It really isn’t.’

‘Well … it is to me.’

Jake groaned and rolled over. ‘I probably threw them out, babe. You weren’t using them.’

Willow frowned. Jake liked keeping the place neat and minimal, but this often meant he would have major purges without even consulting her. He had gotten rid of so much of her stuff without asking.

‘I really need them. I can’t sleep.’

‘There’s not much I can do,’ Jake replied. ‘Why is this bothering you now? Is there something on your mind?’

Willow pulled herself up to sitting position. ‘I dunno – maybe …’

‘Is it work?’ Jake still sounded half asleep. ‘You know you don’t need to worry about that. Your marketing brain will soon snap into place, and you’ll figure it all out.’

‘Yeah maybe,’ she breathed softly. ‘I hope so anyway.’

‘We all have rough patches, baby. This is just your one.’

‘You think?’

‘Sure?’ Jake yawned. ‘That business with Esmae rattled you a bit, that’s all. No one is going to cancel you. Or me. We are both fine. More than fine.’

Willow smiled softly. She had always loved Jake’s confidence. It was one of the first things that had attracted her to him when they first met.

‘Do you ever miss it?’ she asked softly.

‘What?’

‘Home. Honey Springs.’

Jake shifted on the bed, moving up onto his elbow. ‘Huh? What brought that up?’

‘I dunno. I was just thinking …’ She paused. ‘But do you miss it?’

He laughed softly. ‘What is there to miss, Willow? It’s just some deadbeat town in the mountains. It has nothing going for it. Nothing at all. Everything we need is right here.’

‘Sometimes I miss it,’ Willow whispered. ‘I’ve been thinking about it more recently. Was it really that deadbeat? Or was that just what we told ourselves because we wanted a reason to escape?’

Jake pulled her towards him. ‘Willow, we left Honey Springs for a reason. There is nothing there for us now. Stop worrying and get some rest. It’s late.’

Willow allowed herself to curl up beside him, but as Jake fell into an easy sleep, she remained wide awake.

She couldn’t help feeling that Jake was wrong. There was something still there for her in Honey Springs.

And Jake didn’t seem to understand how she was feeling.

Even though she was now wrapped tightly in his arms, she had never felt so alone.




Chapter 3

Willow gazed at her laptop screen, half hoping that the answers might suddenly spring to life in front of her if she willed it hard enough. The office around her was buzzing, as it always was, with people talking loudly and cracking jokes – everyone was so wired about this new campaign.

Except Willow. She simply felt hollowed out. And tired, so desperately tired.

An hour ago, she had had a meeting with Kirk, where she had outlined some of her pre-launch ideas for the new Noix Noir brand. She had produced some of her rough plans on her laptop for him to see. She always felt nervous sitting in Kirk’s plush, highly glazed office and today had been no exception. Kirk had sat back on his large leather chair, legs crossed. His expression had looked almost bored, and Willow felt like a shy, awkward schoolgirl trying to impress him.

‘“The smell of tomorrow …”’ she had suggested tentatively. ‘Or perhaps, “Wake up to something new.” We could build up a campaign that focuses on anticipation and enticement, without giving too many details away.’

Kirk had frowned and pushed the laptop to one side. ‘These aren’t very original, Willow. I can’t see our TikTok or Instagram audience engaging with them. We need to build excitement and create that all-important buzz.’

‘Well, that’s what I’m attempting. I want to work on that buzz. I have influencers in mind that would be key.’

‘What? Like Esmae Reed?’ He had pressed his teeth together. ‘One of your favorites, I believe, Willow. You used her on our last campaign. And look what’s happened now. People are leaving her in droves.’

‘I couldn’t have predicted her being canceled,’ Willow had said calmly, picking up her laptop. It was pretty clear that Esmae’s downfall was now starting to bleed into her own reputation. She wasn’t even sure how she felt about that. ‘Leave this with me. I have other ideas.’

Kirk’s dark eyes had drilled into hers. ‘Yes, work on this more. These are too boring. Honestly, Willow, I really thought you would dig deep for this campaign, but it’s like you’ve taken your eye off the ball lately.’

‘Sorry, Kirk.’ She hated that her cheeks had flamed red.

He had muttered something under his breath and then glanced up at her again. ‘Send Toby in. He told me earlier that he had some new ideas to run by me.’

Willow had nodded mutely and relayed the message to Toby. Now, he was sitting in Kirk’s flashy office and had been there for the last hour, while she was sitting at her desk staring numbly at her screen. This wasn’t like her at all. Usually, she had too many ideas fighting for attention in her head, but today, only one image remained static there – almost like it was superglued in place.

Jenn’s van.

Willow found herself searching online for something beyond coffee. Soon her screen was filled with images of matcha. She adjusted her position in her seat as she settled in to read more. The barista was right, the history of matcha was fascinating. She didn’t know it could be traced right back to China, to the Tang and Song dynasties. Back then it was popular with Buddhist monks and scholars who used it for its calming and energizing properties. 

Willow continued to scroll, discovering that the tea had been introduced to Japan by a Zen Buddhist named Eisai who came back from China with the seeds and planted them on Mount Sefuri. She tapped through the sites, reading even more about Eisai who focused his life on matcha, even writing a book on it. He claimed that it improved his meditation and gave him mental clarity and longevity. His teachings even influenced samurai warriors, who used matcha to sharpen their focus and maintain composure before battle. Matcha would go onto become a huge part of Japanese culture.

Willow sat back on her chair, mesmerized. She had never realized how special this drink was and how it had impacted so many throughout history. She realized with growing certainty that she wanted this special drink to be a part of her life. 

Maybe matcha could help her find the clarity and focus she so badly needed.

Kirk’s office door suddenly flew open, and Toby strode out. Willow could tell by the beaming smile on his face that his meeting had been far more successful than hers.

‘Hey.’ She smiled up at him. She could never be mad at Toby, even though he was a complete stickler. There was just something charming in his cheeky grin.

‘That was amazing,’ Toby said, slamming down his laptop. ‘Kirk loved my ideas. He is going to consider them.’

‘That’s really great.’

Toby seemed to realize that he had been a bit too enthusiastic and drew a breath. ‘Oh, Willow. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that your ideas weren’t any good. I’m sure he’s considering those too.’

She laughed softly. ‘My ideas were crap, Toby. Don’t worry about it. Honestly. I’m just glad that one of us is on the ball.’

‘Honestly?’

‘Honestly. We’re a team after all, aren’t we?’

Toby grinned again, his cheeks blooming red. He reached forward to high five her.

‘We are, Willow.’

Willow turned back to her screen and tried hard to focus on the various coffee images and words there, but her concentration was broken. Around her, the office was still humming with life. Toby was singing softly under his breath as he typed up his concepts.

She was surrounded by marketing vibrancy and corporate life.

Yet when she closed her eyes, all she could hear was the soft cascading water of the Falls near her hometown. It was suddenly the brightest, most beautiful sound she had ever heard.

The next day, Kirk confirmed it formally to the office. They would be working from Toby’s brief. His main concept started with the phrase ‘Something is brewing’ and there would be a countdown to the launch with the hashtag #makeyourmorningdark.

‘We will ask our key influencers to talk about their morning routines and run quizzes, like “What sort of coffee are you?”’ Toby announced excitedly. ‘We even think we could fly to France and do some shoots in Paris, really build up the mood.’

Willow raised an eyebrow. Wow, they really were blowing the budget on this one then. This was going to cost far more than Kirk’s original projections. Everyone applauded Toby and shouted out their encouragement. Willow clapped him on the back once he returned to his desk. It was great to see the team behind him.

‘Well done, Tobes. Let’s grab some lunch to celebrate? On me?’

Toby nodded excitedly. ‘That sounds great.’

Willow didn’t like to admit that her reason was mainly selfish. Although she was pleased for Toby, she desperately needed to get out of the office. The air felt too thick and unpleasant, and the heat clung to her like glue.

She rushed to the bathroom first to freshen up. As she washed her hands, she peered at her face. She knew she still looked the part. Her long brown hair was carefully straightened and lay like a glossy shower against her shoulders. Her pale skin had a soft glow to it, and she had taken time to conceal the freckles that scattered her nose. She still looked professional and polished, but it was perhaps her eyes that gave everything away. They seemed to lack the usual sparkle. Willow leaned in closer and stared back at her green irises, flecked with amber. Jake used to joke that they looked like honey, just like their hometown’s name.

Except it hadn’t been Jake who said that, was it? It was—

‘Hey Willow!’

Willow looked up. Brooke Gardener had just walked in. She was one of Kirk’s rising stars, all bronze skin and white, dazzling teeth.

‘You must be devastated,’ she gushed, widening her eyes as if to emphasize the point. ‘I mean Toby is your assistant and he’s getting all the attention.’

‘I’m proud of him.’ Willow smiled back. ‘He’s worked really hard for this.’

‘But still …’

Brooke patted her arm gently and then disappeared into one of the stalls. Willow knew what she was trying to say. This was a big deal and being pushed aside by her assistant meant Willow was at risk of losing her job. 

Willow stared into the mirror again. A few months ago, this would have been a killer blow. She would have been so stressed, probably lost sleep knowing that Kirk was thinking badly of her. These jobs were competitive to get and keep and she had worked so hard to keep herself at the top. Yet now, she was wobbling.

She should be panicking. She should be looking at Toby and eyeing him up as her possible enemy.

But instead, she felt the complete opposite.

She felt free.

‘A matcha, please,’ Willow said brightly. ‘I’ll try the blueberry one this time.’

‘Again?’ Toby whispered behind her. ‘You must really like those things.’

‘I’m really starting to like them,’ Willow replied, tapping her card on the payment machine. The barista beamed at her. It was a different one than before. This guy was a sun-kissed blond, who looked like he had washed up on a California beach.

‘You’re not the only one,’ he told her. ‘These things are flying out of here lately. They’re so popular.’

Willow nodded at Toby. ‘Don’t tell Kirk. He’ll be pushing Noix Noir aside for a taste of the action.’

‘No way. This is my baby now. I’m not letting it go.’

They took their usual seat at the table. Toby had ordered himself an espresso for the first time. Willow knew this was what Kirk exclusively drank. Perhaps Toby saw himself as one of the big boys now?

‘Are you OK about all this?’ Toby asked quietly. ‘The last thing I want to do is annoy you, Willow. You’ve been so good to me.’

Willow still remembered when he had started as a nervous intern two years ago. His shirt still had creases where it had come straight out of the package, and he had struggled to walk in his too-tight shoes. He had spent the
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